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  Paul James McAuley was born on April 23, 1955 in Stroud, Gloucestershire, U.K. He has a B.Sc in Botany and Zoology from Bristol University; and completed a Ph.D on plant-animal symbioses. He worked as a researcher in various universities, including Oxford and the University of California Los Angeles, before becoming a lecturer in Botany at the University of St. Andrews in Scotland.


  McAuley began writing fiction at the age of fifteen, when he borrowed a neighbor’s typewriter and wrote half a science-fiction novel set on Mars. Later, equipped with his own machine, he finished two more novels (both unpublishable and both long since lost). His professional writing career began with the publication of “Wagon, Passing” for the June 1984 issue of Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine. His first novel, published in 1988, was the far-future space opera Four Hundred Billion Stars.


  McAuley uses emerging technologies and SF motifs: nanotechnology, biotechnology, artificial intelligence, personality downloads, virtual reality; as well as, biotechnology and nanotechnology themes in his fiction. Since 2001 he has produced several SF-based techno-thrillers such as The Secret of Life, Whole Wide World, and White Devils.
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  1984


  Wagon, Passing


  The author is a biologist currently working at Oxford University. “Wagon, Passing” was written while he was still living In Los Angeles, and this bittersweet story is his first sale.


  The Monroe house stood atop a small knoll near the rim of the long valley. Behind it, on low hills shaped as if idly gouged by some huge child, pylons raised empty, impotent arms to the imperial blue Californian sky; in front the land swooped down, golden-brown with dry grass, to the green meadows which lay either side of the ruled double line of the old Interstate and the slow, green river where the Los Angeles Aqueduct had been. Beyond, the flat floor of the valley stretched east and south to a hazy horizon bisected by a single plume of smoke, a smudge on the canvas of a careless artist. To the north the Tulare Sea shimmered like a mirage.


  Jessie Monroe was working in the vegetable patch in front, tending her rose bushes, when her husband, leading his swayback mare, came up to the house. A honey-colored Alsatian loped at his heels. As he entered the speckled shade of the row of eucalyptus trees, Jessie went over to the fence to meet him. She was a tall woman in a faded print dress, her figure blurred by middleage. Her long, callused feet were bare, so that she stepped carefully, wary of thorns that had dropped to the cracked ground. Above, dry leaves rattled in the hot, constant wind; crickets sang in crackling weeds.


  “Going down to town now,” he told her.


  “Well, you don’t need my approval, R.J.” Her husband had been named Roosevelt James, but his father had also been called Roosevelt and there had already been too many Jimmies in his family, so from childhood he had been known as R.J., even now, when probably all of his family were as dead as his parents, who had owned the land here before the war, who had been murdered before Jessie and R.J. could reach them.


  With the hand not holding his mare’s reins, R.J. lifted off his wide-brimmed straw hat and slowly fanned his sweating, pinched face. His brown hair, slicked back, was dented where the hat had rested. He allowed, “Thought you might be needing something.”


  “Whatever could they have down there that I’d want!” Jessie was given to exclamations and gestures larger than needed, a residue of her theatrical training.


  Her husband shrugged.


  Jessie considered. In the pause, the Alsatian wriggled under the fence rail and trotted over to the porch where its brother and sister rested in the shade.


  “If they have any cotton,” Jessie said, “you could maybe buy a few yards. All my dresses are worn through, and you can hardly wear wool in this heat. Get something plain and I’ll run you up a shirt too.”


  “It’ll be expensive,” R.J. said judiciously.


  “Well, when is someone going to start weaving again? They used to grow cotton all around here; they should start again. We don’t need all the land for food now.”


  “You could raise the matter in town meeting, instead of bothering me.”


  “You know they don’t listen to women, R.J.” The truth was, Jessie didn’t feel comfortable among the others of the little community. They were a dour, moral, hardworking people, as enduring as the boulders which studded the parched hills; returned to the landscapes of his childhood, R.J. had reverted to type, shedding the skin of culture he had acquired in L.A. as easily as a snake sloughs the film of scales it has outgrown—no longer did he and Jessie discuss art, movies, books, plays. All gone anyway, burnt up and blown away.


  R.J. told her, “It’s up to you, I guess. I’ll see what I can do, but don’t count on it.” He set his hat back on his head and added, “Vegetables need work more than flowers.”


  “I won’t forget,” Jessie said shortly. The roses had been a bone of contention between them right from the beginning; she had kept them going all through the first years, when bands of refugees had decimated the crops and there never seemed enough anyway, when she should have been working on essentials. They were the only rose bushes for miles around, each standing in a neat circle of carefully mulched earth, red, gold, and ivory blossoms perfuming the hot air.


  Her husband shrugged and added, as he always did when he left her alone in the day, “Any trouble, you fire off that pistol and Sam’ll come right up.” Sam was the old man, a refugee, his face disfigured by cruel burn-scars, who was their shepherd.


  “Get on with you,” Jessie said. “You be careful yourself, what with the war out there.”


  R.J. looked at the smoke smudge, looked back. “Just a skirmish over pasture, a long way off and we’re keeping out of it. Town council is all agreed on that, don’t you worry.” He pulled his mare’s head away from the grass she’d been nibbling all the while and hopped up into the saddle, flicking the reins lightly to start her into her slow trot.


  Jessie watched him past the line of eucalyptus, then went back to plucking Japanese beetles from the newly opening buds. It was a day like any other, immense, quiet. Every now and then the wind shifted so that she could hear the bleating of sheep miles away down by the river. She worked at a steady pace, her mind so absorbed in the simple task that, had she been asked, she would have been hard pressed to say what she had been thinking about. Skippingly, about how little she and R.J. talked these days, about the graves in back which she should clear again (it had probably been scavengers, because all the canned food and most of the tools had been taken; she had helped R.J. dig the shallow graves and lay his parents in them). About what she would cook for supper, the menthol of the eucalyptus trees on the wind, the way the heat dried the petals of the roses even before they dropped from each fat, central hip.


  She did not look at the land around her—it was too familiar to bear looking at—so the first thing she knew of the visitor was when the dogs began to bark, leaving the shade of the porch and running down the track. Jessie looked up and saw a plume of dust a mile away, too large to be her husband returning.


  It was probably only one of the neighbors, but to be sure she went inside for the old revolver. When she came out again she could see that a wagon was approaching, a stranger’s wagon: what looked like a flatbed trailer with wide rubber wheels and a cover hooked over a contrivance of stakes, drawn by a single mule. It came steadily up the track, brushing between dried weeds, escorted by the three panting Alsatians. Something gripped inside Jessie’s chest, a heady bubbling mixture of excitement and apprehension.


  The man who drove the queer rig sat on a lashed-up bench: a bare-chested skinny man wearing new-looking jeans. He pulled at the reins and the mule slowed to a trot, stopped. The dogs circled, exchanging dubious growls.


  Excitement and apprehension erased, blank with anticipation, Jessie stepped up to the fence, aware of the heavy weight of the gun tugging its belt at her right hip. People didn’t travel much, what with the roads worsening each winter, animals getting bolder, bands of robbers roving unchecked beyond the limits of each community’s patrols. She had gotten used to the same faces in church, piously giving thanks for having been saved, the visits of her monosyllabic neighbors, who might manage ten whole sentences in the hour it took them to drink their cider before leaving. Here was something new, and she wasn’t sure what to make of it.


  “Afternoon,” the man said, leaning forward. The reins dropped from one fist. “Does this track meet with the north road over the hills?”


  “. . . Yes.”


  “I hoped so.” His smile revealed large yellow teeth. He was perhaps thirty, his face darkly tanned and glistening with sweat, undershot by a short, spade-shaped beard. “You get so you no longer trust maps, even though the land hasn’t much changed. I usually go by Visalia, but with the trouble they’re having right now, I gave it a miss this year.”


  “If you’re going north, surely the interstate would be better, and cooler too, down by the river.”


  “Someone in town told me it was flooded further up. From the way it rained this spring I can believe it.”


  Some tension Jessie hadn’t been aware of before relaxed. If the man had been through town he was vetted, safe.


  “I’m forgetting my manners,” he added. “It’s being out in the wild so much, I guess. I’m John Varney, traveler.”


  “Jessie Monroe.”


  “I haven’t seen flowers like this in years. My mother had one or two bushes, out in the desert, but not like this. That yellow one, the big one there, what is it?”


  “ ‘Peace,’ ” Jessie said, with embarrassed gratification.


  “After smelling mule out on the road all morning, it’s a welcome scent. Tell me, could you do me a favor and call off your dogs? I have a cat, and he won’t be happy until there’s something between him and those three.”


  “Of course,” Jessie said, and called in the Alsatians, shutting the gate behind them.


  “Thank you,” the man said, politely enough, and lifted a large calico cat, with the big head and ragged ears of a tom, onto the bench beside him. There seemed to be something wrong with its belly; loose folds of fur there suggested a wound.


  “It’s not too much to ask, I hope, if you could give me a drink of water? I must have half the county on my tongue.”


  “The well’s in back.”


  They walked around the side of the house in silence. Something inside Jessie was bubbling, singing, pure excitement, but she stood quietly as the man filled the tin mug that hung from the standpipe and drank greedily, his Adamis apple bobbing. He stuck his head under the spout and splashed his black hair, scrubbed at the roots of his beard, then stood, blinking water from his eyes. Droplets glittered in his beard and the hair on his chest. “Thank you,” he said simply.


  “We have plenty, and it’s clean.”


  “Fossil water, not groundwater? That’s good.”


  “It’s why everyone around here keeps healthy,” Jessie said, and felt that she had said the wrong thing. Above their heads, the fantail of the windpump revolved lazily, squeaking.


  But the man merely shrugged. “It’s good country.” He was gazing at her frankly, and Jessie was uncomfortably aware of the blue veins that crawled over the tops of her bare feet, of her blonde hair coarsened by gray and pulled back in an unflattering bun, of the red skin of her cheeks.


  She ventured, “What do you travel in?”


  “If your knives need sharpening, I’ll do it, or put an edge on any tool that needs it. I can fix most machinery, and I’ll repack the bearings of your pump if it leaks. In short I’m an all-round handyman.”


  “We do all our own fixing. I’m sorry.”


  “That’s the way it mostly is, these days.” He didn’t seem to be very disappointed.


  “Surely, you’d do better staying in one place than traveling around. It must be dangerous.”


  “Oh, it’s not so bad. Animals still fear us enough to keep away; after all, we’re pretty big animals ourselves. And something like a bear is only after your food anyway, so you tie it up in a tree where it can’t get it.


  “What’s it like out there . . . now?” She wanted suddenly to ask so much more, to find out what was beyond the familiar horizons. She remembered how it had been when there had been cars: get in one and in a few hours you could be in another city. She and R.J. had driven from Los Angeles to San Francisco one night on impulse. The same car rusted on its wheelrims behind the windpump, weeds pushed up through its engine compartment.


  The man wrinkled his face. “What’s it like? Why, if you remember how it was, there’s still a lot intact, away from the craters. There’s a place I go to in Los Angeles, used to be a museum I guess, in a park all gone wild. One building full of books, old books and manuscripts. Shakespeare and such.”


  It had been so long since she had heard that name: Shakespeare. The simple way he mentioned it, as if it were not unremarkable to see such a book, to read it, made the name come alive for a moment. It was all there, in her mind, but she had buried it full fathom five, the book drowned, the staff broken. Shakespeare had been no use when she had had to work sixteen hours a day in the fields just to win a bowl of thin soup, a few mouthfuls of unleavened bread, from the grudging soil. Things were easier now, but the people wanted to forget the way things had been, what they had lost.


  “Well,” the man said, “I shouldn’t go on.”


  Had he seen her loss in her face? Jessie told him, “I like to hear about it. The Huntington, your library would be.” She remembered a long lawn between tall hedgerows, a baroque fountain plashing in sunlight.


  “You were from Los Angeles? So were my parents, and so was I, but we moved to the desert when I was little, so I don’t really remember it from before. I get back there at the end of each trip to find new books, make sure the doors are closed, the roof isn’t leaking. Most of the houses around collapsed where they didn’t burn, but some of the big buildings stick up above the trees. There aren’t many people around, and those are shy as animals, so I have it to myself.”


  “We heard rumors that Mexico had annexed the south.”


  “Well, that’s not true. I guess the San Diego craters still make that part of the border impassable. There are Indians, though, up around Santa Barbara.”


  Santa Barbara, Carmel. Big Sur. That was the way they had driven on that all-but-forgotten summer night.


  The man was looking at her sharply. “If you’re interested, there are a few things I can show you. . . .”


  Jessie protested that she wouldn’t have anything to give him, but he insisted. She stood just inside the gate, feeling awkward, while he rummaged around under the wagon’s faded cover. The cat lay curled in a slice of shadow on the bench, its eyes half-closed.


  “Here,” the man said, jumping down before Jessie and holding out a book. “I saw the way you looked when I mentioned Shakespeare; perhaps you’d be interested.”


  The Collected Plays. A faded maroon cover, stamped with gold, that at one time had been wet, for it was warped and watermarked. She could not quite gather the nerve to touch it, so the man opened it for her, riffling the still white pages and releasing into the hot dry air the faint, unforgettable odor of old paper.


  “Perhaps you have something to exchange,” he said, “some little thing you haven’t used for a time. Usually, if something’s been lying in a drawer for more than six months you won’t touch it again, and you won’t miss something you don’t have a use for.”


  “. . . I don’t think so. My husband would know, but he’s in town right now.”


  But the man sensed Jessie’s wavering, her uncertainty, her temptation, as surely as an hawk senses the faintest shifting of shadows where a mouse moves through the grass, and he pounced. “It doesn’t have to be very much. This is an old edition, from that place I told you about, very valuable once, but now I’ll take the smallest kitchen implement for it. Why, it doesn’t even have to work, because I can fix whatever’s broken. I’m sure you must have something you have never gotten around to throwing out.”


  What held Jessie back was the certain knowledge of what R.J. would say if she gave anything in exchange for a book. Hopelessly, she said, “You liked my roses, perhaps you’ll take a few stock to sell. I can wrap the roots so they’ll stay alive.”


  “I can’t think of anyone who’d want roses. But I tell you what I’ll do. Wait a minute.” He clambered back onto the wagon to root behind the bench, then turned with something in his hand. A small porcelain figure, a girl carrying flowers in a basket: the kind of gaudy ornament, epitome of meretricious sentimentality, she had once despised. “In exchange for a few real roses,” he said.


  “I’ll get my scissors,” Jessie said, something in her overflowing, sparkling into sunlight, the open space of happiness. It was so good to know someone still cared for beauty, for things that existed for no better reason than pleasing the eye.


  Carefully, she cut off newly opening blooms, Peace, Christian Dior, Ophelia, Sutter’s Gold, and bound their long stems with a scrap of cloth. She handed the gaudy bunch over, received the curiously empty weight of the figurine. It was hollow, its crude paint faded and chipped, but hers, hers.


  The man climbed onto the wagon’s bench and took up the reins. His mule twitched an ear, scooped the dirt with one hoof. “I’ll be back next year,” the man told her, “so be sure and find me something.”


  “I’ll try,” Jessie said.


  He flicked the reins, whistled to the mule. The wagon creaked, lurched forward, and the cat sprang awkwardly from the bench into the shade of the cover. Jessie saw then what was wrong with it; an extra pair of legs, shrunken and useless, lolled on its hindquarters. Touched, poor thing, like the misshapen babies buried without baptism at crossroads.


  Jessie lingered at the fence until the wagon, trailing dust, disappeared around the shoulder of the knoll. High above a hawk widened its gyre in the static blue. She sighed, went into the house to set the figurine down, and returned to work in the vegetable patch. Once she went to get a drink of water and found the tin mug gone. But she did not begrudge him that, and drank from her cupped hand.


  She was still at work when R.J. returned. He walked towards her through the rows of tomatoes, a small dried up man in dusty patched jeans and a shirt so worn you could see through it. “I didn’t get cloth,” he said. “The price was too high.”


  “We’ll get by, I guess.”


  Her husband looked at her narrowly. “You okay?”


  Then Jessie couldn’t keep it in any longer. She began to tell him about the wagon, the stranger, but R.J. stopped her in midsentence. “A man with a wagon? He didn’t give you any trouble, I hope. They ran him out of town.”


  “Whyever would they do that? He was as polite as could be.”


  “For selling tainted goods, that’s why. You take something from him?”


  “Just a little figure. He took roses for it.”


  “Least we didn’t lose anything in the trade. I’ll bury the thing, out of harm’s way.”


  “Why?” She suddenly felt as if she had fallen over an edge.


  “Tainted. Radiation, germs. That kind of thing’s bad, Jessie, scavenging in the ruins. You wait here, I’ll be right back.”


  “Where are you going?”


  “To see if he’s off our land.”


  Jessie waited at the gate, and presently R.J. rode back up the slope of the dry track. Something was in his right hand, a clot of color brushing his mare’s mane, and Jessie’s heart turned over even before he dismounted. She knew what he carried, what the man had thrown away as soon as he decently could.


  “Here, here,” her husband said awkwardly. “Come on, Jessie. It’s nothing. What is it?” He could only hold her while she cried. The roses had fallen to the cracked earth. “Don’t cry, Jessie, it’s all right. It’s over. Listen, next week I’ll get you that cloth, I promise. But you’ve got to stop.”


  But she couldn’t stop crying, and she couldn’t tell him why: not for the roses, or not exactly, but for civilization, gone like an ocean liner foundering, its lights blazing across dark water like the lights strung on the rigs of the trucks they had passed, one after the other, that lost night on the winding road between Los Angeles and San Francisco.


  1985


  Little Ilya and Spider and Box


  Ships lift at all hours.


  Little Ilya, hiding beneath the monorail at the edge of the spacefield, saw a violet line bisect the night sky, the nullgee track switching on as abruptly as a searchlight, heard a moment later the laggard thunder of discharges amongst the fluxbarriers. She didn’t see the ship itself, but the track between Earth and heaven was enough: a beacon, a symbol of the final escape from her mother that every ship represented.


  The track shut off. Shadows under the monorail lost their violet edge, and Little Ilya could see the unfamiliar stars again.


  Stars, huge perspectives, the metallic taste of exhausted terror, hunger and the scrape of dirty clothes on dirty skin: so different from the way things had been before her escape, but welcome, because they reminded her of the painfully won distance between herself and her mother, Ilya. She had stolen a credit note when she had escaped from the ranch—validated by a few skin cells, the sliver of plastic was worth twenty-five thousand Greater Brazilian dollars—but so far she hadn’t used it. For one thing, it was too high a denomination to use in machines, and no one would accept that a girl seemingly twelve years old could have so much money—they would check and so Ilya would find out where she was. For another, part of the credit was needed to buy passage to Luna, and Little Ilya wouldn’t use any of the rest to buy daily necessities, just as a priest wouldn’t drink her breakfast coffee from a chalice.


  Now all was quiet, Little Ilya took out Box and whispered, “Is it safe?”


  “I am unable to say,” Box told her primly. His voice was like the buzzing of an insect in the fluted tunnel of her ear.


  Disappointed, Little Ilya stowed him inside her dirty silk dress. Box was clever, but only in certain ways. She hoped he was clever enough to get her to one of the ships.


  The monorail rumbled overhead. Little Ilya had almost been caught when she had ridden it into the administrative tower earlier that evening: Tolon, Ilya’s bonded servant, had somehow guessed where she was going. But Little Ilya had seen Tolon’s big, black-bearded head amongst the people in the tower’s station before he had seen her—sometimes there were advantages in being small—and she had managed to find her way out of the tower, had followed the road to the gate where the crews entered. And there she had stopped, her nerve gone, until the lifting ship had reminded her of her purpose.


  The gate was built of rough-hewn stone blocks, weathered and sooty as if it had stood for years before the spacefield had been constructed. A single glotube at the keystone of the arch showed Little Ilya the guard. She watched it let in a man, a captain’s sigil winking like a firefly on his vest, then asked Box, “Can you fix the guard?”


  “I am unable to say.”


  “It’s only a machine, like the one you fixed to bring us up from the ranch. You can tell it a story so we can get inside.”


  “If it is the same.”


  “Of course it is,” Little Ilya said, although she was not at all sure that it was. She clutched Box to her chest, stepped onto the road, and walked right up to where the guard hung its barrier beneath the arch. On tiptoe, her heart beating lightly, quickly, she held Box up to the grill.


  She couldn’t understand what Box said, a high chattering of machine language, but the guard’s barrier suddenly rose, curtains of mesh folding back. In the moment Little Ilya stepped forward, a voice, not Tolon’s but frightening all the same, said, “Wait. You wait right there!”


  But Little Ilya was already running, through shadow (the monorail), into light, through shadow again. There was a railing, and she scrambled over it, dropping into darkness and landing heavily on coarse wet grass. She lay still, breath knocked out of her: fear had wiped her more cleanly than the hypaedia.


  When she dared to look up, she met the gaze of someone leaning at the rail, silhouetted in the glow of lights atop the monorail track. Little Ilya pressed her face into the grass again, but it was no good. She had been seen. She heard the thump as the person landed beside her, then a voice.


  “What are you doing here? Lost?”


  It was not the voice which had challenged her at the gate.


  Little Ilya looked up. The crouching woman pushed pale hair from her narrow face. Her angular knees stuck out of her frayed pants. “Saw you run,” she said. “In trouble?”


  Little Ilya shook her head.


  “Shouldn’t be here, all the same.”


  “Are you a . . . freespacer?” She had picked up the word from trivia shows; it felt strange in her mouth.


  “No. Not that at all, now.” The woman’s voice was harsh with an unknown accent, and as flat as that of some menial machine equipped with only a few stock phrases. She stood, towering over Little Ilya. “Go home, now. Keep away from here.”


  “Wait, please . . .” Little Ilya stood too, desperately fighting for words. One hand, thrust in her pocket, clutched Box, her talisman. “Tell me where I can find freespacers?”


  “In the city, a sector north of the old houses, down by the docks. Freespacers in the bars and cafes.” For the first time, the woman’s voice edged towards a question. “But surely you are too young to be going there . . . and to be having anything to do with freespacers.”


  “I have to get onto a ship. Get to Luna.”


  “Do you, now.” The woman’s face was a white blur in the gloom. “So it is trouble.”


  “I ran away from my mother—well, she’s not exactly my mother. If I reach Luna I’ll be safe because their laws are different.”


  “All laws on Earth are strange,” the woman said. “But then you are a strange people. Surely you belong with your mother. Go back, I will not tell the guard.” She turned abruptly and swung herself neatly over the rail, and walked away.


  Little Ilya sat on the damp grass in darkness a while, clutching Box and looking at the lights of Galveston glittering on the other side of the channel. Then she asked, “What shall I do?”


  Starwind. The letters hung in a solid block of blue above the chromed door. Little Ilya reached for the doorplate. And stopped, frowning, as the brittle sound of breaking glass cut the general din inside: a woman screamed. Little Ilya, the back of her neck prickling, started on up the neon avenue.


  It had not been difficult to find freespacers, but it was almost impossible to talk with them. The first bar she’d tried, a man had listened carefully to her, then shrugged and walked off; another had told her to wait, and she had waited a long time, people around her ignoring her, until she had decided he wasn’t coming back. And in the second place someone had come around the counter and steered her right out into the street again.


  A police cruiser swung silently over the avenue, its red underbeacon flashing, and Little Ilya quickly turned down a sidestreet, her heart thumping. She equated any authority with Ilya.


  It was darker here: most of the glotubes had been smashed. Square buildings stood shoulder to shoulder, a bruised margin of sky between. Halfway down, a holographic projection of a tilted galaxy turned above a plateglass window. The window was cracked edge to edge. As Little Ilya hesitated at the door, it hissed back and the exiting crowd of people almost swept her along with them; a man, naked but for a breechclout, his head shaven, turned to stare, then hurried to catch up with his noisy companions.


  Little Ilya stepped forward; the door hissed shut at her back.


  A metal counter ran the length of one wall; the rest of the vaulted space was jammed edge to edge with small metal tables and metal chairs, less than a quarter occupied. Music surged in polyphonic rhythms to the pulsing light fantasy that covered the far wall. It was a lot quieter than the other two bars.


  A man sat alone at a table near the door. Gathering her courage, Little Ilya went up to him and asked if he knew of anyone going to Luna. He looked up, then smiled broadly. One of his teeth was gold, a glint high up in the broad swathe of white. His nose was aquiline, his eyebrows straight, as black as his jet hair. “Luna? Luna, now. . . . What would you want there, little girl?”


  “I have to get there.”


  “Yeah? Hey there, Jose!” He beckoned, and the short, swarthy man talking with a couple at another table stopped frowning and came over. “Wants to go to Luna,” the first man explained.


  “You intrasystems?” The first man began to laugh: then Jose joined in. “Intrasystems, huh?”


  Nearby, a woman leaned an arm on the back of her chair and said, “Let me tell you something, honey. It’s easier to get back home than get to Luna from here.”


  “At least she starts out with small ambitions,” Goldtooth said, and laughed again.


  “It would be easier to get to Luna on a swan-pulled sledge,” the woman told Little Ilya, “than to get a ride here.”


  Little Ilya looked from one grinning face to another. She was beginning to feel frightened, hemmed in, by these strange people. She was used only to Ilya, to her silent wired servants, not this gross confusion. The first man crushed her shoulder with a meaty paw, squeezing the fine bones there; his breath, bent close, sweetly reeked. Little Ilya tried to pull away, but he held her firmly.


  “Please,” Little Ilya said.


  “Just tell us why you want to get to Luna.”


  “Someone as young as you,” another man added.


  Little Ilya tried to pull away again, beat at the man’s restraining hand. Someone else dipped into the pocket of her dress, pulled out Box. “That’s mine!” Her sight blurred with indignant tears. “Please, give him back!” She struck randomly, felt skin snag under her nails. The man yelped in surprise, grabbed her hand. Someone else pushed a glass to her mouth; its rim ticked her teeth and a burning sweetness filled her mouth. She spat it out.


  “A real fighter!”


  “As bad as a mechanic!”


  “What is this?”


  Little Ilya recognised that inflectionless voice, the thin narrow face framed in a cowl of tarnished gold.


  The woman said, “Let her alone.” To Little Ilya she said, “Told you to keep away, child.”


  “We weren’t doing anything,” someone said unusually.


  The man still holding Little Ilya’s shoulder added, “No business of yours, that so?”


  “Well now, it is. Want to talk with her.”


  The man shrugged. “When she’s finished telling us what she wants here. When did singleship pilots care about any ass but their own, anyhow?”


  The tall woman said quietly, “I’ve been on places you’d dry up and blow away in a second, places no one else has been to. Bad places, shuttle pilot. Remember that, when I ask something, and you’ll be able to keep your schedules.”


  “So go talk to her,” the man said, releasing Little Ilya. “If you can remember how to talk to people.” Alone in the group, he laughed, then looked away.


  “Come, child.”


  Someone handed Little Ilya Box, and she clutched him tightly as she followed the woman through the maze of tables to one right under the giant light fantasy.


  “Sit.” The woman’s voice cut harshly through the music’s pulse. Red light underlit her face: a devil.


  Little Ilya sat.


  “They don’t mean anything. Bored mostly. Nothing to do between runs but drink and fuck and drink some more. Kept away from that when I was a freespacer, but know how it was, in strange cities, on strange worlds. What are you doing here, child?”


  “Just . . . just trying to get to Luna.”


  “Go buy a ticket. Better still, go back home.” There was a faint slurring in her uninflected voice and a slightly unfocused look on her narrow face: the woman had been drinking, as Ilya sometimes did. “Back to your mother, child.”


  “No, I can’t.” Little Ilya was frightened now that this person, this adult, would mistakenly hand her over to the authorities, and she began to cry in earnest.


  “Surely not so bad?”


  “She’ll have me wiped again.” Little Ilya felt the power of her tears, like a silver shield saving her from the woman’s remote scorn. “I can’t go back. I have to get to Luna.”


  “What do you mean, wiped?”


  Unexpectedly, Box’s intimate buzzing voice said, “The girl is older than she appears. She has been physically and psychologically constrained to remain a child, and laws here dictate that she must be treated as one.”


  The woman pinched her right ear. “How did you do that?”


  Little Ilya sniffed loudly. “He’s just Box. And he shouldn’t let people know about him.”


  “Perhaps this person can help us,” Box said. “She won’t do that until she knows about you and why you ran away.”


  “Why,” the woman asked, “did you run away, child?”


  “Because of my mother. Because she was keeping me young and wiping my memory each year so I wouldn’t change.”


  “Keeping you young?”


  “By feeding her the anti-aging drugs,” Box’s small voice explained.


  “She likes it if things don’t change,” Little Ilya added.


  “If she can afford to keep you an agatherin, I suppose she is on it herself. Live long enough and you lose interest in change, live longer and you begin to distrust it. Seen it in people I piloted for, way back.”


  Little Ilya shrugged, and sniffed again.


  “And who is Box?”


  “He’s my friend; I keep him in my pocket. He talks to you by tickling the drum in your ear which sounds hit to make themselves heard.”


  “Not the eardrum,” Box said, “but the auditory nerve. I am really a storyteller, Spider. Do you like stories?”


  “How did you know my name?”


  “A component of my circuitry mimics the psionic talent which certain humans possess.” Box sounded smug.


  The woman, Spider, leaned back in her chair, suddenly wary. “You’re reading my mind?”


  “Not precisely,” Box said.


  “Please,” asked Little Ilya, “you won’t tell anyone?”


  “If quiet, tell you what I can do.” Spider spoke with the grave precision of someone quite drunk. “Take you to the spacefield, find you someone going to Luna. No place for a child, here.”


  “I’ll pay you,” Little Ilya said in a rush of gratitude. “Only . . . I can’t get the credit charged right now.”


  “Keep your money, little girl,” Spider said. “Found a world last trip that people can live on. Know what that’s worth? No, you can’t imagine. Have my own singleship now, see, going out to find another world. Leaving at dawn, after the shuttles, so hurry to get you slittled.” She drained her glass, and stood.


  Little Ilya watched the city’s lights fall away on either side as the mono sped out across the water; drops of rain scaled the glass of the window, blurring her reflection. Imperfect rendering of Ilya’s face. Ahead, the spacefield was a bruised glow against the long horizon of the ocean. Somewhere in the middle of it a nullgee track flicked on, a violet thread.


  Spider, hanging on the strap beside Little Ilya, said, “They go up all hours, but only a few at night. You’ll probably go up after the shuttles have lifted, at dawn. I have to wait until then too. Local laws, see.” Unexpectedly, she spat at the window: her milk spittle clung, slowly elongating.


  “But rules are good, aren’t they?” That was what Ilya had told her, of the many rules that had hedged her life at the ranch.


  “Too many here. An old world, too much fixed. Where I go, no laws, what you do defines you. Here, what others do, all that has gone before, does that. Have to follow old patterns.” Spider looked at Little Ilya owlishly. “Don’t really like people, none of us singleship pilots do really, don’t even like each other’s company. Do this as a favour, you in such a bad way.”


  “. . . Thank you.” She could say nothing else. When they got off the mono, the rain had stopped. The night air was cold, and each glotube had spun a little halo about itself. At the gate, Spider pressed her sigil to the keyplate and spoke her name; the guard retracted its barrier and Spider and Little Ilya walked beneath the arch.


  “Here now, Seyoura.” Light glistened on the man’s slick uniform tunic, on the stock of his holstered pistol, as he stepped from his booth. “You can’t take that child in here with no clearance.”


  “A relative,” Spider said coldly.


  “That makes no difference.”


  “Does with me. Goes in.”


  “I’m just doing my job,” the man said, all sternness leaked away. He pushed out his lower lip, tried to regain a note of authority. “You singleship jockeys think you own the field. Well, I know your ship, Seyoura. The Dark Wing of Sorrow, right? You’ll be back, and I’ll remember.”


  “Think I’ll be back?” Spider told Little Ilya, “Come on, child.”


  As they crossed the wide space towards the first of the bafflesquares, passing light after light, Little Ilya expected at any moment something would happen: a shout, the scream of a pistol discharge. She dared to look back only when they reached the beginning of the maze. The guard stood watching with his hands on his hips, the archway of the gate looming above him.


  “He is merely a petty official,” Spider said, “less than a peace officer.”


  “But won’t he tell?”


  “Once you’re on a ship, you’ll be safe. Your mother can hardly stop all traffic.”


  Bafflesquares reared all around, tall grey shapes like a forest of stiff angular sails between which narrow branching passageways wound. Glotubes on poles provided infrequent illumination. As they walked, Little Ilya asked, “How do you know where you’re going?”


  There’s a pattern.” Spider seemed preoccupied, or perhaps she had reverted to her former mood, a silence that might be thought sullen had her face not been empty of emotion, a pale scrubbed mask. After a while, she added, “Each sector is a quincunx of pads, every pad surrounded by a ring of fluxbarriers and three rings of bafflesquares. All right?”


  Little Ilya nodded, although she did not understand.


  “I suppose your mother is very rich,” Spider said, after another pause.


  “I suppose so.”


  “To give toys like the one you carry.”


  “Box? He’s my friend. I suppose Ilya thought he was only a toy, but he helped me escape, he told me how my memory was wiped each year. To keep me the same, you see. Ilya likes things to be the same when she visits the ranch. Then Box told the shuttle to take us to the surface, and it did. Machines believe anything, if you know the right way to tell them.”


  Little Ilya didn’t remember when her memory had been wiped, a whole year gone, a year of doing, thinking, being; but of course the very memory of the act would have been wiped too when the hypaedia had detached every spin-tagged RNA molecule in her neurons. (She had read about the process after Box had unlocked the library’s memory, but did not really understand; except that her memory would not be tainted if she stopped eating what the ranch’s treachers offered, but she could not eat the shrubs and flowers of the gardens, and when she tried to eat the raw algal concentrate from which the treachers spun food, she had become ill.) No, she did not remember the day, any of the days, it had been done, but no doubt it had been like any other, waking to filtered sunlight with perhaps a school of fish watching her through the transparent ceiling, her clothes laid out and breakfast waiting. The only time anything changed had been when Ilya had visited the ranch, and that was why Little Ilya had loved her. But Ilya had been away so often in the mysterious cities of the land or on the other worlds, and then Little Ilya had had only Box for company—Box, and the simple-minded machines and bonded servants such as Tolon. So Ilya must have been rich, to own the ranch, to be able to buy passage to other worlds. Little Ilya had not thought about it before.


  They passed between canted fluxbarriers into the circle they enclosed. The ship that sat on the pad was old: if it had ever had markings they had long ago faded in the raw sunlight of space. Light spilled from the open door midway up its side onto the mesh of the ramp which rose to meet it.


  “Come on,” Spider said, striding more quickly, and Little Ilya had to run to keep up with her, wondering why she was following this strange woman. Knowing only Ilya and her bonded servants (remembering Tolon’s big head turning in the crowd of strangers, Little Ilya felt the shock of recognition all over again), she trusted no one in the strange world of the open air. Yet Spider had awoken something dulled by the endless parade of identical days at the ranch (turned back to the beginning at the end of each year), her curiosity. Simply, Little Ilya wanted to see what this strange woman would do next.


  Which was to stride up the ramp, bang on the hullmetal beside the open doorway and call out hoarsely, “Hey there, old pirate!”


  For a whole minute nothing happened. Light from the doorway brushed Spider’s left shoulder (set in the lobe of her ear, pale hair pulled behind it, a tiny emerald gleamed). Little Ilya stood behind her: the light did not quite reach her toes. Then it was eclipsed.


  “I never did think to see you again.” The hair on his head and bare chest was grey; the cheeks of his puffy face were speckled with broken capillaries. His belly drooped over ragged red pants cinched with wire. He peered at Little Ilya, who took a step backwards, ready to run.


  “When you sober up, you’re doing your usual run.” Spider had assumed the manner she had used on the freespacers in the bar and the guard at the gate: abrupt, disdainful.


  “Sure. Want to sign on? Tired of seeking out new worlds?” The man’s lips twisted: a smashed rosebud.


  “This one—” Spider’s thumb jerked to her shoulder—“wants passage out. Will pay. Take hertomorrow.”


  “Charity work, Seyoura Spider? Making up for your years of solitude?”


  “You take her?”


  “A young girl? Word’s out that someone is looking for a young girl, from one of those private sea ranches at the reef.”


  “You ever worry about what you carry?”


  “If it’s dangerous, I can’t do no favours. That’s all.”


  “She will pay. If you don’t mind credit.”


  “Credit can be traced. Besides, she’s too young to have it.”


  “Her mother’s.”


  The man smiled. “And I suppose she has a lump of her mother’s flesh to validate it.”


  “She is her mother’s flesh, you might say.”


  “A clone? Well.”


  “So there won’t be peace officers after you, she shouldn’t be around in the first place.”


  The man laughed. “Not honest ones, anyway.”


  “You get paid, you do the job. And know what freespacers say, about betrayal of trust.”


  “I remember it has been a long time since you called yourself a freespacer.”


  “Own a ship now. Like you. What else could I be?”


  “You tell me.”


  “I think you know.” Spider looked directly at the man, and after a moment he shifted his gaze.


  “For you, I’ll do it.” Little Ilya sensed that the expansive way he said this was to hide his fear, his shame at giving in, his shame of his fear.


  “Good.” Spider nodded, and told Little Ilya, “Goodbye, child.” She was halfway down the ramp before Little Ilya found her voice.


  “Thank you.”


  Spider didn’t look back, walked unheeding across stained concrete towards the gap between the angled blades of the fluxbarriers.


  “Well now,” the man said. “You’re some little package. Come in before someone sees you.”


  The passageway seemed packed with invisible cloths; Little Ilya pushed through reluctantly yielding air at the man’s broad pimply back. And then the air was simply air again.


  “Pressure curtain,” the man said obscurely, and added, “I’m called Kareem.”


  “Ilya,” Little Ilya said politely. She glanced right and left as they climbed a turning metal stair. It was good to be inside again, away from the empty sky, but she was still frightened.


  “You want to go to Luna.”


  This was so obvious that Little Ilya did not reply. She looked at the room into which the stair had brought them.


  It was circular. Most of it was in darkness. Those glotubes that did work were crusted with dirt, shedding blotched yellow light on empty containers that might once have held plants, on soiled couches. In an arc on one side was a gravel bed carefully raked with sinuous patterns around a few black rocks, dry zen essence of a river.


  “Not much, you’re thinking, but it’s mine, sure as that jockey’s singleship is hers. Used to be an intersystem yacht, but the phase gaffle’s been ripped out. Kareem Cargo.” The man thumbed his chest beneath one sagging tit. “That’s me, and this ship. Special attention for that special item. Such as you.” He took hold of Little Ilya’s upper arm: his grip was warm, dry and firm. “I can’t think what Spider saw in you. She’s a loner, all those singleship jockeys are. Have to be. That’s right, up here.”


  “Where are you taking me?”


  “A cabin. I’d show you the bridge, but there’re too many loose cables.”


  “Are you, are you the only one here?”


  “Just me and the computer. Now don’t be afraid. Right here.”


  He led her up a shallow ramp, opened a door. The room was small and dark; Little Ilya could make out a sleeping couch at its centre, nothing more.


  “You get some sleep. Later on I lift, but we have to wait until the shuttles have gone, after dawn. So you have to keep quiet, see, or the Port Authority cops will be onto you and you won’t be going to Luna.” The door slid shut, leaving Little Ilya in darkness.


  She sat on the greasy floor, her back against the couch. The room was as opaquely dark as the deepest marine trench, a darkness made blacker by the scintillae her sight projected onto it. If she watched the swimming specks, faces formed: Ilya, Tolon, Spider. Whenever she blinked they vanished, but they could always be summoned again. At last she drew out Box and whispered, “Can you open the door?”


  “I am unable to say.” Box added, “I am reminded of a story. Would you like to hear it?”


  “If you want.”


  “It happened many light years away, in a nebula where stars were forming from the primaeval breath of hydrogen and helium. Two brothers had taken separate ships out to investigate. The oldest was content to observe from a safe distance, for there were dangerous fluxes within the nebula, and gravity wells that could rip a ship from contraspace and explode it across the universe. But the younger thought himself braver, and certainly he was the better pilot, and he argued that only from within could they truly learn anything.


  “The older man replied that it was too dangerous, but the younger was insistent, said that he would go in alone if need be. Then the older knew there could be no stopping him, and said that he would wait and pray for his brother’s safe return.


  “The young man laughed scornfully and flipped his ship into contraspace, vanishing as abruptly as a blown candle-flame.


  “Passage was not easily won, so close did the growing suns cluster, curving space so there were no geodesics.”


  “Just like the spacefield,” Little Ilya said, remembering the grey blades beneath which she had walked with Spider.


  “Skipping in and out of contraspace, the young man at last reached what he had been aiming for, a vast infalling cloud scarcely thicker than the surrounding medium, the virtual beginnings of a star. He extended his probes and began to unravel the complicated forces; and became so intent on his task that he did not notice that his ship was slowly drifting into a denser region. When he finally decided to return and engaged the phase graffle, the ship screamed as if in unbearable pain and the graffle blew.


  “So he was trapped, hidden in the thicket of the star nursery a light year from his brother. At sublight speed his ship would exhaust its fuel long before it reached safety, so he did the only thing possible: engaged a beacon and lowered himself into coldcoffin sleep to await rescue.


  “His brother had realised that something was wrong long before the beacon lit up his communications board, but had reasoned that to simply plunge after the young man would certainly be disastrous. In the meantime he had found out by patient observation what his brother had won in a much shorter time. When at last the beacon reached him and he knew he would have to overcome whatever dangers had snared his brother, he did not shrink from his task. With painful caution he at last reached his brother’s crippled ship, hanging before a vast dark cloud hardly lit by the fuzzy points of birthing suns.


  “But the young man’s ship seemed truly dead: its computer was dumb, the lifesystem at the temperature of space. The older brother did not realise in his anguish that the young man was waiting in his coldcoffin, and did not dare venture onto the ship for fear of his brother’s dead reproachful face. Blind with grief, he killed himself.


  “Yet he had not failed. The proximity of his ship set in motion machinery that revived the young man, and when he had recovered he crossed to the other ship, the twin of his own, committed his brother’s body to the heart of the birthing star and took the ship out of the nebula, brought the precious cargo of knowledge home.”


  After a pause, Little Ilya asked, “Did you get it from Spider?”


  “Some of it,” Box admitted.


  “You meant that only people who take chances can escape, didn’t you? That if you don’t take chances you lose.”


  “I deal only in archetypes. It is not my function to explicate.”


  Which is what Box always told her when she asked him what his stories meant. Little Ilya made a face in the darkness. It didn’t matter anyway. How could she take chances, do anything, locked in this dark room?


  Time passed. She was dozing when the door hissed open, surprising her with light. Silhouetted in it was Tolon’s burly figure.


  Tolon came directly to her, taking her arm and pulling her up. Not roughly, for he was not programmed for cruelty—Ilya took her own pleasure in that respect—but his strength caused her to rise surely and irresistibly, and she had to follow him out into the dim dirty lounge.


  Kareem stood beside the gravel bed, his hands pressed together before his belly. “You see she is safe,” he said to Tolon.


  “She is safe,” Tolon repeated. He was a large man, thick-shouldered as a bull, in simple black coveralls. The silver plates of his access terminals gleamed on his temples. “You have been paid,” he told Kareem, “so you will tell no one of this. It is not your affair.”


  “Of course, of course.” Kareem nodded rapidly, and pressed two fingers to his lips. “Not a word.”


  The grip in Little Ilya’s arm tightened: Tolon pulled her towards the stair. Then the passageway: night air suddenly cool on her face: glotubes hung in misty darkness: birthing stars. She stumbled, half-running to keep up as Tolon pulled her towards the fluxbarriers; he walked with the unheeding rhythm of a machine.


  A machine. Little Ilya gripped Box inside her dress pocket and said, “Tell Tolon that I am Ilya, Box. Tell his machinery that!”


  Tolon looked around when she spoke. Then he let go of her arm and backed away a pace or two, assuming an attitude Little Ilya remembered, that of inactive attention, his head slightly bowed, his arms slack at his sides.


  “Stay there,” she said in as certain a voice as she could command. “You just stay there!”


  She began to back away, moving step by step towards the shadows. Tolon stood still in a puddle of light, an actor awaiting his cue. The cone of Kareem’s ship reared behind him as flatly as a painted backdrop. Then Box said in her ear, “I can no longer speak to him.” And Tolon moved forward!


  Little Ilya ran.


  Tolon could easily have outpaced her, but she slipped through a narrow gap between two fluxbarriers where he could not reach her. She stood still, breathing hard and watching Tolon through the gap with the same terrified fascination with which a mouse watches a cat. He hammered the fluxbarriers with the heel of his hand, then turned away, and Little Ilya ran again.


  Fluxbarriers, bafflesquares, lights, shadow. Her feet ached from slapping concrete; her breath dragged painfully at the bottom of her lungs. Twice she skirted freighters sunken to their waists in huge pits, silver spheres as big as the dome that enclosed the ranch.


  She had just entered a new part of the maze after crossing one of the roads which split the groups of pads when she heard footsteps: not Tolon’s, these were too soft. The woman ambled into view a moment later, light glistening on the metal catenaries of her left arm.


  Little Ilya took a deep breath and asked, “Can you tell me where The Dark Wing of Sorrow is?”


  The woman smiled. “You’re a long way off, I think. That isn’t any freighter. This is where the freighters are, you see.”


  Little Ilya shook her head.


  “A moment . . . here.” The woman bent over a pad on the wrist of her flesh arm, popped its buttons with the fine metal fingers of the artificial one. “You want berth west one five.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Isn’t that a singleship? Hey there, wait!”


  Little Ilya ran.


  And, out of breath, slowed to a walk a minute later. The knife of a cramp twisted in her side with each step. West one five—but she didn’t know where she was. If she went back to the Administration Building perhaps she could find out . . . except they probably knew about her. Ilya would have seen to that. And she still had to escape Tolon, finding her way out of the field.


  She asked Box, in despair, “What shall I do?”


  “I am unable to say.”


  “Why not!”


  “I am not a decision-making machine, except in the limited sense of selecting appropriate texts for entertainment.”


  “I just want to get out of this maze, but I don’t know how.”


  “I possess that knowledge.”


  “How?” Little Ilya demanded unsteadily.


  “From the woman, Spider.”


  “Then tell me how to get to her ship!”


  It was a long walk. Twice, Little Ilya hid in shadows as people passed. She was very tired, and it was tempting to lie where she hid, to sleep, hut she remembered that Spider had said her ship would leave soon after dawn. It was her only hope, and as she walked she began to convince herself that Spider would take her away.


  West twelve. West thirteen. Both small pads were empty. So was the next. Little Ilya began to walk more quickly, her heart quickening too.


  West fifteen. The singleship, a long cylinder constricted at its waist, rose towards the overhanging edges of the fluxbarriers which surrounded it: the calyx within the corolla of an immense metal flower. There was no ramp, but a ladder dropped from a hatch. Inside, another ladder rose through a narrow tube towards the nose. The hatch at the end was open, and as Little Ilya neared it she heard sounds as if of struggle, a contained thrashing that quieted, started again.


  She hesitated, remembering when she had once gone to Ilya’s rooms without invitation and had found her mother playing with Tolon: both had been naked. At first, Little Ilya had thought that they were fighting, but then she had seen that her mother had Tolon’s command unit in one hand, playing it with bunched fingers as her other hand clutched her servant’s humped shoulders. Little Ilya had been punished for that intrusion, and that had been the beginning of her resolve to escape, completed when she had discovered, from Box, about the annual hypaedia treatments.


  Now, as she crouched in the narrow tube, sounds like muffled speech came from above, then more sounds of struggle. Her heart thumping, Little Ilya peered over the edge of the hatch.


  Spider lay under a console, her arms and legs bound and her eyes glittering furiously above the gag thrust between her teeth.


  After Little Ilya had freed her mouth, and when Z-W she had finished swearing, Spider said, “He came here, questioned me—on my ship. My ship. Something wrong with him, metal plates in his forehead. Ah, easy.”


  Little Ilya untwisted wire from Spider’s wrists, started to loosen that at her ankles, “It was Tolon. He’s a criminal Ilya purchased. There’s something in his head that makes him do what she wants.”


  Spider rubbed the red weals circling her bony wrists. “On this strange world you use convicts for personal gain?”


  “He found me too,” Little Ilya said. “But I got away.”


  “He might be back. He took handweapon batteries, has a bypass to get into ship. We will call the peace officers—or no. Ask too many questions.” Spider stood unsteadily, all her assurance gone. “Come, child. Must get away from here.”


  In the chill glare outside, Little Ilya asked, “Where will we go?”


  “I can go up after shuttles, not until then. Understand?” Spider began to walk towards the gap in the fluxbarriers and Little Ilya followed her.


  “I think so. But should we just run away?”


  “I have no weapons, child. But I suppose we can hide outside. If he does not come, good. If he does. . . .” Spider shrugged. “We will see.”


  Little Ilya didn’t know whether that meant Spider was willing to take her with her, if Tolon did not come back, and she was too shy to ask. They squatted behind a bulky machine near the entrance to the circle of fluxbarriers. Spider peered out nervously, rubbing her wrists, and Little Ilya slumped on cold concrete, exhaustion finally overcoming her fear. She slept, and was awoken by the thunder of a ship lifting in the distance. Light salted the tops of the fluxbarriers, made the glotubes’ irradiance seem shabby and failing. Spider was still watching the entrance. Another ship rose, closer, and Spider looked around at Little Ilya.


  “Isn’t it safe to go yet?”


  “Soon.” The woman’s narrow face was haggard.


  Spider understood. “I volunteered to help, child. Only myself to blame. All the years I kept away from other people, and then I get into trouble as soon as I become involved.” Her smile was a weak, short-lived thing. “Patterns, they draw you in.”


  “Are all freespacers like you?”


  “Singleship pilots, not freespacers. We go out alone, see, to places imperfectly known. Great risks, large rewards. Keep away from other people, from each other. Don’t like people, that much.”


  “What do you like? Just being alone?”


  “Out there are worlds and worlds, untouched. I . . . well, I like those.”


  Unexpectedly, Box said, “This world is also real, Spider.”


  Spider’s smile lingered this time. “Your friend is intelligent, for such a small machine.”


  “Size is not everything,” Box said. “My circuits are far more efficient than your brain cells and I. . . .” His voice faded, then a ship thundered nearby.


  “Stray flux from the beam,” Spider said. “Interferes with unshielded machinery.”


  “You’re alright, Box?”


  “. . . Yes.”


  “Launch window soon,” Spider said.


  Little Ilya nodded, not understanding. Another ship rose, the thunder of discharges amongst the fluxbarriers rolling in the confined spaces. She must have dozed again, for she awoke with Spider’s thin fingers digging into her shoulder. Yet another shuttle was riding its beam up to orbit, and above the din, Little Ilya heard Spider’s rasping whisper, “Is here.”


  Little Ilya watched Tolon cross to the ship and climb the ladder.


  “Hatch is locked,” Spider said, “but he has bypass. There.”


  Tolon swung himself through the hatch.


  “What can we do?”


  “Wait. See if he goes before launch time.”


  Little Ilya had expected Spider to have thought of something. “Suppose he doesn’t?”


  “Then we cannot go.”


  Tears started in Little Ilya’s eyes. She had come so close. She could run now, find some other way . . . but she knew that this was her only chance. By now Ilya would know she was at the spacefield. So she would have to deal with Tolon; despite all the turns she had taken to escape him it came down to that. She had fooled him before, with Box’s help, but that only worked at close range. She couldn’t leave him and get onto the ship, for then her control would be lost. But it was her only chance.


  Tolon appeared at the ladder again, and Little Ilya knew what she had to do. She ran towards him.


  Tolon dropped lithely from the ladder, and as he strode towards her, massive, unstoppable, Little Ilya told Box urgently, “Make Tolon think I’m Ilya. Tell him now.”


  Tolon stopped a few paces from her, his square-jawed face slack. Little Ilya looked up at him, disbelief fluttering in the hollows of her exhaustion.


  “He’s safe?” Spider stood in the gap between fluxbarriers.


  “He thinks I’m Ilya now,” Little Ilya explained. “As long as Box tells his machinery that, he’ll do what I say.”


  Spider circled Tolon, pulling her lower lip thoughtfully. She was as tall as he was, but so slight as to seem a different species. She touched one of his forearms, placed a hand on his broad chest, took it away. Her manner was playful, almost flirtatious. “What now, child? What will we do with him?”


  “I thought you could tie him up, so we can leave.”


  “Is that all? After what he did to me? On my ship?” Spider touched Tolon’s chest again, ran her palm down the front of his coveralls. Then rocked back, struck his face with the flat of her hand. Tolon didn’t move. A thin line of blood ran from one corner of his mouth. Spider turned, her pale face flushed at the angles of her sharp cheekbones. Little Ilya stepped back. “I have a better idea,” Spider told her. “Make him come with me.”


  Little Ilya gave Tolon the appropriate order without thinking. She was accustomed to obeying, after all. She stayed close to Tolon so that Box could keep telling his machinery the lie about Ilya as they followed Spider through the maze of bafflesquares, across a gleaming road, between bafflesquares again. Another shuttle lifted, so close that Little Ilya heard the rattle of discharges grounding on fluxbarriers.


  “Here,” Spider said at last. They had reached the close rank of fluxbarriers that circled a pad. “Tell him to stay here. When the shuttle goes up it’ll scramble his machinery. No trouble then.”


  “Stay here,” Little Ilya told Tolon.


  “Come, child.” Spider gripped Little Ilya’s arm. When Little Ilya resisted, Spider tugged at her and said, “Launch window soon. Hurry.”


  Before Little Ilya could explain, Spider had dragged her too far. Box said, “I can no longer speak to him.” And Tolon sprang.


  He struck Spider and Little Ilya simultaneously, knocking them both to the ground and striking Box from Little Ilya’s grasp. As Box’s plastic case clattered away, Tolon kicked Spider, sending her sprawling against a fluxbarrier. Almost leisurely, he grasped Little Ilya’s shoulders and pulled her up, his face an indifferent mask, his grip inescapable.


  The bafflesquares on the other side of the passage began to move. Like plants seeking the sun, they ponderously rotated towards the beam of the neighbouring pad to capture air molecules accelerated to lightspeed by contact with the nullgee track. Each gained a pearly nimbus; the air stank of ozone. The roar of discharges pounded in Little Ilya’s ears, a fusillade so loud it was a sensation more akin to touch than sound, a dizzy battering. Tolon let her go, clutching at his head. His big fingers blunted on the metal plates at his temples. He sank to his knees, then pitched forward with an abrupt spasm.


  The noise of the lifting shuttle diminished. Spider got to her hands and knees, then her feet, working first one shoulder, then the other. She picked up Box and handed him to Little Ilya. “Come, child. We were lucky, I think.”


  At the ship, Spider lifted Little Ilya into a narrow bunk and fastened her in. The pillow was hard and thin, but Little Ilya was tired. She slept, and dreamed, and her dreams were not of chase but of the fish that swam free outside the dome of the ranch, turning and turning in still blue depths.


  When she awoke, Spider was at the control station, sitting on the edge of a big chair and studying the scattered lights. Little Ilya sat up and Spider looked around. The cabin was so small they could have touched.


  Little Ilya asked, “Is it time to go yet?”


  “Past time.” Spider touched a switch and the screen lit: roiled with white swirls, a blue marble was tipped in black velvet. “Reach Luna in a few hours. Let you off there.”


  “. . . Thank you.”


  Spider shrugged, uncertain of what to say. It had been a long time since she had been thanked for anything she had done.


  Little Ilya took out Box, told him where they were going. But his familiar tickling voice did not answer. She turned his sleek shape over, told him again. Nothing.


  “The flux,” Spider said, after a moment. “Must have hurt your storytelling machine as well as Tolon.” Then, “Please, don’t cry. There will be others, on Luna. Get one there, child.”


  But Little Ilya was not only crying for the loss of her friend. She was mourning, although she did not realise it, the passing of her childhood, gone as irrevocably as the years Ilya had caused to be wiped over and over, the lost legion of her unknown sisters. After a while she was able to stop. On the screen, the blue and white marble of the Earth was slightly smaller.


  “Don’t know much about storytelling,” Spider said, “but would you like to hear how I discovered a world?”


  Little Ilya rubbed her eyes, essayed a smile.


  “Well.” Spider hesitated, recalling the necessary incantation. “Once upon a time. . . .”
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  The King of the Hill


  I can see the stepped, tree-circled hill, Cadbury Castle, whenever I look up from my desk. Sunlit yet ringed with darkness, haunted, brooding, singular . . . It is one of the finest examples of a fortified earthwork in England, and by its association with King Arthur, of the Knights of the Round Table, of Merlin and of the whole Matter of Britain, it is something more, a concretization of legend, a relic of a dream. And to me now, because of David, it is quite another thing altogether. An end, or a beginning . . .


  David, my nephew, came to me after his parents died in a road accident up in war-tom Yorkshire. An American Army truck ran the bus in which they were travelling off the road, killing them and half the passengers besides. I was David’s closest relative, and when he was released from hospital (he’d been on the bus too, that evening) the authorities sent him to me. A solemn, quiet, watchful boy of fourteen, scrupulously, unsettlingly polite. His red hair had been shaved around a fresh glistening scar, but he would say nothing about the accident. For a week there was a curious tenseness between us, nephew and crusty famous bachelor uncle, but then I took him on my favourite walk, around the ditched, grassed-over defences of Cadbury Castle.


  A narrow lane between tall banked hedges links the village of South Cadbury with the hill. The belt of trees around its base was tangled and bare in that season (it was a wet and blustery March day) yet so dense that the top was hidden. We went up the modern concreted path – I preferred the lesser known tractor-trail at the opposite corner of the hill, but it is always treacherous in wet weather – that climbed amongst the trees and cut through the ditches and ramparts of the old defences to the eighteen-acre field at the summit. Wind snapped in our faces as we stumped over muddy plough ridges.


  Thirty years ago archaeologists had excavated a temple and a Neolithic shrine, and the post-holes of a large hall; I showed David where they were, all covered with earth again, as was the shallow depression where the gate had been. The archaeologists had found a dozen dismembered skeletons there, victims of some Roman massacre. Cadbury Castle has been defended for more than five thousand years, simple Neolithic fortifications hugely enlarged in the Iron Age, when the hill had been sculpted into its final form, added to by the Celts and then partly demolished by the conquering Romans so that the local people could not use it in the event of an uprising (but as if in recompense they had built the temple). And after the Roman withdrawal more ramparts had been built, stones piled atop the older earthworks which may have been the reality of fabled Camelot, a last stand against the invading Saxons, a last gleaming before the dark ages closed over Britain.


  David endured my little lecture with a silence that was not quite sullen, simply minimally attentive; the same mood with which he mooned about the house, alone and lonely and out of place. I suggested that we walk to the summit of the ridge, the western end of which is called Arthur’s Seat, and he shrugged in his yellow windbreaker as if it made no difference to him, and said nothing when I pointed out the raven which rose at our approach and flapped heavily down the slope into the trees.


  At the summit we could see, across the tops of the trees, across the central plain of Somerset, once a sea and now a patchwork of fields streaked and puddled with silver floodwater, clear to the breast of Glastonbury Tor twelve miles away (the thin spike of its tower just where the nipple would begin), Avalon to Cadbury’s Camelot, shadowed by mutinous clouds while we stood in windy sunlight.


  “You can see everything!”


  “Yes, you can.”


  David balled his fists inside the pockets of his windbreaker, his shoulders hunched. A defiant figure, inturned. “It isn’t like Yorkshire, though. Too green and flat.”


  What could I say? His parents’ deaths were between us. After a moment I suggested that we go back, it was cold and I wasn’t as young as I’d like to be, we’d have too.


  “All right.”


  But at least he’d reacted to something.


  As we crossed the ploughed ground we heard coming up towards us the squeal and thump of amplified pop music. David and I exchanged glances, and just as we reached the path three men came out of the line of trees below. All wore green anoraks with holstered pistols just visible at their hips, and one carried on his shoulder the enormous radio from which the music erupted. They watched us as we passed, eyes narrowed in their ruddy well-fed faces, and then one said something to his companions and they all broke into laughter. David stiffened at that but I murmured, “No need to make a scene,” and was relieved when he walked on quietly. Behind us the amplified voice of a Radio Liberty announcer clawed across the summit.


  As we descended between the trees, David said, “They shouldn’t be allowed up there! It isn’t right!”


  “Ever since the National Trust bought it everyone is allowed up there, David.”


  “But it isn’t for them. It’s . . .” He couldn’t explain, spat instead into the grass bordering the path.


  “David, I have a friend who may be able to help, but I can’t promise anything. Don’t let them ruin it for you, though. There will be other days.”


  David simply shrugged, and I couldn’t tell if he had been appeased or not.


  My friend was Yeovilton’s Cultural Liaison Officer, Bobby Dubois. I told him about the disturbance on Cadbury Castle when he visited me one night later that month, but he could promise nothing.


  “What can I say?” he said, and opened his hands as if to show that they were empty. “I’m sorry, but we can’t keep a tight rein on the personnel. They’re under a lot of pressure, see.”


  “It’s simply that I hold Cadbury Castle quite dear, and my nephew has taken a liking to it as well.”


  “Your nephew, sure.” Dubois had met David, a brief chilly encounter. “I guess he isn’t too fond of us.”


  “I suppose not.”


  “I’ll pass the word, but I don’t know what good it’ll do.”


  “Well, thank you for trying.” I got up and poured us both another sherry.


  Dubois watched me from the deep armchair in the flickering shadows beside the fire and nervously passed a hand over his luxuriant drooping moustache, a grooming gesture that made him look even more like a squirrel than usual. We had met because he was a music fan—by which I mean real music, of course, not the polyphonic cacophony purveyed by Radio Liberty – and when he had found out that I lived in his bailiwick he had sought me out. I knew that he was building up courage to ask his by now inevitable favour, but I said nothing, simply handing him his glass and sitting in the armchair opposite.


  “Thanks,” Dubois said. “I can’t get enough of this stuff.”


  “Neither can I, these days.”


  He smiled, then asked, “Listen, I suppose you’re not thinking of, I mean you wouldn’t . . .”


  He said it so timidly, as timidly as a small wild creature might reach for a hand-held crumb, that I laughed. “I’m afraid I have no plans to break my retirement.”


  Dubois glanced at the Steinway on the other side of the low-beamed sitting room, touched his moustache softly, tentatively. “Gee, you know it’s a shame. The times you’ve played for me . . .”


  I flexed my stiff arthritic fingers. Long as a strangler’s: once I could reach two and a half octaves. They were as much use as a bundle of twigs now. “I know the difference. I’m sorry.”


  He shrugged and said it was always worth a try, and went on to tell me about the orchestra he was trying to bring over from Boston. “They think it’s all bandits and firefights though; they don’t realize how quiet it is here in the south. I thought maybe if you wrote them . . .?”


  I saw his ploy then, and laughed. My weakness is that I have always underestimated people. “All right. I used to know the conductor fairly well – you know I played a season there as soloist?”


  Dubois nodded eagerly. “Eighty-nine. I have a tape, Chopin’s polonaises. Your Fantasia truly was magical.”


  “You are developing a cunning streak, Captain Dubois.”


  “It’s kind of forced on you over here. You British never say what you mean.”


  “That is simply a part of our charm. Besides, look what happened when the last British government actually fulfilled all of its election promises.”


  “Come on, we couldn’t let that go through. The Russians would be here in two weeks without our bases. We had to come here, for your own good.”


  I wanted to say that we were perfectly capable of making up our own minds, but it had all been said before, and I had broken the rule Dubois and I had made about never discussing politics. For all his easygoing air he was very much of the establishment view; that was why he had his job, after all. And I . . . I suppose that I was a cynic then, believing neither one side nor the other and not realizing that sitting on the fence was a luxury I could ill afford. So I changed the subject – an old man’s prerogative – and we talked about music for an hour, until the lights went out.


  Dubois glanced at his fantastically complicated watch. “Eight on the button. I hate to go but. Even I’m not immune to the curfew.”


  I went to the door to see him off. A crisp frosty night, the moon a fingernail paring crooked above Cadbury Castle. The stars hard and bright and close.


  “Take care,” I said, and meant it. Occasionally bandits crossed the Welsh border: it was not as quiet in the area as Dubois would have had the Boston Symphony Orchestra believe.


  “Don’t worry,” Dubois said and gunned his motorcycle and was off.


  When I went back inside I heard David moving about in the kitchen. He had lit a candle and was boiling up some milk on the camping stove: he had become used to my casual attitude towards housekeeping and eating.


  “In the north we don’t talk to them,” he said, as soon as I came in. “How can you?”


  “We both like music.” But it was not quite the right answer. “I can remember when the Americans were our allies, David. I don’t see what harm it does.”


  “What did he say about those soldiers?”


  “He can’t do much, you know, but he will have a word with someone, I expect.”


  “Well I hope they keep off anyway. You’re right about it, Uncle Jimmy. It is a sort of magical place.” He looked down self-consciously, showing the tiny scar amongst the cropped red hair on the left side of his skull.


  “Well . . . I’m glad you like it.” This sudden change of mood surprised and puzzled me. I was out of practice with young people. I liked everything slittled, known, definable. As spring wore into summer I would be puzzled again and again by David’s moods, nothing unusual for a teenage boy I’m sure, but novel to me. I added then “I think it’s magical too,” and was relieved to see him smile when he looked up, the thinly compressed smile of my brother, who was here was, then, one interest we shared, and we often went out to Cadbury Castle together. I bought him books too, on early myth and Arthurian legends, White’s Sword in the Stone of course, and an abridged Mallory illustrated by Arthur Rackham. And Celtic and Saxon histories, a book on the archaeology of Cadbury Castle itself . . . For I was pleased to see that David had a deep and genuine interest in the place, an interest which took him out of his brooding, odd perhaps when he was at the age of burning but short-lived enthusiasms, but nonetheless real. He had made few friends at school and showed no interest in either girls or pop music – but perhaps that was because most of the latter was American, and he was constant in his loathing of anything American. I did not draw him out on this, blaming the accident and his father’s vague almost romantic conception of socialism; he had been precisely the caricature socialist from whose folly the Americans claimed they had come to save us. But David’s outbursts against things American were fortunately few, and he simply kept out of the way whenever Bobby Dubois came to visit me.


  When for his birthday I took David to Tintagel Castle he did not even ask where the passes and petrol had come from, and of course they had come from Dubois. He and I had plotted deeply about the trip. So in June David and I drove south and west to Cornwall, taking the country roads where there were fewer checks, and taking our time.


  David was all enthusiasm until we reached Tintagel itself. On the ramparts of the castle, overlooking a bay in which the sea lazily lapped amongst huge boulders, he told me quite firmly, “No, it isn’t the place. Arthur was never here.”


  I teased him about his loyalty to Cadbury, but he shrugged this off, stubborn and humourless as he sometimes could be. “I mean the real Arthur,” he explained, “not the one with the grail quest and the knights and the magic sword. The real Arthur’s followers were kerns, and if he had a sword it would have been an ordinary Roman short sword. The rest is just a story, mostly made up of bits of older stories.”


  “Some of the old people in South Cadbury, you know, used to talk about the king under the hill. I remember someone told me once that when the archaeologists came his father was worried that they would wake up the king with their digging, so that he would no longer be there to defend Britain in her hour of need.”


  “Well, wouldn’t he be back now, now we have been invaded?” David was looking out to sea, his red hair stirring in the wind.


  I didn’t want to hear yet another diatribe against the Americans, and I suggested that we should walk down to see Merlin’s cave.


  “It was nice to be brought here. Uncle Jimmy,” David said, “but let’s go back. There’s nothing for me here.”


  When summer came and school broke up David spent more time than ever up on Cadbury Castle. One night, in the local pub, the man who farmed the hill came up to me and remarked, “That lad of yours gave me a real fright the other evening.”


  I asked about it.


  “I was coming up through the woods around the hill and he came at me from out of the shadows like. Not running, I mean I didn’t see him until I was almost upon him. Fair startled me. He had leaves in his hair and mud on his face like those soldiers.”


  “Probably just some game.”


  “Big lad to be playing silly buggers. I almost had a heart-attack on the spot.”


  It was about this time that David took up with three local boys, all younger than himself. They spent a lot of time amongst the apple trees at the bottom of my garden, making bows and arrows from scratch, and David led them on expeditions that lasted long into the light summer evenings. This kind of behaviour might have worried me if it were not for his school reports: his teachers saw him as an intelligent, stable sort of lad. I supposed that he needed someone who would look up to and follow him. The lonely often need that kind of reassurance more than love. But it didn’t last. Perhaps a week after I’d last seen his friends I asked David what had become of them. Why didn’t they come around any more?


  “They didn’t understand. They thought it was all just pretend, just playing . . .”


  After that he was out more than ever, coming back late in the last light, bedraggled, sweaty, and not very communicative. Most of the rest of the time he practiced with his bow, peppering the garden shed until I relented and found him a proper padded straw target; secondhand of course, but it still cost a small fortune.


  One day I was sitting on the patio in the sunshine when David put up his bow and came to sit beside my chair. “Uncle Jimmy?”


  “Uh-hmm?”


  “Did you ever feel, well, that you had to do what you did?”


  I put aside the not very good biography of Mahler. “It was something that I wanted to do from an early age, and luckily something I was able to do well.”


  “No, I didn’t mean that exactly.” David squinted up at me. His nose was sunburnt. “I mean, do you feel that you had to do it? That something made you?”


  “A little, perhaps. Why, do you feel that way about something? What are you going to become?”


  “That’s it. I don’t know exactly. It’s just . . .”


  But then I heard the familiar sound of Bobby Dubois’ motorcycle turning into my drive. David’s face hardened. “I wish he wouldn’t come here.”


  “He’s my friend, David.”


  But the boy simply got up and walked down the garden to start his archery practice again.


  When Dubois had slittled his gangling frame into the chair beside mine, he said, “I see you’re training a little guerrilla.”


  “He made it himself, you know.”


  Dubois grinned. “Well, I promise not to tell Colonel Ames about it.”


  I had to ask who Colonel Ames was.


  “Oh, our new security officer. He was brought down from York supposedly to clear up the little bit of trouble we’ve been having recently. Word is though he made a bad name for himself up there. Man died in custody.” Dubois was silent for a moment, touching his moustache. Then he asked, “You won’t spread that around. I guess it’s kind of confidential.”


  “Mum’s the word.” When he looked blank I explained, “I mean I won’t tell anyone. But is there trouble in this area?”


  “Bad enough to cancel that tour, after I had set it all up. That’s really what I came to tell you. I mean after all those letters you wrote I feel bad about it.”


  “I’m sorry to hear about that. It would have been quite a feather in your cap.”


  “Maybe when things are quieter you could write them again.”


  “Of course. But what has been happening?”


  “Just last week for instance, some people cut the perimeter fence, garrotted a guard, set fire to a paint store. It’s getting to be like the north, or Wales. Still, maybe Ames can handle it. He’s a heck of a bastard, but efficient, I’ll give him that. Even has us carrying guns all the time. Want to see mine?”


  “Oh, I believe you!”


  Dubois stretched out his long legs and put his hands on top of his crewcut head; the wicker chair creaked. “Don’t be surprised if you get a lot of patrols around here from now on in, is all. Like I said, Ames is efficient, things are tightening up. Hard to believe it’s gotten so bad though.”


  I agreed. Sitting there in the sunny tranquil garden, with butterflies flocking around the buddleia and the gently lulling knocking of David’s arrows into the target, thoughts of guerrillas, of covert action and infiltration, of sabotage and night patrols, were unreal, stuff from another world.


  “Well hell,” Dubois said. “It probably won’t come to anything anyhow.”


  “But I’m sorry about the concert tour.”


  Dubois cheerfully shook this off and told me about his forthcoming leave and his plans for the fall, as he quaintly called autumn. Then, as abruptly as always, he decided that he had to be off. “Things to do, places to see. I’ll come visit you after my furlough.”


  “Of course.”


  But I never saw him again.


  That was not the beginning of it, however. If it had a beginning which I could grasp, it would be when David found the coin.


  It was the end of September, in the middle of an Indian summer; the skies a clear hard blue yet the sunlight softer, less vertiginous then before. I asked David if he wanted to go for a walk and he for once agreed. We set off down the lane towards Cadbury Castle, side by side but not speaking. A quiet day, the burr of a tractor miles away clear and small.


  At least the troubles meant that we had the hill to ourselves. Five years before, on a day like that, there would have been half a dozen cars blocking the lane and people seemingly everywhere.


  We climbed through the dense green woods – Dogs Wood Mercury was everywhere beneath the trees that summer – and mounted to the southern end, skirting the field of corn stubble.


  After a while I asked, “Do you remember the first time I brought you here?”


  “I remember the soldiers,” David said. Then, “I wish it could be like this always. Peaceful. It isn’t fair . . .”


  I thought that he meant that soon the holidays would be over. “There’ll be other summers.”


  “Maybe.” Then David was off, racing down the grassy slope to the first setback of the earthworks and scrambling back up breathless. He flung himself on the grass and I sat beside him.


  “Feel better?”


  A shrug. “Up here I feel . . . free. I don’t know.”


  He leaned back, looking into the pure sky. A lark was twittering somewhere overhead. Here. There. I was content to look out across the spread of hedged fields to where Glastonbury Tor shimmered in the heat-haze: immemorial England.


  “I was thinking,” David said suddenly, “about how Arthur held off the Saxons . . . until he faltered.”


  “And what gave him his powers?”


  “Oh, the old gods.” David gave me a shy sideways glance. “It isn’t my idea, a lot of people have written about it, but I know it must be true. I mean the gods before the Greek and Roman gods. What were called the Titans.”


  “Cronus and crew,” I said, remembering my classics master. That had been his phrase, but for the life of me I couldn’t remember his name. “Didn’t Blake write something about it?”


  “Yes. Well, they were driven westwards by Zeus and so on and they came here. The land at the edge of the world, that’s what the Romans called Britain. They thought there was only chaos beyond. Well, the old gods helped Arthur, you see, because his people worshipped them. The Druids held the oak sacred, and that’s the symbol of Cronus’s wife, Rhea. There’s lots of other examples. And that’s why Arthur didn’t come back to fight against the Normans when they invaded, because he would have been helping the Saxons.”


  “It’s an interesting idea.”


  “I think it’s real, Uncle Jimmy. Arthur was only a man, you see, and he died, but the power that helped him still sleeps in the land. That’s what makes it special. You said the villagers used to think Arthur was buried under this hill, but everyone knows he was buried at Glastonbury. You see, they confused the source of Arthur’s power with the man. And perhaps another Arthur will gain those powers, don’t you see? It’s like history all over again, the invaders and the little bands fighting against them all disunited, waiting for a leader. They’re mostly Welsh or Scots, you see: Celts.”


  I saw it as wish-fulfillment of course, and smiled and said nothing. Old age always smiles on the excesses of youth, the enthusiasms and the hot emotions, forgetting that those enthusiasms, those emotions, are real. Once I had felt like that about music, and my dream had come true, for a while. But nothing lasts.


  A jetplane climbed up from the southern horizon, a glittering point that dragged its hollow roar across the perfect sky as it skimmed the fields and came on towards us. I glimpsed the yellow needlenose and the rockets slung beneath its swept-forward stubby wings and David was on his feet waving his arms in defiance before throwing himself down as it roared across the top of the hill, trees thrashing in its wake and the hot breath of its exhaust washing over us.


  David shouted something and I saw the glitter in the grass just as his hand closed upon it. The jet and its noise had vanished: after a moment the lark resumed its song.


  David held out a disc of unstained unworn copper, a coin. On one side a blurred profile with a wreath of ill-aligned letters above it; on the other the curt inscription with which the coiner had signed himself: GODONCADANBYRIM. Godfrey of Cadbury. We learned later that it was the twin of a coin which had been found years ago on the hill, and nothing at all to do with King Arthur. It had been stamped in Ethelred’s reign, fifty years before the last battle was lost by Britons on British soil, on the chalk hills of Hastings.


  I congratulated David on his find and asked if he was going to put the coin in a museum, but he was quite adamant that he wanted to keep it.


  “Other people should have the chance to see it, David. Your name would be put beside it, on a card. Everyone would know who found it.”


  “I need it, Uncle Jimmy.”


  “I suppose that since you found it, it’s yours to do with as you will. But look after it, David.”


  It became his good luck charm, always in his pocket, or beside him when he slept. I don’t think that he showed it to anyone besides myself. It is on my desk.


  It was soon after that, after David had returned to school, that his fits began. The first took him in the middle of a class, and I remember how out of breath I was when I arrived at the school; my car was up on blocks and I had had to cycle five miles.


  David was in the sickroom, lying fully-clothed on a plastic-covered couch, pale but awake and grinning sheepishly. The school nurse took me aside and said, “I’m sure it was just a faint, and then he must have been sleeping.”


  “How could you tell?”


  “Oh, when they faint they just lie there until they come around, and their eyes are rolled up. David was like that at first, but when we put him on the couch he started to mutter, Welsh it sounded like. And his eyes were moving under the lids like when you dream. He just needs to rest, he’ll be all right.”


  But it happened again and again as the Indian summer dissolved into rainy October. It would take him suddenly and quietly, in the middle of a meal or a sentence. The upturned eyes, the soft swooning. After a while he would begin to mutter in some throaty dialect and toss and turn as if gripped by a dream, and then, by and by, he would come around. Despite my misgivings he still insisted on his solitary expeditions, and often I would wait up long after dark, picturing him caught by a fit in the cold night; but he always came back cheerful and muddy and composed, and it seemed that exercise kept the fits at bay, for when the weather was too foul even for him they became more frequent.


  The local doctor suggested that it might be something to do with the head injury David had sustained in the accident which had killed his parents, and recommended a specialist in Bristol. But at that time there was no way of taking David there. The new security officer, Colonel Ames, had issued orders restricting travel and when I wrote to him, to ask if an exception might be made in David’s case, there was no reply.


  A week passed, and David suffered fits on two consecutive days. By then Bobby Dubois was due back from his furlough, and I wrote to him in turn. The next day Ames appeared at my house.


  It was about nine o’clock, and I was waiting for David to return from one of his expeditions, already dressing-gowned and reading by the light of an oil lantern, when someone knocked at the front door: hard, spaced, and authoritarian. I feared that something had happened to David, but when I opened the door and held up the lantern with my stiff fingers I saw that it was something worse.


  The burly man in camouflage jacket and trousers, his head as shaven as any convict’s, a pistol at his hip. said, “I was passing by and I thought I’d look in. I hope you don’t mind. Sir James. My name is Ames. Colonel Ames.”


  “I see.”


  He laughed at my visible disbelief. “Listen, I really was in the area. We were after a couple of guerrillas. Caught one too. Would you like to see him?” He gestured towards the gate at the end of my drive, where two jeeps stood with their headlights burning, their engines ticking over.


  “Not really,” I said, as calmly as I could.


  “Well,” said Ames again. And then, “Won’t you invite me in?”


  He did not sit but paced, almost prowled, about the room, looking at the titles on my bookshelves, running a gloved finger across the gleaming closed wing of the Steinway. A well-built man of about fifty, utterly self-assured.


  After a minute I asked, “May I enquire why you have chosen to visit me at such a late hour?” Sometimes there is no other course, in the face of our conquerors’ crude brashness, but to put on the stiff-backed stiff-lipped show of British outrage.


  “I was wondering if you’d noticed anything unusual around here. Strangers, vehicles moving around after curfew, that kind of thing.”


  “No. No, I haven’t. Why do you ask? Is it something to do with those guerrillas you were chasing?”


  “I think someone may be helping them locally, yes. Their attacks on our patrols in this area have been unusually well coordinated. But you say that you haven’t seen anything.”


  “No.”


  “How about your nephew? I understand he roams around a lot. Maybe he can tell me something.”


  But David was out, and it was after the curfew. I said, “He’s ill – I wrote to you about it and perhaps you remember that I mentioned that he suffers from fits. He hasn’t been roaming around, as you put it, for some time now, and at the moment he is recovering from his latest episode. The doctor has insisted on absolute quiet.”


  Ames touched the Steinway again, perhaps considering whether it was worth pushing me on that point. But after a moment he nodded and changed the subject, telling me that he owned several of my recordings. His manner was less peremptory now, but I was still uncomfortable beneath his scrutiny.


  I murmured my usual excuse that all I had now was a great career behind me, and Ames smiled. ”I understand that Captain Dubois was trying to get you to play. I’d like that.”


  “Not very possible, I’m afraid.”


  “A pity. Well, it was a pleasure meeting you anyhow.”


  At the door he could not resist a parting shot; or perhaps it was what he had come to tell me in the first place. “Understand that when I say no, Sir James, that that is exactly what I mean. Without exception. It’s no use appealing to your friend Dubois, because he has zero influence.”


  So Ames had intercepted my second letter. I nodded stiffly and he casually saluted and crunched off down the drive towards the jeeps.


  I was working on a glass of my carefully hoarded scotch when I heard David come in. I cornered him in the hall and told him matter-of-factly about Ames’ visit, and told him that I considered it too dangerous to be out after curfew from now on. I had expected a blazing argument, but he simply nodded, quite composed. It was as if he had expected it.


  “I suppose it’s for the best. Things are changing.”


  I didn’t think to ask what he meant by that, but I thought that that was an end of the matter. Of course, it was nothing of the kind.


  The next day David suffered a fit just after he returned from school. I laid him out on the sitting-room sofa and soon he passed into the dream-state, sweat standing out on his forehead and his fists clenching and unclenching as he muttered hoarsely.


  I sat with him until he came round, watching for an hour or more as he tossed and turned and muttered, the room darkening as the short afternoon wore out. My dead brother’s features were coming into David’s face, like the image which swims up at you as a photographic print develops; lean-cheeked and high-browed, a long somewhat shapeless Irish nose peppered with wide pores. Then all of a sudden his eyes opened and he smiled up at me.


  “It’s getting closer.”


  I asked him what he meant, but he was suddenly wary. “I don’t know, just a dream.”


  I packed him off to bed and was preparing a cup of that universal English panacea, milky sugary tea, when the telephone sounded. It was Dubois, sounding faint and faraway although he said that he was calling from Yeovilton. “I just got back and Ames has had my ass in the can already.”


  “I’m dreadfully sorry. It was stupid of me not to realize it would cause trouble for you, but I really was desperate about David and I thought you could help.”


  “Yeah, well that was only the half of it. Ames found out about those travel passes I worked out for you this summer. But listen, he was really only trying to scare me off, I think. There’s word around here that something’s coming down in your area tonight. Maybe Ames was trying to warn me off telling you.”


  “What sort of thing?” I was holding the telephone as if it had somehow metamorphosed into a snake. It crackled and hissed in my ear.


  “Something bad. Bad. Listen, I’ll be over. On my bike it’ll take maybe half an hour.”


  “You needn’t—” But the line had gone dead.


  I poached an egg for David’s supper and took it and the tea up to him. But I was too restless to eat myself, too restless to sit with David for long. Bad, Dubois had said, and I supposed that it was something to do with the guerrillas Ames had told me were operating in the area. But why should it involve me? I paced up and down in the sitting room and twice went out onto the drive to listen for Dubois’ motorcycle.


  The second time I saw a light flicker at the base of Cadbury Castle’s dark mound – it was dusk now, the moon a pearly haze in low fast-moving cloud. I watched the hill but the light did not come again. More than forty minutes had passed and still no sign of Dubois. Sudden irrational fear gripped me and I went to telephone his office. But the instrument was dead; not even a dial tone.


  Then I remembered David and went upstairs to see how he was. He was gone.


  I walked quickly down the lane towards Cadbury Castle, an electric ball, pure nervousness, spinning in my stomach as I swung my torch from side to side, half-expecting to see David huddled on the ground. My knuckles ached numbly as they always did before rain and I found it difficult to hold the torch. The moon was completely hidden now, the tall hedges on either side a chiaroscuro of shadow. And then the torch-beam yellowed, flickered, faded. Old battery. I stuffed it into my coat pocket and slowly walked on through almost complete darkness.


  There is a feeling I sometimes have when I am alone and outside after dusk, a childish irrational feeling of being watched by something inimical, something that is quietly, invisibly stalking me. I had that feeling as I groped my way down the lane; my skin tingled between my shoulderblades as if in anticipation of the predator’s spring.


  But what came out of the darkness was a shout, a command to halt. And then a harsh blinding beam of light. I squinted into it and saw a burly figure move towards me. It was Colonel Ames.


  He ordered the light to be switched off, told me to walk towards him. I was suddenly aware of rain beginning to patter down, infrequent fat drops that made a quiet pocking amongst the leaves of the hedges. When I reached him, he said silkily, “I hardly expected you to be involved. Sir James. All my reports suggested that you were harmless. Where’s your friend Dubois, by the way? Yeah, I had a tap on your phone.”


  “I am alone, Colonel. I believe that my nephew is somewhere on the hill. He has had an attack and won’t know what he is doing, so I ask you to treat him gently if you find him.”


  “Oh, we’ll find him if he’s up there, don’t worry about that. That’s why we’re here.”


  My eyes had readapted to the darkness by then. Parked at the end of the lane, in the lee of the trees which leaned out from the slope of the hill, was a jeep with two soldiers lounging beside it. I faintly heard the staticky spurts of its radio.


  Ames told me, “We couldn’t figure out how they had been hitting our patrols in this area so accurately until we realized that someone must have been spotting them from the hill here. You can see for miles from the top on a clear night. I guess you know that. It was only on clear nights we were getting hit. Then intelligence told us to expect some action tonight. It was supposed to be a clear night too, until these clouds blew up.”


  I wondered about Ames’ source of intelligence, then remembered the captured guerrilla and what Dubois had told me about Ames’ methods of interrogation, the reason why he had been demoted to this area. “My nephew is only a boy. Surely you can’t—”


  “I surely can.” Ames’ voice was smooth and hard and cold. “Kids as young fought us in Salvador, in Nam. Younger. Kid up there with night-glasses, a CB outfit, could pin down the whole area. We found those items cached in the woods by the way. So don’t—”


  He was interrupted by a call from one of the soldiers by the jeep. He caught hold of my arm and roughly bundled me with him, took the handset from the soldier and listened intently to its faint voice. “You’re sure,” he said, and looked at me, his gaze burning through the gloom. The voice hissed and squawked and Ames said, “Okay,” and returned the handset to the soldier, telling him, “I’m going on up there. Pass the word and make sure everyone’s alert.”


  The concrete path up the hill was a barely visible glimmer beneath the trees. As we started up it the rain began to fall more heavily and a strong wind quickened the trees; it was as if the hill were sailing off into the darkness and we were climbing amongst its straining masts.


  Ames pitched his voice above the wind and the noise of the trees. “I have both paths sealed and men all around this place. All we have to do is go up and get him.”


  I understand that this was to be a personal victory for Ames, a way of redemption. There was something in my throat, a constriction it was painful to speak past. “David plays up here, that’s all. This is some sort of ghastly coincidence.”


  “The fuck it is.” Ames stopped walking, thrust his face close to mine. “Didn’t you wonder why Dubois never showed up? He was just now found on one of those crappy little roads you have around here. They’d stretched a wire from one side to the other and he ran right into it on that hog of his. Just about took his head off. Who else would know he was coming but your kid?”


  “Bobby? Surely, no.” I seemed suddenly to be standing on the edge of a black slope pitching steeply down.


  “You play your crappy headgames, you English, pretend everything is normal, but there’s a fucking civil war going on. You won’t face up to reality, that’s why we’re here. Well listen, your boy is up there as an accomplice to the men who killed Dubois. You want them to get away?”


  I was saved from finding a reply. Somewhere above came the shocking rattle of automatic fire and then Ames was running on up the path. I followed without thought, hearing rather than seeing him as he ran, and came puffing up half a minute after he reached a pair of soldiers, heard one say something about this thing hitting a tree right by his head, someone taking off up the hill. There was a flash of torchlight and I saw for an instant the soldier’s hand holding an arrow. I knew then, and the pit almost claimed me.


  Ames was decisive: the soldiers were to keep their stations, he’d go on. “This storm coming up there isn’t going to be any moonlight, so keep your eyes wide.”


  As if to emphasize his words lightning flared and there was a dull explosion below: a bloom of ragged orange flame licked up beyond the trees.


  Then Ames was running again. It was no longer pitch black, but if anything the fugitive light of the fire was worse than darkness. Half-seen trees seemed to leap at me, their branches writhing, as I followed Ames, and once again I felt that I was being stalked. The flickering darkness amongst the trees could have held anything.


  When I left the shelter of the trees the rain hit with a thousand cold needles, soaking me through in a moment. I stopped, absolutely out of breath, my legs quivering. I was used to strolling, not running, up that path.


  Ames came back to me, and I shouted that we would never find anyone in this.


  “Your boy’s friends found the goddamned jeep!”


  “That was lightning. They shouldn’t have parked near the trees. If we go up there we could be struck ourselves.”


  “You know that kid. Get him to come quietly and I promise he won’t be hurt.” He grabbed my arm and more or less hauled me up the path.


  As we climbed lightning cracked the dark streaming clouds again and again, as if we were mounting an auditorium lit by flashbulbs. When we reached the top the greatest bolt so far burst directly overhead, and I glimpsed David halfway across the huge field, blurred by drifting rain, an arrow fitted in his halfraised bow. Then the light was gone and Ames’ pistol made its own puny thunder and lightning beside my ear.


  Sometimes we act despite ourselves. I threw myself at Ames and more by luck than judgment clawed the pistol from his hand. But I couldn’t fit my stiff fingers around its trigger and as I flung it away he was on top of me, cursing hard and pounding me with his fists. My heavy coat, made heavier by the rain, protected me from the worst, but one blow caught the side of my head and for a moment I passed out.


  And came to as thunder rolled overhead, glimpsed Ames running hard towards David a moment before lightning took him, blue-white fire that instantly obliterated his shadow, a vast tree of jagged light that raked every corner of the sky. Then it was gone, and thunder smashed down.


  I remember little more. Ozone seared my throat and a sensation as of pinpricks covered every inch of my body. I was lying in darkness, quiet rain, no longer the downpour of the storm, only rain, falling on the grass all around. I felt rather than saw David as he stooped over me.


  “I have to go now, Uncle Jimmy. I have to. It’s what I was born for, don’t you see? But look after this for me, I don’t need it now.”


  I may have dreamed it. But later, when the soldiers had finished questioning me and had satisfied themselves that I could tell them nothing coherent, when I had returned home and was alone once more, I found the coin, David’s good luck piece, in one of my pockets. The blurred profile: the enigmatic mocking inscription.


  I write this four years after the event, in the middle of a time of changes, a time of war. The guerrillas finally arose from their scattered outposts this spring; now it is September, and they have conquered as far west as Bristol, even now lay siege to Oxford. Every day a dozen or so refugees trickle into the camp where I work, bringing rumours that soon the guerrillas will march on London. And rumours too of their leader, conflicting and various to be sure, yet all agree that he is very young, and very sure. And one woman who claimed to have seen him in the ruins of Birmingham told me that he was red-haired.


  I am afraid. Not of the troubles – I have had my life – but for what may come when they are over. If David was right, and the old gods have arisen to defend their island, what will they want after their victory? The needs of men and gods so rarely coincide. If David was raised up by them, then surely the accident which killed his parents was a part of their plan. And the arthritis which ended my career and led to my retirement in the shadow of Cadbury Castle, and Bobby Dubois’ murder . . . These are bitter thoughts.


  I can only hope that David has wisdom as well as strength of purpose. I can only hope that the gods will again sink far beyond the knowledge of men when they are satisfied that the danger is past, and fade from our history as a troubling dream fades when we awake.


  


  Paul J. McAuley writes: “This story, first drafted in the long summer of the miners’ strike, is the confluence of a number of sources. Principal of these is Geoffrey Ashe’s Camelot and the Vision of Albion, but debts are also owed to Michael Senior’s Myths of Britain and Robert Graves’s The White Goddess and The Greek Myths 1. Anyone interested in the archaeology of the real Cadbury Castle (which should not be confused with the fictional one) should read Leslie Alcock’s “ ‘By South Cadbury is That Camelot’: Excavations at Cadbury Castle 1966-70.” Paul McAuley’s novelette “The Airs of Earth,” which is set in the same future as “Little Ilya and Spider and Box” (IZ 12), will appear in the January 1986 issue of the American sf magazine Amazing.
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  The Airs of Earth


  
    
      
        
          	
            Caliban:

            Be not afeard; the isle is full of noises,

            Sounds, and sweet airs, that give delight, and hurt not.

            Sometimes a thousand twangling instruments

            Will hum about mine ears; and sometimes voices

            That, if I then had wak’d after long sleep,

            Will make me sleep again: and then, in dreaming,

            The clouds methought would open, and show riches

            Ready to drop upon me; that, when I wak’d,

            I cried to dream again.


            Shakespeare: The Tempest

          
        

      
    

  


  Arion had never seen an ocean before.


  On the morning of his first day on Earth (he had landed at dawn), he stalked the long seafront of Galveston, watching waves ceaselessly cast fans of foam on the pebbly beach, wondering what caused them. Sol hung a fingerswidth above the level ocean horizon, and the old houses for which Galveston was famous had turned to greet it: new light flared on their polyhedral modules and glass cowlings. Arion touched his lyre, slung upside down at his shoulder, but there was not quite the need to play, or it was shattered by strangeness: Sol’s platinum disc, too bright to look at, the white birds which harried the waves, the halogen tang of the wind, the steadiness of the gravity.


  It was the same pull as standard shipboard gravity . . . yet different. Maintained not by a generator but by the simple mass of the world, the summed attraction of every atom of its being tugging at his. At last he was here, at last he had reached Earth. Every step was an affirmation of that reality.


  Something leaped from the water in the middle distance, hung for a moment against the dawn. Arion leaned against the railing and waited for it to come again. Doubled this time: a pair of sleek creatures curvetting through glittering swells towards the shore.


  He grinned, and the impulse resolved. He unslung his lyre, flipped the power switch and set the direction, and began. Something old, something with the flowing movement of the leaping creatures. His left hand struck melody from the strings of the jutting fretboard; his right set the rhythm with the keys in the lyre’s body. The creatures arced towards him as if drawn by his playing. He tossed back his hair (blond streaked with white, it reached his shoulders) and loosed the rhythm of their leaping into the stately cadence.


  The creatures turned where the long breakers gathered for their run onto shore. So close now that Arion could see their bottle-like snouts, their smoothly glistening hides darker above than below. And the figure clinging to each, human figures that stood for a moment as their steeds leaped again, then were gone.


  Arion stopped playing. It was as if he had awoken into a dream.


  The pair staggered waist-deep amongst creaming waves, wading towards the beach. One waved, might have shouted something, but the wind took it away. A moment later they were climbing a ladder set in the concrete revetment. Then they were over the railing.


  The taller one reached to its masked face: the mask came away. Shaking out wet hair, a bronze vivid against the black wetsuit, the woman said, “That was wonderful!” Her face was square, with high cheekbones. A strong, beautiful face. Black eyes, set in slanted folds, met his with a direct gaze.


  Agatherin left no stigmata, but Arion had crewed enough yachts to recognise those who could afford the life-extension treatments. Os Fortunados, the Golden, Zolotistyaki, les Immortels. . . . Rich, long-lived, if not the rulers of the Federation certainly the owners of most of it. The woman looked no older than Arion and might not be: or might be a hundred. There was no telling.


  Arion said politely, “I hope I didn’t upset your animals.”


  “It was just as if your music intoxicated them.” She laughed, and he thought of a pebble skipping over old, brittle glass. “Quite amazing. You must have woken the whole city, it was so clear across the water.”


  “No, Seyoura, I would not do that. My instrument generates signals in the auditory nerves, as some computers speak to you. Besides, the signals were directional.”


  “How quaint.” The woman laughed again, and touched her companion’s arm. “I’ve found who I’m taking, Antonio.”


  The other shrugged from her grip and shucked his mask. Forty? Fifty? His neatly pointed black beard was matted with seawater. He said, “Dolphins’ll follow any music, long as it’s loud enough.”


  “I’m sorry,” Arion said again.


  “Hell,” the man said, “we were coming ashore anyway.” In a different, almost petulant tone, he added, “Come on, Dominiq.”


  “No, he’s mine.” She smiled at Arion.


  “Him?” The man’s stare was darkly contemptuous. Arion looked away, his ears warming. “What are you, boy? Freespacer by that vest.”


  “Intrasystems, Seyour.” It was an admission.


  The man pursed his lips, as if he might spit. But he didn’t. “You’re thinking of bringing that? Just because he can finger some nonsense or other on that thing.”


  “It was the last movement of Beethoven’s sixth symphony, Seyour. My interpretation.”


  “Why Antonio, I believe you’re jealous.” The woman abruptly turned on Arion, her body slim as a dancer’s in the close-fitting wetsuit. “You’ll come with me? Or are you already contracted to go out to some world where they don’t have parties?”


  “I’ve only just arrived, Seyoura.” Arion slung his lyre on his shoulder, certain that she wasn’t serious.


  But her gaze held him. “Then you will come? And play. Of course you must play, and charm everyone as you charmed our steeds.”


  Her companion snorted.


  “Seyoura. I—”


  “But you simply must!” Her smile was dazzling, and when she grasped him by the wrist he discovered that her hand, although wet, was as warm as any child’s.


  “Seyoura,” he said, submitting.


  This time the man did spit, over the railing. “You’re wasting your time,” he told the woman.


  “I am not. He will be my champion.” She added, with a mischievous grin, “You still have to find someone, and before noon. You’d better hurry.”


  The man clipped his mask to his weighted belt, reached over his shoulder to disengage the flat airtank. “I’ll be there,” he said shortly, and stalked off down the curving esplanade.


  “You’re jealous,” the woman called after him. “Admit it, Antonio!”


  The man didn’t look back. Watching him go, Arion felt something relax in his belly.


  “What’s your name?” the woman asked.


  “Arion Arakavoi, Seyoura.”


  “Call me Dominiq. You’re from a colony, yes? Novaya Zyemlya?”


  “Novaya Rosya, Seyoura.”


  “Dominiq.”


  “Dominiq . . . what would you have me do?”


  “Be yourself. Is that so hard? We’re having a little competition to find the most interesting person to bring back to the party. Don’t worry, you won’t have to stay long if you don’t like it. You will come?”


  The last of his tension unravelled: he laughed. “Of course. I have been here only a few hours, and I want to see all I can.”


  “You’ve never been to Earth before? You can’t have been a freespacer long. Of course, you look young.”


  “I’ve been one two years, Seyoura. But I promise that never before have I been here, for all that I tried. To Mars once, but never to Earth.” Arion walked beside her as she started in the direction her companion had taken. Nervousness made words bubble in his head. “Ever since I left the Academy I wanted to see Earth, but until now I’ve never had the chance.”


  “All roads lead to Earth, they say, or is it all geodesics? Well, I suppose it was true before the Aiea campaigns. My parents spent most of their time here then, leaving only to get their treatments. Did you know agatherin is actually illegal here? Now they never come, and I’m only here because of the midsummer festival in Los Angeles. We don’t even own a house here now. I wander around, just like you.”


  “I hardly think so, Seyoura. Where is Los Angeles?”


  “On the other side of the continent, in another country. But I’m not due there for days yet. Right now: I want a drink. The sea is damnably cold, I don’t care what they say about wetsuits keeping it out.”


  “I had thought all Earth was like living in a room. Ships are like Earth, someone told me once, but really only the gravity is. And even that . . . I didn’t think you could get cold.”


  “Oh, there are places colder than this. I was brought up in a house at Cape Ross. Cold? You wouldn’t believe it. But my parents wanted me out of society’s eye.”


  She led him away from the seafront, down a wide avenue. Palm trees arched on either side. Most of the shops in the setbacks of the terraced buildings were closed, but a man was setting tables out before the plate-glass window of a cafe, and when they sat at one he bustled up, wiping his hands on his apron, fussing attentively to Dominiq’s simple order. When he brought the cups she handed him a creased piece of paper, which set off his effusiveness all over again.


  Of course, Arion thought, they use promissory notes as a medium of exchange. He had heard of it, but to see it happen made him feel as he had when he had stepped onto the oil-stained concrete at the foot of the ship’s ramp.


  Dominiq sipped, and to be polite Arion sipped too. He was still wary of her, of what she represented. It was hot chocolate, whipped to a froth and sprinkled with pepper.


  “Don’t worry,” Dominiq said suddenly. “I’m hardly older than you.”


  “I didn’t—”


  “It’s something everyone wonders,” she said peremptorily. “I’m not ashamed to say I’ve only been on the treatment for a year. I want to stay young a long time, and agatherin only slows aging, it doesn’t prevent it. There’s nothing wrong with wanting to live forever, is there?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “I’m glad,” she said, and went on to tell him about the time she’d hunted zithsa in the lowlands of Novaya Rosya, and when she had ascended Arul Terrek to watch the dawn at the end of winter’s night.


  Arion, who had never seen a live zithsa, had never been to Arul Terrek, nodded politely as she talked. He was still nervous, and tired now. He’d been awake for almost a full day, warping the ship into orbit, then watching it down in the clutches of the spacefield’s gravithic generators. And instead of following the rest of the crew to find a room in the freespacers’ quarter, he’d set off to explore the awakening city.


  Dominiq chattered on, and he sipped cooling chocolate. There were a few people passing by now, and all glanced at the golden. But she didn’t seem to notice these sideways, covetous looks, sat as if it were quite natural to be wearing a salt-stained wetsuit at a cafe table.


  Abruptly, she set her cup down. “We must go to the party.”


  “It begins so early?”


  She laughed. “It began three days ago. God knows when it’ll end. People come and go; some go and don’t come back, and others arrive. It’s fast becoming a way of life, or at least a state of mind.” She looked up. “There. My bodyguard is always punctual.”


  Arion looked up too. An aircar was settling between the dusty crowns of the palms.


  Like an overblown crimson bloom, the huge tent wallowed amongst dark pines. Their aircar had arrived with a flock of others, and as they walked within an exuberant crowd towards the gold-rimmed entrance, Dominiq told Arion, “Remember to show yourself. And if anyone asks, tell them I brought you.” She gave him a sudden, surprising kiss, said breathlessly, “Will you do that?” and darted through the crowd: it closed over her like a skin.


  Arion hesitated, and a fat man brushed past, talking loudly to an old woman in a silver wrap. Arion followed them beneath the arch.


  Inside, the tent seemed even bigger than it had from the air, two stories at least to the billowing ceiling. Islands of lush vegetation made a random archipelago across the sea of white carpet. The floor wasn’t level, but hollowed and hummocked as if laid over natural contours of the ground. People strolled or stood or sat. The air was filled with the hum of their conversation, like the drone of the bees Arion had tended as a boy, undercut by the insistent beat of bocksa. A moment later Arion saw, small in the distance, the pulsing light fantasy which accompanied the music. Bright-plumaged birds threaded the upper air with raucous cries.


  Most of the people were surely golden, dressed in elegant or improbable costumes, but enough wore everyday clothes for Arion not to feel out of place. He saw a mechanic in a leather jacket, its sleeve torn off to show her glittering augmented arm, as he vaguely looked for food. But there only seemed to be drinks laid out on the scattered flat-topped stones. He picked up a glass and sipped, then grimaced at the liquor’s sweetness and set it back. And walked on, absorbed in the fragmented chatter:


  “Not really her daughter, you didn’t know that? That’s why she’s so upset the girl ran off.”


  “You mean a clone? Isn’t that illegal here?”


  “Sold everything and bought a place in an ark bound for some godforsaken world where he’ll spend the rest of his life behind an oxbone plow if he’s lucky?”


  “Not on Serenity, Elysium.”


  “Agatherin’s up again, but isn’t it always?”


  “Talk about letting the Aiea start an embassy here is pure nonsense put about by the apologists. You only have to know what their lifecycle’s like: I mean, they eat half their children.”


  “You simply must stop drinking, my dear. It may have been comme il faut to throw up over the other guests fifty years ago but these days it simply isn’t done.”


  Arion sidestepped the swaying, white-faced woman and ducked under a fringe of glossy leaves.


  The man seated beside the pool looked around. Beneath a mop of white hair, his face creased like old leather about a jutting nose. His clothes were black: black vest vee’d over a boney chest, baggy black trousers, black boots.


  “I’m sorry,” Arion said. “I didn’t realise anyone was here.”


  “I by no means own it.” The man’s smile was abrupt, netting his eyes in wrinkles. They were dark eyes, as sadly sapient as an ape’s. He added, “Novaya Rosya. I am correct?”


  “Sure.” Arion sat on a flat stone and the ache in his lower back spread, became a generalised exhaustion. Tardily, he realised that the pebbly texture of the man’s boots was that of zithsa hide. “You’ve been there?”


  “Oh no, oh no.” The man laughed. “No, my boots were a gift. From a friend, when I was much younger. I have never left Earth, much to my regret. My name is Pixot, Doctor Pixot.”


  “Arion Arakavoi.” Then he remembered, and added, “Dominiq brought me.” And wondered where she was.


  Doctor Pixot nodded sagely. “That competition, I suppose.”


  “Someone brought you too?”


  “Either you know nothing of the circles you have entered, my friend, or you are an adept. From your expression, I would gather the former. So it is all right to tell you why I am here. Simply, because I was asked. I know some of the golden—you do call them that on Novaya Rosya?—from the time when I used to live in Sao Paulo. A few weeks ago one of them passed through the little mountain town where I practice now, and I’ve been travelling with him ever since.” He shrugged elegantly. “Of course, it is more complicated than that, but we will not go into it here. You, I suppose, are a freespacer. I would have thought Dominiq had more imagination—she’s younger than most of them. Unless you really can play that strung computer you’re carrying.”


  Arion shrugged.


  The doctor leaned closer. “Have you just arrived?” His breath smelled of ashes and honey.


  “At the party?”


  “On Earth.”


  “On Earth, and at the party.”


  “And you came from?”


  “From Ruby.” Arion was uneasy now; the doctor’s eager seeking expression reminded him of the wretches who sometimes haunted spacefields, drawn by the glamor of space travel but lacking the necessary talent or wealth.


  The doctor closed his eyes. “Ah, Ruby. The Crystal Sea with its singing formations of quartz, scoured clean by enormous gales each winter.” He nodded, and opened his eyes. “I envy you, young man. You have a quality of freedom only otherwise enjoyed by the very rich. Half the people at this party will have left Earth in a week; the rest probably won’t be within a thousand kays of this place. Do you know the story of the eagle and the wren?”


  “They are birds, yes?”


  “Very good.” Doctor Pixot was looking at the shallow pool, the white pebbles that quivered beneath the distorting skin. “The Earth is the fountainhead of all stories, it is said. You in the colonies haven’t invented the language to even describe your worlds yet, much less confabulate what you’ve found.” He slowly and stiffly clambered to his feet, and picked up a small black bag. “Enjoy the party, young man, while you still can.”


  Arion watched the doctor push through the shrubbery, then shucked his lyre from his shoulder and stretched. Then he ground his fists into his eyes until he saw stars and lay on the flat stone beside the water. He awoke with a shudder and didn’t know what time it was. The crimson folds of the ceiling glowed with sourceless illumination; the party hummed beyond the leafy circle.


  He rinsed his mouth with a handful of water from the pool and sat back on his heels. He didn’t belong here and it would be simple to leave—except he didn’t know where Galveston was, or how far away. Except there might be the chance to see more of Earth.


  He shouldered his lyre and re-entered the party.


  Now the scattered stones bore metal goblets filled with a smoking wine that stung Arion’s eyes as much as his mouth when he sipped. The goblet in his fist trailing vapor like a comet, he wandered towards a crowd gathered beyond a stand of shaggy-boled cycads (a parrot blinked its coral-rimmed eye, ruffled gorgeous scarlet and yellow feathers, as he passed).


  Some in the encircling crowd were clapping, others stamped their feet: an insistent heavy beat simplifying the polyphonic rhythms of the bocksa. In their center, two fighters circled cautiously, their knives weaving back and forth. They were naked but for breechclouts, their oiled bodies gleaming. Arion entered the watching circle and saw that one of the fighters was a woman, her breasts little more than enlarged nipples on her muscular chest. The second thing he saw: the fighters were roped together, left wrist to left wrist.


  The man lunged and the woman parried, snick-snick as the knives slid against each other. Then they were circling again.


  Duels were legal on Novaya Rosya, and Arion had seen enough knifework to know that the fighters here were mostly faking it. None of the other watchers seemed to realise this, to judge by their enthusiastic comments and advice, or perhaps they simply didn’t care.


  The fighters suddenly clashed, broke apart. There was blood on the man’s right forearm now. Arion sipped stinging wine and felt the fumes mount to his head. Whatever the time, he hadn’t eaten for at least a day. He took another sip from the goblet, looked around and discovered a clutter of glasses nearby; the sweet white wine scoured the bitterness from his teeth.


  Arion looked back at the fighters in time to see the man throw himself sideways, tugging the woman with him; as she reeled off-balance he kicked out and she fell. A moment later he was kneeling over her, the point of his knife at her throat. The crowd’s clapping staggered, became applause.


  The man cut the cord that bound him to the woman, helped her to her feet. They bowed, then turned and walked through the circle.


  As the crowd began to break up, Arion drained his glass and dropped it, brought up his lyre and slashed a chord from the strings. A few turned to watch, and he caught the laugh of one girl in the melody, so that her eyes widened in recognition. His left hand hailed bright notes; his right parodied the heartbeat claps (the most basic human rhythm) that had accompanied the fighting. Some people began to clap again, but a moment later the bocksa was shut off and the clapping petered out.


  Arion, his thoughts suspended somewhere between his head and his fingers, flung the melody across the tent like the single line an artist might use to describe a portrait: the portrait was his memory of Dominiq’s face at the instant the mask had left it. More people were gathering. He grinned and leapt to the top of the flat stone, scattering glasses. Eyes closed, feet astride, Arion played.


  As he brought the four-part improvisation to a close, he realised that Dominiq was standing beside him. And wondered, as his fingers staggered across the frets to stab out the closing notes, reiterating the opening, how long she had been standing there, and if she realised what his inspiration had been.


  People laughed and clapped, and he gave a little half-bow, stepped from his plinth. “That was wonderful!” Dominiq clutched his arm, her grin wide. She was wearing something long, flowing, and white. “I knew you’d be my champion,” she said.


  As most of the crowd began to drift away, a few began to gravitate towards Arion and Dominiq. He recognised Doctor Pixot, a moment later (something thrilled like a plucked wire) Antonio. A dark-skinned, amazingly tall man took Dominiq’s hand and said, “The clear winner,” and a woman in a wispy wrap nodded rapidly, her eyes swarming over Arion’s face. He looked away and met Antonio’s scowl.


  Dominiq said, “Even you have to admit it, Antonio!”


  “I admit nothing,” the man said smoothly. “That is the secret of my success.”


  The tall man released Dominiq’s hand. “But he clearly is the best. Congratulations, Dominiq. Once again, we are all devastated by your sensibility.”


  Dominiq tilted her head in a regal gesture of acceptance.


  Arion watched her, puzzled and hurt, then slung his lyre on his shoulder. He had played and she had won?


  Slowly, with much noise, the little group moved towards the far end of the tent, where half a dozen musicians were playing grave waltzes. Dominiq showed Arion the simple steps that went with the music and they whirled off like a double star to the applause of the others.


  “You do this very well,” Dominiq said, her voice intimate in his ear. A clear perfume rose from the warm cleft between her breasts. Arion could feel her curled fist in the small of his back; her other hand, hot and dry, enclosed his.


  “Thank you, Seyoura.”


  “I must thank you, for your music. That was something you wrote?”


  “Something I made up.” He still felt faintly resentful.


  “Really. You’re more talented than I thought.”


  Arion shrugged in her arms, the tips of his ears warming in embarrassment.


  A hand touched his shoulder, and Antonio said roughly, “This is an excuse-me, freespacer.”


  Uncertainly, Arion let Dominiq go. She told Antonio, “Just one dance, if you insist.” She blew a kiss to Arion, said, “I’ll see you in a minute. Don’t run away.”


  Arion crossed to the hummock in the carpeted floor where he had set down his lyre. A burly man had picked it up and was studying it. His face . . . Half was a taut glistening sheet. A live blue eye peered from a kind of curved slit; the nose was half-caved in. He held out the lyre, and remarked, “You played up quite a storm back there.”


  Arion took it, trying and not succeeding to avoid looking at that ruined face.


  “It plays right inside your head. Odd. You’ve had it long?”


  “Yes, Seyour.” It had been his father’s, the only thing he’d inherited from that quiet, solitary man.


  “A piece of advice, if I may. If you want to keep playing, stay away from Dominiq. Antonio brought her, and he’s never unlearnt jealousy.”


  “Seyour? I—”


  “She’s bored with Antonio—I’ll admit he’s not very interesting. She’s looking to escape, and she’ll use you to do it, freespacer. You’re out of your depth.”


  “This Antonio owns her?”


  The man’s smile was twisted awry. “Don’t be angry. Of course he doesn’t, but he has power. Oh, probably too much, and unearnt, but it’s his.”


  “Can I ask, Seyour. Did you bring Doctor Pixot with you?”


  That twisted smile. “I don’t have any pets. Pixot is Cortazar’s.” He nodded towards the tall black man. “Make sure you don’t become one, freespacer.” He nodded again, and walked off.


  Arion looked after him, then at Dominiq, still circling with Antonio to the music. In the other direction was a flat stone bearing racks of smoking meat. Something seemed to tear apart in his gut: he was that hungry.


  The chunked meat was skewered with crisp, sharp-tasting vegetables. He was demolishing his second skewer when Dominiq came up, exclaiming, “You’re hungry! I didn’t think.”


  He licked juice running down his wrist. “This is good.”


  “So I see.” Then she laughed. “I saw you having a serious discussion a moment ago.”


  He tore off another chunk of meat, and said around it, “That fellow is a friend of yours?”


  “In a way. He is Talbeck, Duke Barlstilkin V. From Elysium. He could buy us all out, and I mean everyone here. We use agatherin: he grows it.”


  “How did he get . . . the way he is?”


  “His face. It happened years ago, when the Federation was bringing together the old colonies, when agatherin was discovered. You know what it is?”


  “A plant, grows only in one part of Elysium.”


  “Actually, it’s a plant disease, a virus that is changed by the plant it infects. Those changes make it expensive to synthesise, easier to cultivate—in the right conditions. When it was discovered, men like Talbeck’s father suddenly became immensely wealthy, and immensely powerful. The Federation wanted to control them by forming the Foundation of Youth combine, but Talbeck’s father refused. So the Federation laid siege to the castle. Talbeck’s father was killed, and Talbeck was . . . hurt. He still bears a grudge against the Federation, and that scar is like a badge.”


  “And does he bear you a grudge?”


  “Me?” She laughed. “What did he say?”


  Arion shrugged, suddenly uncomfortable.


  “Talbeck means well, but he can be overbearing. Don’t let him upset you.” She gestured grandly, the white material of her dress unfolding like a wing. “We must enjoy this party.”


  Arion awoke with diffuse sunlight across his face and felt motion beneath the soft cushions amongst which he sprawled, a slow swaying. A headache pressed against his forehead; his mouth was coated. And he was naked. He looked around: walls and ceiling panelled with raw silk, golden sunlight pouring through on one side. There was no sign of Dominiq, or of his lyre.


  He remembered the rest of the party, fragments shuffled like a spilt pack of cards. They had danced again and he had sipped from glass after glass of wine while Dominiq bantered with her friends. He had not felt excluded, for the intoxication of his playing had lived like electricity in his spine. At last Dominiq had gripped his arm and whispered, “Come with me.” And he had followed. Presumably here. Where, presumably, they had made love. That memory was fogged by his hangover.


  He was wondering if he should get up and find out where Dominiq was—or at least find out what had happened to his clothes—when one of the silk panels twitched aside and a woman in severe grey coveralls entered, walking with a pliant bending motion. She carried his clothes, washed and neatly pressed.


  Embarrassed, he took them and thanked her. But she said nothing and stood quite still, quite expressionless, as he dressed. Only as he was fastening his belt did he notice the twin terminals glittering at her temples. He’d seen those on Pandora, where criminals wired for computer control served out their sentences in community service. Here, criminals were servants?


  He asked the woman where his lyre was and got no reply, then asked about the Seyoura Dominiq. The woman gestured for him to follow, and led him along a vertiginous catwalk between an array of bulging translucent cells that seemed to enclose only air and dazzling sunlight. At the end of the catwalk he ducked through a hatch into open air. There was a wide platform. At the far end Dominiq turned from the rail.


  “Finally. You had too much to drink last night. I suppose you’re not used to such vintages.” She was amused.


  “I don’t usually drink so much,” he admitted.


  “Come,” she said. “See where you are.”


  At her side, he leaned on the rail and looked out. Far below was a sea not of water but green grass. It stretched away in every direction beneath a flawless sky, broken here and there by clumps of trees.


  “The Badlands,” Dominiq said, “but why they’re called that I don’t know. They look well enough to me.”


  The sun was behind them, and Arion could see the huge transparent shadow of the thing they were travelling on, flickering as it passed over invisible contours. He gestured and asked, “What is this?”


  “A dirigible. You really don’t remember very much, do you? What a pity—” her voice swung down “—because you were very sweet.” And up. “We’re on our way to Los Angeles.” Her expression was teasing, and he flushed in embarrassment. She asked, “Yes, very sweet,” and drew a proprietary finger over the lacing of his vest.


  “Your friends are here too?”


  “Oh no. They’ll make their own way. Just us, and my servant.”


  Arion remembered the woman in grey coveralls. She was standing still beside the hatch. “Is she really under control?” he asked.


  “Yes. It’s expensive, but they make the best servants.”


  “On Pandora they were used to further public works.”


  “Oh, on Pandora.” She dismissed this implied rebuke with a shrug. “The money I pay for her is used by the authorities for that purpose here, so where is the difference?” More sharply, she said, “Is there anything else.” It was obvious that she wasn’t used to being questioned.


  “My lyre. I couldn’t find it when—”


  “Oh, I’m sure it’s around,” she said carelessly. “You must serenade me as we cross the plains. Perhaps you can draw down the wild birds?”


  “I don’t know. I’ve never tried.”


  She laughed. “Then you must!”


  They sailed above the plain all day. Arion sat at the rail and watched it slowly pour beneath the dirigible’s keel. Sometimes old roads showed as darker lines in the green and once there was the pattern of an old town, a maze overwhelmed by grass. Otherwise each kilometer was indistinguishable from the next. It didn’t matter to Arion, just as his virtual abduction didn’t matter. This was Earth, the Earth he had so often dreamed about, its great landscapes imprinted everywhere with the indelible marks of history.


  He and Dominiq ate dinner as the sun slowly subsided into thin slabs of cloud above the level horizon. The woman served them silently and efficiently, always with the same dispassionate expression, a kind of remote calm. She made Arion uneasy, and he wondered whether she felt anything, thought anything. The computer surely overrode her cortical activity, but was there some kernel of awareness beneath?


  Dominiq noticed his unease and said, “Don’t worry, she’s quite safe. Watch.” She drew a control pad from a fold in her flowing dress and raised it: the servant stepped jerkily from the corner where she had been waiting. Tongue-tip caught between her lips, Dominiq manipulated the controls and the servant performed a brief jerky dance.


  “All right,” Arion said. He felt suddenly cold.


  Dominiq shrugged and dismissed the servant, stowed away the control pad. “I just don’t want anything to spoil the trip,” she said.


  Later they sipped icy liqueurs. Arion contemplated the vast, still night and listened politely to Dominiq’s animated chatter, nodding, agreeing. And later still they made love. He found her a skillful, considerate partner, surely the best of the few women he had known. Yet he was not so inexperienced as not to realise that she was withholding some part of herself. Her body was lithe and smooth-skinned and wholly delightful, but he felt as if she were playing it as she had played her servant, and playing him in turn, almost as if her intelligence were a third party to the act. Afterwards the slight rocking of the gondola, and the fumes of the wine and liqueurs, sent him to sleep, and ended his muzzy speculations.


  The next day Dominiq stayed with him on the platform, telling him something of the history of the land they were drifting above, of the Age of Waste, of the war and the cancer plagues which had decimated the population. Beneath her arch playfulness was an immense reserve of knowledge. He also learnt something of how she made her living (which is not to say how she earnt her money, but what she did to pass the time), helping run her family’s empire, immense holdings in mining (they owned the orthidium mining station at the Sirian Trojans) and lesser interests in transport, smelting and a double handful of other concerns.


  That afternoon they hove to above the ruins of a small town at the intersection of two of the old highways. The dirigible sank, and they climbed through a hatch and down a rope ladder to the ground, accompanied by the servant, a pellet rifle slung on her shoulder. Dominiq had told Arion, playfully, “You don’t know what kind of strange animals might be found here.”


  “I thought everything was harmless.”


  “Of course not. There are leopards and cougars, and some off-world creatures around too, no doubt. People bring them in for menageries and of course some escape. Most don’t live long, but a few flourish.”


  “Zithsa?”


  “Not that I know. Banshees from Ruby, treesnappers from Pandora, a few others.”


  So Arion followed the servant down the ladder with a certain trepidation, but the only animals they saw were a couple of small antelope that jinked off over the scrubby bushes growing from a fallen slab of wall. All around, something filled the air with an incessant stridulation; like the heat it seemed to be woven into the landscape. The solid ground felt strange to Arion; it was as if his knees were unhinged.


  Most of the buildings were little more than hummocks in the waist-high grass, delineating the abbreviated cruciform shape of the old town. The dry heat drew sweat from Arion’s face, and maps of sweat grew under the servant’s armpits and across her back. Yet Dominiq seemed unaffected, strolling coolly amongst the grassy ruins in loose linen trousers and a halter, her bare shoulders gleaming.


  The dirigible hung behind them, the catwalk visible within its transparent glistening hull like a notochord, the drive and service pods like organs: the larva of some gigantic sky creature. Once Arion glimpsed an aircar twinkling high above it like a daytime star; when he pointed it out, Dominiq said that was her bodyguard, and suddenly he wondered how large was the network of which she was the center.


  They walked on, and disturbed a covey of birds which whirred up from a clump of bushes and circled high. Dominiq took the rifle from the servant and fired. The shots seemed perfunctory and harmless, and the birds soon mounted out of sight. “Grouse,” Dominiq explained. “Good to eat.”


  It came to Arion then that everything here was kin to him: the grass under his boots, the wiry bushes, the hidden stridulators, the birds, all had evolved from the same primordial soup. It was a dizzying thought.


  He hurried to catch up with Dominiq and her servant, and saw more birds fly up. Dominiq snapped the rifle to her shoulder and fired. A bird flapped sideways and dropped. Dominiq handed back the rifle and grinned at Arion. “Did you see where it fell?”


  “Beyond the hillock, there.”


  “Go fetch it for me?”


  He had to search the long grass for several minutes before he found the corpse. It was lighter than he had expected, and when he gingerly raised it by one naked leg the wings fell open with a dry rustle. A star of blood stained its breast.


  He walked back down the path he had trampled, holding the trophy high. Dominiq studied it for a moment, then turned aside and said, “Throw it away.”


  “I thought —”


  “Throw it away!” When he had pitched it into the grass, she added, “It was a silly thing to do. I don’t think I could get the servant to handle it, God knows the computer couldn’t.” Her face was white, and when she smiled Arion imagined the skull beneath. “It’s not that I’m fussy. Do you know, there are tribes out here. Sometimes you see their skin tents, or their horses. One year I’m going to live with them, like a goddess come down from the sky . . .


  Arion shrugged. Her talk often took unexpected turns like this.


  “Well,” she said. “Let’s go back and get on—or we’ll never get to Los Angeles in time.”


  The voyage lasted three more days, but they did not land again. The grasslands were broken by a vast river that meandered in silver loops amongst swampy forest, and soon after the grass began to fail, red earth showing through like the scalp beneath the sparse hair of an old woman. Once they saw a herd of horses wheeling away from the shadow of the dirigible, and Dominiq told Arion to try and draw them back by his playing.


  He had not touched his lyre in all that time, yet even before he began the music seemed to leap into his mind, a wild drumming, mounting and mounting. Dominiq clapped as the horses turned below, led by a white stallion. She spoke to the computer and the dirigible sank towards its shadow. Now Arion could see the stallion’s streaked heaving flanks, his wild rolling eye; and abruptly he stopped playing. The horse shook his head and angled away, raising dust as the rest of his herd followed.


  “You’re sure you’ve never done that before?” Dominiq was leaning over the edge of the platform’s rail in a way that made Arion nervous. She turned to grin at him. “It was incredible.”


  “I’ve never done it with animals, but I’ve never really been where there are animals. Once, I stopped a fight—or at least I like to think that’s what happened.” He told her the story, and she smiled.


  “Have you ever been tested for psi? Perhaps you have a Talent.”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “I can easily arrange it. After Los Angeles we could go up to the Institute’s orbital station. The director is an acquaintance of my mother’s.”


  “I’d rather not.” Arion was uneasy now.


  She faced him directly, her blue eyes flashing. “You’re like all freespacers. No ambition, no desire to do anything. You go from world to world, and that’s all you do.”


  He shrugged.


  “Don’t you ever want to do anything except that?”


  “I—” He was confused. After he had passed the tests to gain entrance to the Academy, after he had become a freespacer, what had he wanted? He remembered wanting to get away from the little slittlement where he had been born. The usual way out had been to become a zithsa hunter, but his parents had been against that, and without their sponsorship there had been no way he could have joined any of the outfits that worked the Lowlands from the slittlement (it was that small a place). But he’d passed the tests, got out that way. Out and up and never back. He said, “I always wanted to see Earth.”


  “And now you have. Well, you’re lucky not to need so much.”


  “But you can do anything you want, have anything.”


  “Well, I can’t live for ever,” she said carelessly.


  “Longer than most.”


  “It’s not the same. As for things, they aren’t everything. People like me, golden (of course I know what we’re called, don’t look embarrassed) are highly visible at the times when what we’re doing is the least characteristic of our activities. We do work, at least most of us do. Half the year I’m making deals, most of the rest I’m at sites. I even get my hands dirty once in a while.” She extended them. They were slim, with long nails treated with something that broke light into every color of the spectrum. “You freespacers, now, you do go where you want.”


  “No.” He remembered Doctor Pixot. “We just take what there is. You can wait for something to come up, but you can’t wait that long. You have to keep moving if you want to keep eating.”


  “You know, I envy you. You’re not tied down to things. Possessions bind you. You think I own those mines I told you about? They own me. I mean, what do you have apart from your lyre that’s important to you. What did you leave behind in Galveston?”


  He shrugged.


  “It takes a kind of strength to live like that.” She lightly rested her manicured hand on his arm. “I do envy you that . . . sometimes. I won’t ask you to change if you don’t want to.”


  He had to thank her.


  The grass gave out to desert, a baked red crust supporting little more than creosote bushes. Ahead were mountains, their peaks hidden in cloud, their flanks flashing with snow. Despite the inertia field that protected the observation platform, it grew colder. Arion wrapped a blanket around his shoulders and watched for hours as the dirigible drifted above fields of white. Here and there stripped skeletons of pines poked through the blanketing snow, remains of forests overwhelmed by the cold. Dominiq told him that the climate had been devastated by weather manipulation during the war.


  Beyond the mountains was more desert, then a final, lower range. That night the dirigible drifted through a high pass; wind whined and kept Arion in a fitful state of half waking, half dreaming. When he came out onto the platform the next morning there was a line of blue at the horizon: the Pacific Ocean.


  That evening, they came to Los Angeles.


  It was a small fishing town stretched across a hilly promontory, facing a huge circular bay to the west and backed by a long, shallow marsh. White houses straggled either side of narrow streets that led back from the long waterfront where brightly painted boats rocked.


  Arion and Dominiq walked through the stench of the fish that women were gutting with long knives (blood and silver scales crusting their bare arms), through the smoke of the curing houses. Nets strung between poles were attended by men who sat on small stools as they wove repairs in the level evening light. Only a few of the fisherfolk turned to watch them pass.


  They climbed one of the streets that rose away from the harbor. Dominiq walked with an eager thrusting pace, and Arion’s lyre bumped his shoulder as he kept up with her. There was a square with a central fountain, a spouting dolphin (Arion recognised the beast he had called to shore on the other side of the continent) plashing water into a circle of scallop shells. Tables were scattered beside it, and some of the golden from the party (Dominiq ran forward) sat around one: Talbeck Barlstilkin, the side of his ruined face glistening in the light of a nearby glotube, black Clemens Cortazar, small, elegant Cloe Muti, burly, bearded Efram Oberhagen, half a dozen others. And Antonio, who smiled lazily as Arion came up behind Dominiq, and said to her, “You still have your pet, I see.”


  Dominiq told him, “You’re being silly.” Arion stood awkwardly at her shoulder. To the others, brightly, “Well, what have you all been doing? Surely not sitting here drinking!”


  “We’ve just been to see the bulls run in,” someone said.


  “Late again.” Clemens Cortazar added in his low soft voice, and everybody but Antonio laughed.


  Doctor Pixot, rising and offering Dominiq his seat, said, “We were wondering when you would get here in that thing of yours. There are reports of storms in the Rockies.”


  “Oh, but we didn’t come that way.” Dominiq sat, and looked around delightedly.


  “Ask about the bulls,” Cloe Muti said.


  “Well, how were the bulls?” Everyone laughed again, even Antonio this time. She had become the cynosure of the group. Arion stood awkwardly for a moment, then went around the group and sat on the rim of the fountain.


  Cortazar and Oberhagen started to talk at once, but Cloe Muti’s shrill voice overrode them: “It was something, Dominiq! Really something. The way they came all in a crowd down the street, like a force of nature. Mind you, I liked the look of some of the gauchos escorting them too. Do people really dance with the bulls, though? I can’t believe it. Dance between those horns?”


  “I told you,” Antonio said sullenly. He was watching Dominiq.


  Cloe Muti pressed her plump hands together. “Well, I’m so glad I came. Some people said it was nothing but a bunch of ephemerals running about with some cows. But those bulls.” Her shudder was artful. “So fierce.”


  “It is a tragedy,” Talbeck Barlstilkin said in his measured, patient way, “in which danger is introduced, defined, and surmounted. After the dancers have worn the bulls into submission, they are ritually slaughtered. Perhaps your friends were afraid of the ceremony, for it is a celebration of death.”


  “Oh, death! Who of us is afraid of death?” In the silence, Cloe Muti’s laugh seemed shrill, and to cover it she added, “Do any of the dancers ever get killed?”


  “Not the dancers, or very rarely,” Talbeck Barlstilkin told her. “But sometimes the villagers die in the carnival beforehand. Always some are injured.”


  “Carnival? And what is that?”


  “Before the main event, a couple of yearling bulls are sent in amongst a crowd of men, who try to show their daring, their prowess, their courage, by fixing ribbons to the horns.”


  “It’s very funny,” Antonio said.


  “I suppose it is, in a way.” Barlstilkin sounded as if this were a strange, novel thought.


  Dominiq laughed. “Dear Cloe. You will enjoy tomorrow, I promise. Aren’t there any drinks to be had?”


  “I’ll go,” Doctor Pixot volunteered, and trotted over to the terrace where men lounged around a lighted bar.


  Antonio leaned in his chair and said to Arion, “Lend me that thing of yours.”


  “Seyour?”


  “Here.” Antonio grabbed the lyre. Surprised, Arion clutched the strap, but the golden tugged hard and it snapped through his fingers. “Don’t worry,” Antonio said, “I won’t hurt it. I know a little about these things. This is the directional control?”


  “Seyour, it is dangerous. . . .” Arion’s heart was pounding; his cheeks flamed.


  “Nonsense.” Antonio fiddled with a control, then glanced up, watching Doctor Pixot as he started across the square, a bottle in either hand. Antonio’s left hand rose.


  And struck the fretted strings!


  Pixot stopped as if transfixed. The bottles smashed at his feet. Antonio hunched over the lyre and his fingers slashed, slashed again. Pixot’s arms raised and he began to jog in an awkward dance, turning and turning, his raised arms shaking. Someone laughed, and Arion leaned over Antonio’s shoulder and switched off the lyre. The doctor collapsed like a hamstrung puppet, then began to raise himself to his hands and knees, panting hard.


  “Don’t worry, freespacer. I haven’t harmed it.” Antonio fixing him with a look of contempt as he handed the lyre back.


  “That’s something,” someone said, and Antonio shrugged casually, smugly. What Arion felt now was hate.


  Doctor Pixot had returned to the bar. Now he set two bottles of wine on the table and sat beside Arion on the fountain rim. Arion felt a surge of embarrassment, hot and tender, and said in a low hoarse voice, “I’m sorry.”


  “Ah, it does not matter. You learn to ignore these things when you’re with the golden.”


  Arion wondered what other humiliations Pixot had endured. He asked at random, “What is an ephemeral?”


  The doctor’s wrinkled forehead wrinkled more. “They don’t mean anything by it.”


  “But what is it?”


  “It’s just what they call us. Because we grow older, change, and they don’t.” He nodded. “I never did tell you that story.”


  Arion had forgotten. Doctor Pixot explained, “About the wren and the eagle.”


  “Oh. No, you didn’t.”


  The doctor leaned closer, his hands on the knees of his black trousers. “In older times the eagle was the king of the birds, but like most kings his rule became lax, and at last some of the birds (it was chiefly the idea of that mischief-maker the jackdaw) disputed his right to rule. The eagle at first thought only of killing the members of this deputation, strangling them with his great clawed foot as he strangled his prey, but his chancellor, a horned owl, saw that this would only create martyrs, and advised that the eagle challenge them to a contest: whoever could fly highest would rule.


  “The eagle agreed, and the contest was declared. Birds flew from all parts of the Earth to watch; and the sky was dark for days with their passage. At last the delegation and the eagle gathered on a high ledge, and at a signal from the horned owl all launched into the air.


  “The eagle flew higher and higher, gathering wind in his mighty pinions and circling beyond the height of the jackdaw, of the hawk, even of the teratornis, whose wingspan was five times his. Higher and higher until the stars came out despite the sun, and the wind was so cold and thin that his breath all but failed. And as he was about to descend in triumph a tiny wren, who at the jackdaw’s instigation had been hiding in the feathers of the eagle’s back, fluttered up just beyond his reach, uttered a single note as forlorn as a star, and died. And so the birds were left without a king, and lost the rule of the Earth.”


  Some of the golden were laughing at a joke of Cloe Muti’s: Dominiq had tipped back her head, her bronze hair falling straight down her back. Arion, watching her, said, “It’s a nice story, but does it mean anything?”


  “Well. It means what you want it to mean. That’s the value of that kind of story.” Doctor Pixot peered at Arion through the gloom. “You colonists will have to make up your own stories quickly if you’ve lost the meaning of Earth’s. Of course, on Earth stories have returned to the world again. We all live out the past here.”


  Arion shrugged. He was not happy; but for Dominiq he would have left. He looked at her again—she was talking in quick low tones to Talbeck Barlstilkin—and sighed, understanding that it would be hours before he could sleep.


  They slept that night in a room above the cafe, in a sour-smelling, sagging bed. Arion was awoken at dawn by the solemn beat of drums. Dominiq stirred drowsily beside him, her hair bunched on the pillow. Someone knocked on the door and Talbeck Barlstilkin’s voice called: “We’re going out.”


  Arion threw off the sheet and padded naked across the tiled floor, opened the shutter a crack. It was an overcast day. People were setting up stalls in the shadowed square; children were dodging about the spouting dolphin. The cafe was open, for directly below he could see the heads of the men clustered at the bar.


  Dominiq stirred, and he turned. “Come back to bed,” she said. “It’ll be an hour at least before there’s anything happening.”


  “There are a lot of people about already.”


  She smiled and stretched lazily. “Oh, come on. We must start the day properly.” The sheet fell from her breasts and Arion stepped forward, his mouth suddenly dry with desire.


  Dominiq asked, “Will you stay with me, when the festival is over?”


  “I would have thought you wanted to stay with your friends.” Sweat was cooling along his flanks. He lay on his back and looked at the shadowy plaster ceiling. Dominiq placed a hand on his chest, its nails pressing his smooth skin. Her face was centimeters from his.


  “They’re not exactly friends, just people who frequent the same places as I do. That’s all. And I’d like you to come with me, if you want to. You could pilot my yacht.”


  He breathed out. “Of course. If it’s possible.”


  “Oh, anything’s possible.”


  He smiled. “And you’d rather be with me than your own kind?”


  “We’re only people, we’re no different really.”


  No, he thought, it wasn’t true. Golden were not at all like ordinary men and women.


  “You look serious. What is it?”


  “I was just wondering what was going on outside.”


  “Oh. . . .” She growled in mock frustration; her nails dug his chest. “You’re so impatient?’


  “I may not come here again. I don’t want to miss out on anything.”


  “It happens every year.” She rolled from the bed and began to throw his clothes at him. He ducked, and one of his boots clattered into a corner; he caught his vest, his trousers. “Well, come on,” she said, laughing.


  The little town had come alive. Stalls were strung along the steep streets, selling all kinds of food, religious images, caged birds, wooden toys. Between the stalls, aborigines in serapes squatted beside blankets on which they had set little piles of fruit and vegetables.


  Arion and Dominiq stopped at a stall and breakfasted on seafood (the first Arion had ever tasted) fried in soft batter; at another they drank bitter coffee from tiny copper cups. A bell began to toll, hollow and bronze beneath the clouds.


  “The dancers are going towards the stadium,” Dominiq cried.


  They hurried on, hand in hand. Vehicles like cheap copies of an aircar but with wheels were drawn up along one side of a large square; Dominiq bartered with the driver of one and they clambered inside. There was a grinding roar, a jerk and a whiff of alcohol, and the vehicle was nosing up a street amongst the crowds. Dominiq shouted over the noise, “Los Angeles is famous for these!”


  Soon they were in the countryside and the vehicle accelerated, passing people on foot in a cloud of dust. Arion began to feel faintly sick: the fumes and the unpredictable lurching, the dizzily wheeling scenery. The driver nonchalantly steered one-handedly, leaning an arm on the sill of the door’s window. The place was famous for these crazy contraptions?


  At last they shuddered to a halt at the foot of a long concrete stair that tunneled up between massy trees. Dominiq sprang out, threw a note to the driver, and started up the stairs, Arion at her side. Most of the people ascending with them were in family groups, the women carrying bundles of food, the men with leather sacks of wine over their shoulders. Children dodged excitedly amongst them and Dominiq grinned at Arion, as excited as any child.


  Dominiq stopped at the head of the stairs, people dividing around her as she scanned the wedge of the grassy slope that descended towards the white ring, where men ran in confusion. Dominiq clutched Arion’s arm and said, “They have a bull out already.”


  “I thought you said nothing would be happening,” he said teasingly.


  “Well, we dallied longer than I had intended. Not—” she stepped closer and kissed his cheek “—that I mind. Oh, look at that!”


  Something lithe and black twisted through the scattering crowd in the ring, its head down as it pursued a single running figure. Then the man was over the perimeter wall and the bull was hooking furiously at the wood. There was laughter and clapping from the people watching. The bull spun neatly and ran back, scattering the men again. “That one,” Dominiq said. “Watch.”


  One of the men was running towards the bull, running at an angle so that he met the animal just past the center of the ring. There was a flash of scarlet and then the bull was running on with something trailing from its horn. The man stood still in the center, his arms raised in triumph as people on the slope clapped and hooted in approval.


  “Well, that’s over,” Dominiq said. As they started down the slope, the men in the ring began to scramble over the perimeter wall and something flashed in the entrance tunnel. The bull galloped towards it and disappeared into the shadows. Then the gate closed and the white ring was empty.


  People were showing elaborately printed cards to pass through the gate to the inner circle, tiers of stone seats separated from the ring by a kind of moat where sweating men awaited their next chance at glory, each clutching a scarlet ribbon. Dominiq nodded to the costumed guard, who bowed slightly arid waved her and Arion through.


  The other golden were already there, right at the edge. “I thought we’d be late,” Dominiq cried, and ran forward into Cloe Muti’s embrace. Someone passed her a bottle and she tilted it to her mouth, then handed it to Arion: stinging white wine. As he lowered the bottle, Arion saw Antonio at the edge of the crowd, clutching a bottle by its neck as he harangued Clemens Cortazar.


  Arion sat next to Doctor Pixot and indicated the black bag at his feet. “I hope you don’t have to use that.”


  “Oh, you mean the peasants. It’s not for them. Besides, they have the most amazing constitutions.”


  Arion looked at the men below, at the white sand of the ring. The sun was beginning to burn through the grey tissue of cloud. Dominiq was talking with one of the golden, smiling and holding the man’s hand, but he discovered that he didn’t mind. He had had last night and the morning and all the days and nights of crossing the continent, and there was the promise of much more.


  A shadow crossed Arion’s face and he looked up. Antonio was standing over him. “Freespacer,” he said, “I think you shouldn’t be here.”


  Dominiq turned from her conversation and said, “Oh, it isn’t anything to do with you, Antonio.”


  Antonio scowled, and drank from his bottle.


  “Come on,” someone said, “give me a chance with that.”


  Antonio grinned and wiped his lips. Arion frowned, then saw what Antonio was about to do and rolled left, the lyre catching under his arm, as the bottle shattered where he had been sitting. He felt rather than saw Antonio’s foot lash out and rolled again, then kicked out and caught the golden’s leg. Antonio staggered and Arion kicked out again. Antonio fell in stages, going down on his knees, bumping a hip on the edge of the step and rolling over heavily.


  “Christ,” Efram Oberhagen said mildly, “he’s been drinking all day.”


  “More like all night,” Clemens Cortazar said and, stooping, helped Antonio up.


  The golden was panting; one side of his face was scraped. He glared at Arion and said, “You should learn where you’re not wanted, freespacer.”


  “You can be such a fool, Antonio,” Dominiq said angrily. “I brought him: he’s mine. So leave him be.”


  Antonio shrugged out of Cortazar’s grip. “Then take him away,” he said evenly, and lunged, his fist scraping Arion’s chest and smacking into the lyre, knocking it from Arion’s shoulder. Wires pinged when it struck the stone, and Arion turned with a cry. Antonio was breathing hard. “Go on back,” he said.


  Apart from a chip in the ivory inlay, the lyre was unharmed. Cradling it, Arion looked up and Talbeck Barlstilkin stepped smoothly in front of Antonio. “He’ll be gone soon enough,” he told the drunken golden. “Why don’t you learn patience for once?”


  “He’s not worthy! What has he ever done to be here? With her? He’s done nothing, he is nothing.”


  “Don’t be silly,” Dominiq said, and put her arm around Arion’s shoulders. “I chose him—and remember who won the wager.”


  “What was he competing against then? A bunch of ephemerals picked out of the gutter . . . he doesn’t measure against anything real. How about it, freespacer? Want to take me on?”


  “Sure,” Arion said, although despite his anger he thought the whole thing was silly. “But I won’t fight you.”


  “Not a fight.” Antonio swept an arm towards the ring. “Down there. You know what they do?”


  Men were milling in the ring again, mostly keeping to the perimeter wall and all watching the shadowed gate. Others were climbing up from the moat, dropping onto the sand. “The bull comes out and they have to ring one of its horns with a ribbon to show what they call machismo. Think you can do that, freespacer? Without that noise-box of yours to charm the beast, of course. It will be a fair contest.”


  “No!” Dominiq clutched Arion’s arm as he stood. “He isn’t that stupid,” she told Antonio. “And I didn’t think you were either.”


  “Let them get on with it,” someone called, and someone else said, “That’s right. Leave them be, Dominiq.”


  “Well, freespacer? Or are you able to do only as you’re told?”


  “I’m my own man,” Arion said. “I’ll enter this duel, if you like.”


  “Duel?” Clemens Cortazar smiled. “That’s good.”


  “You’re both fools,” Dominiq said. Her face was as white as it had been when Arion had brought her the bird she had shot. “Besides”—this almost desperately—“you don’t have any of those ribbons.”


  Antonio raised a mocking eyebrow, then reached into a trouser pocket and drew out a handful of scarlet.


  In that moment Arion began to suspect that the golden had planned this all along, and his suspicion hardened after they had clambered over the wooden barrier that circled the ring. Now Antonio didn’t seem drunk at all. He handed Arion a loop of ribbon and said, “Over the horn, either one. A simple thing—even these peasants can do it.”


  Arion saw amusement flicker in the golden’s face and began to feel afraid. The cold anger that had prompted his acceptance of the challenge was quite gone. How old was the golden, how many times had he played out this particular drama?


  Antonio grinned, then shouldered past the sunburnt men who silently watched the gate. Minutes passed, and Arion wondered if it would ever open. His mouth was dry, but his palms grew slippery; like some of the others, he rubbed his hands in the sand. As he stood again, lightheaded, a drum rolled and the gate on the far side of the ring shot back.


  The bull came out in a rush, a clot of shadow that solidified in an instant into the lithe black muscular creature. Sunlight glistened on the span of its yellow horns, on the hump of muscle of its shoulders.


  A man stepped towards the bull, stamping his feet and calling hoarsely. The bull turned its head to regard him with one blood-shot eye. Then charged! The man ran, and the bull swept past him. Some men scrambled over the wall—Arion heard scattered laughter from the audience—as others closed on the bull from one side or another. Then the bull pirouetted neatly and ran back through the densest part of the crowd. Arion saw a man tossed into the air, seeming to balance on the tip of a horn before rolling off. There was blood on the horn now.


  Arion edged away from the wall, his heart thumping. The bull turned again, knocking a man beneath its hooves, and Arion began to run at a sideways slant, more frightened of dropping the ribbon than of the bull. Then something hit his side and he fell, glimpsed Antonio running past. Just as Arion got to his feet golden and bull seemed to collide; then Antonio was rolling over on the sand, the bull hooking for him with its right horn, driving again and again into the sand, hitting the golden and hitting the sand, blood spattering as it shook its head before driving for the golden again.


  Someone crashed into Arion, thrust something into his hands: his lyre. He almost dropped it. “Play!” Talbeck Barlstilkin said urgently. “Play!”


  Arion understood. Terrified, he set the direction and struck the strings, welding note after note over a slow, rumbling beat. He stepped towards the bull and it reared its head, its eyes rolling. Its right horn was slick with blood. Arion struck hard, breaking a fingernail. The bull snorted, shuffled uncertainly. Now he had the rhythm of its rage, mimicked it for a moment, slowed it. The bull stepped towards him. He had it.


  Arion began to move backwards as he played, step by step, terrified that he would trip. The bull followed, its head down. The hard planks of the wall struck Arion’s back; he heaved his lyre over and scrambled up. A moment later the bull struck hard at the spot where he had been.


  Men had carried Antonio’s body over the side, laid it in the grassy moat beside the wall. The golden grouped around it as Doctor Pixot unpacked something transparent from his black bag. Grunting, the little man rolled the body onto the sheet and pulled the folds together, sealing them by running his thumb down the seam. “His head’s intact anyhow,” he said to no one in particular. “Get him cooled and get him to a hospital. Someone should call in their aircar.” He cracked something inside the wrap and frost bloomed under the stiff folds, obscuring the bloody body.


  The doctor stood with a sigh, and as if released, Dominiq whirled on Arion. “You!” she cried. “You did this to him!”


  Arion flinched as she swung at him: her nails snagged his cheek. Then Clemens Cortazar was at her side and she wailed and collapsed against him.


  “Dominiq—” Surprised, afraid, Arion stepped forward, but Talbeck Barlstilkin caught his arm. He had Arion’s lyre again. Numbly, Arion allowed himself to be led away.


  As they climbed the slope, Barstilkin said, “I’m afraid your instrument was messed up when you threw it over the wall.”


  He held it out and Arion took it. Two strings had broken and three keys were missing. The fret was loose in its socket. “It can be fixed, I suppose.”


  “It wasn’t your fault. Antonio was a fool. He always has acted as if he were half his somatic age, and of course Dominiq turned his head. She’s young, but she has a certain knack, it seems.”


  “I understand.”


  “It would be better if you left now, quietly. Someone might call in their bodyguard now the little game has been spoiled.”


  “This was a game? A man died down there.”


  “No doubt he will live again. Listen, freespacer. Our games are important. Surely you realize that.” Barlstilkin’s smile—on the half of his face that could smile—was ghastly. “These situations are set up because people have nothing better to do. Some of the others were setting Antonio up for this before you and Dominiq arrived.”


  “Listen, when Dominiq is calmer—”


  “Don’t be stupid, freespacer. She’s not for you.”


  Arion took a shuddering breath, and felt as if he had been kicked in the stomach. His eyes banked with tears, shattering sunlight. “I cared for her,” he told the older man. “You know that.” And felt disgust because he hadn’t been able to admit to love.


  They reached the beginning of the descending stairs. “Some advice,” Talbeck Barlstilkin said. “There’s a monoline in the north of town. Runs all the way to San Francisco. There’s a spacefield there, not much, but you’ll be able to find a berth I should think.” He reached into his jacket pocket. “Here.”


  Arion thrust the money away without looking at it. “Can I ask—why do you go with them? I mean, you don’t behave the way they do.”


  “And I’m not like you either. They understand me more than any ephemeral. You stay a freespacer and you’ll see a lot more of us . . . the golden. You’ll understand, boy.”


  “But you play too? You waste all you’ve got?”


  “When you’ve had it for so long, what else is there to do?” Barlstilkin shrugged, then turned to walk away down the grassy slope towards the others. Arion looked after him, then started down the stairs.


  The port at San Francisco was mostly Federation Navy, but after a week (he passed the time playing in a cafe in return for his meals and a place to sleep) Arion scooped a ride to Luna on an ore freighter. The next day he left the Solar System in a private yacht bound for Elysium.


  And never came back.


  The author is an English cell biologist, currently working in Oxford after having spent a couple of years in Los Angeles. He has never had any of the weird jobs other writers boast of.
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  1987


  Among the Stones


  Paul J, McAuley’s “The Airs of Earth” was featured in our January 1986 issue. The present story shares the same general future history and takes place some thirty years earlier.


  The author is one of those SF writers who are also practicing scientists: he is a cell biologist.


  It was almost sunset when the hunters reached the devastated valley. They had been riding through the brilliant jambles of the Crystal Sea for half the short day towards the mysterious column of smoke, and as they neared it they began to talk amongst themselves for the first time in hours, swapping artless speculations about its cause, wondering who could have set such a beacon. There were half a dozen of them, men and women in colourful loose robes of a synthetic material, strips of the same stuff binding their long hair from their darkly tanned faces, long-barrelled rifles with ornately carved stocks strapped at their backs, leather pouches of shot and powder at their hips. Their horses stepped uneasily amongst the glittering blocks and outcrops, the slabs and spires of crystal, shying now and then from ghostly reflections.


  When the hunters reached the source of the smoke the red sun had reached the southern horizon; around them crystals burned with sullen cold fire. One by one the hunters reined in their mounts at the top of a long slope, looking down into a small valley. In its centre, like the bullseye of a target, was a blackened crater, thin smoke rippling up from its hidden depths to smear the sunset. Crystal spires which had jutted all over the valley’s sandstone floor had been toppled. In every direction they pointed away from the crater, the facets of the nearest discoloured by some great heat.


  The hunters dismounted and hobbled their mounts and cautiously descended, here and there finding fragments of fused metal. None dared approach the crater; the one who ventured closest burnt her hand when she touched the slagged base of a toppled spire.


  There was nothing there that the hunters could understand, except that some fierce but local catastrophe must have taken place in the valley that day, but they were reluctant to leave the place, having ridden so hard to reach it. They ranged wider, crossing the valley and picking amongst the fallen spires there, and then climbing the slope. And then, beyond the crest of the slope, in a cairn of tilted prisms, they found a survivor of the devastation.


  He lay with his arms crossed on his forehead as if to shade his eyes. His nose was broken and one cheek had been ripped from top to bottom; blood soaked the left leg of his coveralls from knee to ankle. He lay so still that at first the hunters thought him dead, but when the woman with the burnt hand touched his throat she was surprised to find a pulse there.


  The hunters carried the man in a sling between two horses as they rode back through rough crystal spurs towards the escarpment, three of them leading the way with sputtering torches. They believed that they knew the reason for the crater, and wondered how the man could have survived the crash of his flying machine, and why he would have been flying over the Crystal Sea at the beginning of winter: they knew well enough that the off-world tourist season had ended.


  As the party began to climb the escarpment (the ruins atop it clawing at the full moon), the man briefly returned to consciousness, cried out to someone. But when the woman hunter touched his hand reassuringly the man fainted again. The woman sighed and tucked a cloth around the man’s battered face to protect his wounds from the dust-laden wind.


  The party traversed the dark escarpment with the wind beating at their backs and descended through a narrow ravine to the entrance of the caves. The man was lifted from the sling and carried through the network of passages, despite the late hour accompanied by a growing crowd who shouted questions none of which the hunters could answer.


  The man was laid on a pallet in a little niche, and the headswoman, Mistress Armiger, arrived. Despite his wounds she recognised him at once, a guide from the capital on the other side of the Crystal Sea. She remembered the woman he had brought to the city above and believed that she knew what had happened.


  Mistress Armiger asked an old woman to tend to the man, and told the rest of the crowd to return to their beds. “Come to me if he wakes,” she said to the old woman. “He may not live long and I’d like to know how he came to this end.”


  The man did not wake, but neither did he grow weaker. The headswoman was in the midst of preparations for winter, when all must be made secure before the gales of the overturn, but once or twice a day she came to stand at the pallet where he lay still. Mistress Armiger was sure that it would mean trouble for her people if it was known in the outside world that the guide had survived, but she was not without compassion, and besides there was a tenuous bond between them, perhaps no more substantial than the miasma of the gin with which the guide had placated her when bringing tourists to the city above, but nonetheless compelling.


  The wind blew more steadily, a rising howl at the mouth of the passage to the outside, and soon the headswoman’s charity did not matter, for everywhere on Ruby things had ground to a halt as people sheltered from the winter storms. The heads woman, when all the accounting had been done, sat beside the guide’s pallet for at least an hour each day, waiting for some sign, or waiting for the man to die.


  For it was possible that he might not survive his ordeal; no infection had set in any of his wounds, but the skin had sunken in his eyesockets and the root of his skull’s grin showed through. He slept most of the time and showed no sign of knowing where he was when he did wake, taking no nourishment but a few mouthfuls of cold soup—and most of that dribbled out of his nostrils. The old woman who tended him was worried that he would die and told the headswoman so at length, but Mistress Armiger shrugged. If the guide died it was God’s will: like all the villagers, living on the edge of things, she was a fatalist.


  But the guide did not die, although when he came to himself he thought at first that he was dead. It was night (the villagers clung to the habit of diurnal rhythms in the caves) and he was alone in darkness so complete that he could not see his hand when he brought it close to his eyes. He touched his strangely skewed nose, then explored the rest of his face, found the deep, healed gash on his cheek. He touched the goatskin throw that covered him, heard the distant wind-whine, breathed in damp, stale air. He remembered his name, Nathan Kemperer, and remembered Juana, who was dead, and began to weep for her.


  Perhaps he slept, for when he opened his eyes he saw in the flickering light of an oil-lamp the headswoman peering down at him. “Welcome, Mister Kemperer,” the woman said gravely, and the guide attempted a smile, unaware of how ghastly it was.


  Mistress Armiger began to ask him questions, but something had gone out of Kemperer and he did not answer her. Presently she shrugged and summoned an old woman who fed him soup a spoonful at a time. The headswoman watched him narrowly, a hawk brooding on her prey. Perhaps she still hoped that Kemperer would speak, but when the soup was finished Kemperer lay back and closed his eyes.


  Mistress Armiger was patient and sat with Kemperer whenever she could, watching and waiting. But Kemperer said nothing, staring up at the rock of the ceiling or submitting to the attentions of the old woman with the silent stoicism of a small child.


  After a few days he had recovered enough to hobble about with the aid of a crutch, and soon the villagers had become used to his lurching progress through the sandy-floored caves where they had transplanted their households, to his battered face marked by a livid levin-stroke from the corner of his left eye to the angle of the jaw, to his tattered coveralls that one day were replaced by robes like the villagers’ own, fashioned from fabrics culled from the city above, their colours unfaded after five hundred years. The heads woman assigned one of the boys who next year would take the test of adulthood to watch Kemperer, and often they were to be found at the beginning of the long passage that led to the outside, the boy watching the man who sat with his head bowed, perhaps listening to the wind endlessly fluting the mouthpiece of the caves. Kemperer would sit that way for hours, then abruptly heave himself up and hobble off without a glance at his companion.


  The winter passed. Men and women chanted the old hymns as they pounded grain, pestle on mortar providing the rhythm, while the hunters sat cross-legged as they mended their guns and cast shot. At any time a dozen tiny forge-fires were smoking, the caverns ringing with the sound of worked metal, filled with the sweet stench of molten lead as it was poured into moulds bedded in the sandy floor. Children tended the goats penned in a couple of the larger caverns and sought out eggs that hens had laid in the crevices, while the youngest ran naked amongst the blanket partitions or sat patiently as their mothers painted elaborate, beautiful patterns on their backs.


  The wounded stranger, Kemperer, limped through all this without a word, the boy always a few paces behind: winter passed and Kemperer never spoke. It was as if that faculty had been cut off when Juana had died. In the face of that terrible reality there could be no words. But winter passed. The days drew out from the solstitial minimum of less than an hour; the storms began to die. It was spring again.


  The sound of the wind had been falling so subtly that as always the villagers were surprised when some of the youngsters returned after having ventured outside. One carried, as one had always carried since the villagers had slittled there, a green twig, sign that the winter-slackened reins of life were once again tightening across the land. The boy who had been watching Kemperer, his name was Mark, had been amongst the little expedition, and he pushed through the excited crowd to where Kemperer stood, his torn face averted, apart from the rest.


  “Soon we’ll be out of the smoke and goatshit,” Mark told him. “We’ve been up to the ridge: we’ve seen the city!”


  A spasm twisted Kemperer’s scarred face; then he pushed past Mark and quickly limped towards the cave entrance. Mark followed, frowning, as Kemperer clambered up the long slope of the passage, a shadow against the wan sunlight.


  Outside, a constant wind blew and the air was still full of dust. The sun was a lopsided smear high overhead. Kemperer clutched a smooth boulder, panting hard and looking at the curtains of dust sweeping across the Ilyrian Sink. When at last he turned Mark stepped back: his eyes were glittering with unshed tears.


  “I thought I was dead,” Kemperer said roughly. “I really thought . . .” Then he began to cry.


  After a moment, uncertainly, Mark reached out and patted Kemperer’s shoulder. His long vigil was over: soon he would know what had happened.


  It is rarely given to a man to know the precise time when his life is changed, but afterwards Nathan Kemperer could pin it exactly: sunset on the twelfth of September. He knew because he had been watching the autochthons’ daily procession to the edge of the capital when the girl came in.


  From Kemperer’s solitary vantage, sitting at the window of the Solar Cafe atop the Two Worlds Hotel, the dozen black-robed figures, led by a man who with the flat of his hands solemnly beat and beat a hide-covered drum, looked like ants (Kemperer’s wife had once told him about ants) as they marched across the great plaza below. The view was partly obscured by a flickering light laid on the glass by the turning hologram of the Earth in the centre of the cafe, and the window muffled the solemn drumbeats, made them faint as another’s heartbeat.


  Poor bastards, Kemperer thought, and sipped his bitter water. The desert tribes on the fringes of the Crystal Sea had been the last to encounter the reconstruction efforts of the Earth, and the least able to cope. Ostensibly, the procession went out each evening to celebrate the glory of the sun setting across the Crystal Sea, but its real intent was to graft from the tourists. Not that there were many tourists now. It was the end of the season, the tipping of the year.


  The procession slowly shuffled out of sight and Kemperer turned back to watch the phantom globe. He had never been to Earth, but he could easily picture its endless blue oceans, the platinum coin of its sun, pine trees like serried armies defending the snow-tipped peaks of the mountains. . . . His wife had been from the Pan-Canadian Hegemony; towards the end that was all she had talked about and that was probably where she was now. Ruby had advanced a long way with the help of the Earth, but it had not advanced far enough to hold Kemperer’s wife.


  Kemperer checked his chronometer: the autochthons might be poor bastards, but they kept reasonable time. It was almost sunset, so most of the marks left would be watching the Crystal Sea. There were only a handful of people in the cafe, almost all pimps or winchells or, like Kemperer, guides. He was wondering whether he should invest in another mineral water when the girl came in.


  Tall and slender as a flower, she paused in the mote-filled beams that intersected at the high platform of the entrance, her heart-shaped face pale against glossy black hair which, combed to one side, spilled down her yellow tunic suit. A wide-shouldered man came in behind her and the little noises of the cafe started again, although most of the people were still watching the girl, now descending the turning staircase. Momentarily she was eclipsed by the Earth; then she dawned on its far edge. Kemperer, surprised, set down his glass and stood, for she was heading towards him.


  “Seyour Kemperer?”


  “Sure.” Her face, he thought, really is heart-shaped. A white blossom was tucked behind one ear, vivid against her hair.


  “Let’s sit,” the girl suggested, and her burly companion pulled back a chair, stepping docilely to one side as she took it. There was something funny about the focus of his eyes . . . and then Kemperer registered the small metal plates, one on each temple, beneath his straight-cut fringe.


  “Tell me,” the girl said, “about the crystals. Do they really sing?”


  “Some better than others, and I know the best.”


  “So I was told.” To her bodyguard: “A small coffee, Igor.”


  The man moved away and Kemperer watched him go.


  “He’s quite safe,” the girl said. She was smiling.


  “I’ve never seen one before, that’s all.”


  “I suppose they don’t have them here yet. Even on Earth there aren’t that many outside the prison camps. But my friend”—there was a slight dip in her voice, a flutter—“has a good deal of influence. He makes me take Igor with me whenever I go out.”


  “And your friend will visit the Sea as well?”


  “Oh no.” She laughed. “He doesn’t care about things like that. He doesn’t even go to watch the sunset, and we’ve been here three days. No, this is my trip. You’ll take me?”


  “Of course, Seyoura. When would you like to go?”


  The bodyguard returned, set down a cup and saucer pinched between forefinger and thumb, and then stepped back, moving with a remote, minimal grace. The girl looked at him and asked, “Is tomorrow morning all right?”


  “. . . All right,” the bodyguard confirmed.


  “I might not know much about them, but I could have sworn they can’t talk.”


  “Usually he can’t, but at the moment he’s connected to the computers in my friend’s suite.” The girl dismissed this with a languid elegant flick of her hand. “When shall we go?”


  Kemperer suggested a time which she thought awfully early. “I show only the best, Seyoura, and this year the best is a long way from here.”


  She smiled. “I was told you were the best guide.”


  “May I ask who told you?”


  “Oh, someone at a reception. Then my friend had you checked out, to make sure you’re as safe as Igor.”


  “Igor . . .?”


  “He doesn’t really have a name, not any more. That’s just my joke.” Her smile deepened. “He murdered more than twenty people: that’s what put him under the wire. Now: I must fly. Another reception. Where do we meet?”


  Kemperer told her and stood when she left, the bodyguard like a shadow at her back. She had not touched her coffee, and as Kemperer frugally sipped it, a familiar voice said, “You bastard. How do you do it?”


  The flaps of her leather jacket loose about the shelf of her bust, Anne Donovan, the Pilot (and by extension the Guide) Guild Master, sat across from Kemperer. She added, “You know who that was?”


  “No. Who was it?”


  “Only the companion of Julio Amarez. Some Earth whore he’s sweet on. You better not make her airsick tomorrow, Kemperer, or you’ll end up in an alley with a dog pissing in your mouth.” Donovan ran a thumbnail beneath the lowest of her several chins and winked. She had long, delicately curled eyelashes, incongruous in her course cheerful face.


  “Come on,” Kemperer said uneasily: and he had cause to feel uneasy. Although Amarez was from Earth, he was neither tourist, nor politician, nor businessman. All summer he had been trying to muscle in on the skilled labour pools of the cities of the southern plains, attempting to replace their Guilds with something called the United Workers Confederation. Nothing had been pinned on Amarez, but several Guild Masters had been killed in gruesomely imaginative ways that summer; the man was ruthless, no doubt about it.


  Donovan said, “It strikes me that there’s a question of whether you should accept her as a client.”


  “She asked fairly, came to me through a former client’s recommendation. It’s late in the season, Anne. I’m glad to get what I can.”


  “I mean morally,” Donovan said, pursing her mouth in reproach. “Because of what Amarez is trying to do to us. You joined that thing of his yet?”


  “Well, yes, but it was that or lose my landing rights. So I signed—just like everyone else.”


  Donovan sighed. She was a scrupulously honest woman, outflanked and outgunned by Amarez but still stubbornly fighting. The Guilds had always been cooperative rather than coercive, and it went against her instincts to try and persuade her associates to take an unpopular course of action. She said, “Taking this whore is like saying you’re for this thing of Amarez’s. You should show more respect for your colleagues.”


  “Look, I respect you, I respect every guide in the room—except Ham Beaumont over there, because he’s forgotten he owes me ten dollars. I can look after myself, Anne, and I don’t see what harm this does. I tell you what: if Amarez wants to come, I won’t let him.”


  “You think you’re a funny guy,” Donovan said, “but the funny thing is, you really aren’t.”


  Kemperer was a little hurt. He liked Donovan and didn’t want to get into a row with her. “Suggest something practical and I’ll see what I can do.”


  “Try and find out what Amarez is planning next. What he’s up to here.”


  “I don’t think the girl will know anything about that, if she’s really what you say she is. Besides, she’ll have that bodyguard with her.” Really, Kemperer didn’t want to become involved. He was a solitary person, and like many such disguised his loneliness with an affected disinterest in the affairs of others. Donovan’s jibe about showing respect had touched him more deeply than he cared to admit.


  Donovan shrugged; her leather jacket creaked. “We’ve all got to do our best, Kemperer.”


  “Well, I’ll try.” No, he didn’t mean it at all. Kemperer drained the rest of the coffee; it was cold and bitter but he swallowed it anyway, smiling at Donovan through the taste.


  The girl was late the next day, but that was her prerogative; when she finally arrived in the passenger lounge and began to apologise, Kemperer told her it was nothing, nothing at all. She wore a close-cut bodysuit cinched with a golden belt; lights blinked and spun in her piled-up black hair. Kemperer hardly noticed her bodyguard, hovering a discreet half a dozen paces away, the terminals on his forehead gleaming in the overhead lights as his head turned back and forth, back and forth without a pause, as continuously alert as a lizard.


  The airport shared the pocket of dead air in the lee of the city’s dome with the spaceport, and as Kemperer led the girl and her bodyguard across the stained concrete towards his jumpjet a liner went up ahead of them, a vast silver sphere wallowing in the faint violet beam of the gravithic projectors.


  The girl watched it until it had vanished into the racing grey clouds. “I would have liked to be on that.”


  “Seyoura?”


  “Oh, call me Juana, please.”


  “Wan . . .?”


  She smiled and gravely repeated her name. “I don’t mean to be rude, Seyour Kemperer, but I’ve seen all I want of your planet. Is it true the winters are terrible here?”


  “The axial tilt here is greater than Earth’s, Seyoura, that is why the winters are so hard. It’s true that it’s dangerous to leave the cities because of the storms, but the days are very short in any case.” He checked that she had done up her seatbelt correctly, glanced at the bodyguard in the rear seat.


  She said above the rising whistle of the jets, “It might not be too safe in this city, this winter.”


  Kemperer wondered why she was telling him this; surely, in the circles she moved in, she knew how to be discreet. Find out what Amarez is planning, Donovan had asked, but with the chance before him, Kemperer was suddenly afraid. Amarez’s reputation, the brooding presence of the bodyguard like morality in some jongleur play: Kemperer resolved in that moment to keep his distance, to do only what he was paid for.


  He pushed the tiller forward and the jumpjet rose, the dome of the city falling away like a seashell discarded on the long shelf of the mesa, the Crystal Sea glittering out to the horizon under the grey sky. Kemperer explained that no one was quite sure how the Crystal Sea had been formed, that in a million years or so it would be entirely gone, eroded by the winter storms. He spoke automatically, unreeling sentences as he had unreeled them day after day that and previous summers, but he couldn’t help glancing at the girl now and then, her profile so keen against the light. Her lips were slightly parted in what might have been the beginning of a smile; she breathed a faint musk, an odour he thought might be that of the airs of fabled Earth. At last he fell silent and simply flew.


  The Sea was not uniform. Here and there humps of sandstone rose from the general glitter like the backs of surfacing sea-beasts, some carved by the wind into towers or arches. Fossilised sand-dunes, each whorled as if bearing the impress of its creator, saddled away to the west, and Kemperer followed their edge until he came to the beginning of a long, dry valley and turned south for the final leg of the journey.


  Kemperer was a conscientious guide. At the beginning of every season he took unnecessary risks to stake the best site, leaving the city immediately after the overturn, when the bending finger of a tornado might still touch down out of a clear sky or thunderstorms sweep across the Sea and fill its gullies in minutes with tawny torrents. The other guides, more prudent, swore at Kemperer for taking such risks, but grudgingly admitted that so far his craziness had always paid off. Although he knew, none better, that one spring he would luck out, it didn’t matter: he was a guide, nothing more, and so he had to be the best.


  The site Kemperer had chosen that season was not large, but it was one of the more beautiful. He parked the jumpjet on a level alluvial fan spread from the mouth of a high gully, and led Juana and the bodyguard through gardens of crystal spurs overgrown by thorny tendrils of rockrose. Further on the spurs were larger, like pieces of some gargantuan and immensely complicated game abandoned halfway through. A milky light seemed to live within their abraded facets, no brighter than the flexing sky.


  The girl, Juana, was enchanted by these formations, exclaiming at chance resemblances to shattered faces or fabulous beasts, and at veins of impurities, mostly green oxides of copper, twisting through their milk. The bodyguard walked stolidly behind her, a detached shadow, a knife of darkness sliding through the heart of the light.


  There was an irregular descent through sandstone levels, a narrow passage. Once Kemperer took Juana’s hand to help her over a tumbled boulder and was surprised at how cool, how soft and flexible, her hand was. The touch remained on his fingertips, tingling, as they entered the grotto.


  It was a declivity into which the crystal had intruded as slabs of fine, almost transparent material, more or less upright like the fanning leaves of a book, less than a handsbreadth in thickness but as high as a man and twice as long. All around the lip of the grotto milky crystal slumped over sandstone; the pure leaves below took this light and shattered it so that fragmented rainbows spun in and out of vision.


  Kemperer watched indulgently as Juana wandered these brief aisles. The bodyguard stood beside him and kept touching one or other of the metal plates on his temples; once he made an abrupt gesture like a man trying to brush an annoying insect from his face.


  When at last Juana returned, she said, “It’s enchanting.”


  “It won’t last long, I’m afraid. I think it was buried by sand before last winter, and the storms that are coming will probably destroy it.”


  Beside Kemperer, the bodyguard fumbled at his forehead and Juana asked him what was wrong. The bodyguard, mute without the backup of his owner’s computers, responded with hesitant hand-signals, pressing shapes into his palm with thick fingers.


  Juana sighed and dismissed him. The bodyguard slowly turned and walked away down the narrow passage.


  “Something is upsetting his sensory inputs,” the girl said, “so he’ll wait at your jumpjet. In a way it’s a relief, because my friend interrogates Igor to find out what I’ve been doing when I go out. I hope I can trust you.” She said this last in a lower voice, with a quick smile.


  Kemperer smiled back. “It’s probably the singing of the stones,” he said, and explained that the crystals were doped with minute amounts of free metals which distorted their lattices, made them gigantic piezoelectric cells that generated weak radio waves in response to changes in temperature and air pressure. “Of course, most just put out noise. But some, like these, are orchestrated. They sing, although their song has to be translated.”


  “ ‘And the low world in measur’d motion draw,’ ” the girl quoted, “ ‘After the heavenly tune which none can hear, Of human mold with grosse unpurged ear.’ ”


  Kemperer was surprised: in his limited experience whores did not quote Milton. But of course she was no ordinary whore.


  “How do we hear them?” she asked.


  “I will show.” Kemperer began to unstow little balloons from his belt, breaking the capsule inside each and letting it drift up until half a dozen hung in the cold still air above the crystal slabs.


  “The balloons are plated with solid-state speakers which respond to the output of the stones,” he told Juana, and pressed the switch on his control unit which activated the system.


  The stones sang.


  Brittle chirps skittering over a shifting sinuous whine, like glass birds singing in a gale or the collapsing of distant stars against the omnipresent universal hiss, the fading sibilance of the Word from which the Universe had sprung. Bass chords, now in solemn clusters, now a single voice, the response of the crystals to stress in their bedrock. The balloons swayed and the song wound on, never the same, never ending.


  Dreamily, Juana wandered amongst the bright slabs, her arms wrapped around herself, smiling slightly. Kemperer sat on a cold spur of sandstone and watched her indulgently.


  At last she drifted back. “They do sing.”


  He nodded, his face tingling, and he was not at all surprised when she leaned forward, annihilating the space between, and kissed him.


  Afterwards Kemperer lay with his back on cold stone, hugging Juana and breathing her musk, and looking through the tangle of her hair at grey clouds pulling apart beyond the grotto’s glistening lip. Well, now he had done it.


  He had known as soon as she dismissed the bodyguard what was to come, but he had said nothing, done nothing, drawn to her like a sailor to a siren. It was not as if this kind of thing had never happened before—sometimes a female client would suggest spending the night out in the Sea and he had always felt free to accept or decline. It was a way of cancelling the hurt of his wife’s desertion. But Kemperer didn’t want to become involved with the companion of someone as ruthless as Amarez; and he wondered, as sweat cooled along his sides and Juana breathed gently in his ear, how he could tell her this could be the only time.


  She rolled away and sat up, and began to comb her disarranged hair with her fingers. It instantly sprang back into shape at her touch, and she patted with blind fingertips to make sure the braided lights were in place. Not quite looking at Kemperer she said, “You can switch off the music now.”


  He had quite forgotten the sinuous song of the stones. He pressed the switch that killed the speakers, pressed another to vent the gas from the balloons. As he collected them, Juana said, “This is really the nicest thing that’s happened to me on this miserable world. Really.”


  Kemperer began to stow the limp balloons away.


  “You disapprove of me, don’t you? Now you will say to your cronies that you’ve had Amarez’s whore.”


  “I don’t have any cronies, Seyoura.” Clean and cold: this was the best way. But his heart was torn by the forlorn look on her face. “It’s just that your friend . . .”


  “He brought me along as decoration more than anything else. I’m a status symbol to him. He was a poor kid from the north side of Rio and now he can afford to bring someone like me all the way from Earth. In that way I’m like Igor, he shows me off, takes me to receptions, dinners, and I look good on his arm. Really, that’s all there is to it. He’s a lousy lay.”


  “You don’t have to explain, Seyoura.”


  Her mood switched; she looked contrite. “It always makes me want to talk. And I haven’t been able to talk to anyone like this for so long. . . . I’m sorry. All I was trying to do was to say, thank you.”


  Kemperer smiled. “You don’t have to thank someone who wanted the same thing.”


  So it ended on a note of politeness. They walked back to the jumpjet like strangers brought together by some mutally embarrassing accident, not touching and hardly speaking except to exchange commonplaces about the landscape. The act of love was behind them, abandoned in the fragile grotto which would not outlast the winter storms. Wiped clean: back at the city airport Juana made a show of handing Kemperer his fee and walked away without looking back, the bodyguard following on careful catsfeet.


  It was probably the last time Kemperer would leave the city that side of winter. He was checking the jumpjet’s systems in the dim echoing hangar when Donovan found him.


  The Guildmaster watched, her small mouth twisted awry, as Kemperer fitted the cover back on the airscoop, then asked, “So how did it go?”


  The screwdriver buzzed in Kemperer’s hand. “I didn’t ask her about Amarez, if that’s what you mean.”


  “Christ, Kemperer! If everyone was like you there’d be no Guild. Don’t you care what happens?”


  “But what did you want me to do? Put thumbscrews on her with the bodyguard standing around?”


  “I suppose not.” Donovan sighed heavily. “How’s your machine?”


  “Oh, I’m just checking it over.”


  Donovan said, “It’s going really badly, Kemperer. Things are getting beyond me. Amarez flew off somewhere today and he’s seeing the city fathers tonight, but I haven’t been able to find out what’s going on. My usual sources have dried up.”


  Stooped under the belly of his craft, Kemperer looked around. Donovan shrugged, her leather jacket creaking. A big, tired woman, the skin in the hollows of her eyesockets looking bruised in the dim light of the hangar. “It’s just that he’s running rings around me. Gets to me. Sorry if I’ve been pushing, Kemperer.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “Try and get an angle. I hear the government might be trying something. Unless they get to him there’ll be some killing this winter.” She sighed again. “Well, see you around.”


  “Sure. I’m sorry, Anne.”


  “Forget it,” Donovan said, and walked off through the shadow and halflight between parked jumpjets towards the hangar’s gaping door. Kemperer watched her go; no stranger to solitude, now he felt more alone than ever before.


  The next week passed slowly.


  Every day Kemperer sat in the Solar Cafe, watching the hologram of Earth’s turning globe and like the rest of the guides waiting in vain for clients that surely would not now come. The last liner was due to depart in only three days.


  Kemperer’s mingled fear and guilt diminished in those quiet days. Nothing had been done to him; and he could do nothing. What would Juana have told him? And what difference would it have made anyway? His wife had said that he was too much of a loner, one of her many accusations towards the end, when she had been storing up grievances to justify her desertion, but perhaps this one was true. Kemperer took little part in the banter of the other guides and went home earlier than most.


  It was all over, he thought, but he still nursed a faint fantasy of Juana coming to him, asking to be taken away from Amarez. A stupid romantic dream, to be sure, but enjoyable. She had reached out and touched him, among the stones, touched him more deeply than he cared to admit.


  When she finally came to him then, in the roof-garden of the hotel, Kemperer was not surprised. It seemed inevitable.


  It was evening, and Kemperer had been on his way home. Above, the slanting panes of the city’s dome were a deep turquoise, a colour that Juana’s dress almost exactly matched. She said mischievously, “I couldn’t see you in the cafe with all your cronies watching. I thought you’d never leave.”


  They had met between the cafe and the elevators, on a gravel path that wound through contrived banks of lichen. Now Juana turned and Kemperer followed her deeper into the roof-garden. He said, “Where’s your bodyguard?”


  “Out,” she said briefly. There was a slope of coarse grass and she ran down it, her flimsy many-layered dress shifting to allow Kemperer glimpses of a smooth knee, the hollow of her back, the side of one of her small breasts. He followed, his mouth suddenly dry, and she turned to face him beside an immense flowering bush.


  “I was fed up with having to sit around the suite when Julio was out on business, so he let me go out with one of the men he’s hired here. I got rid of him by saying that he was always eyeing me. Now I can go out by myself as long as I stay in the hotel. Don’t worry, I don’t think anyone’s watching me.


  “I was just surprised, that’s all.”


  Juana plucked an overblown flower from the bush and tucked it behind her ear. “I was looking for you because I’m tired of the hotel. I seem to spend half my life in them. Can you take me somewhere?”


  “Wherever you want.”


  “You’re sweet. But it can’t be like last time. Julio would be suspicious. He knows that I’m not that much of a tourist. Do you know the old city on the other side of the Crystal Sea?”


  “Of course. But it’s off-limits.”


  “Julio went there: it sounded fascinating.” She smiled. “Can’t you?”


  “It’s expensive. There are bribes to pay.” The city had been the resort of the old rulers of Ruby, now supposedly protected by the Marginal Culture Council because a small tribe of autochthons lived in its ruins.


  “Julio is used to paying bribes,” Juana said. “We’ll go tomorrow. I know he’s meeting people here, so he won’t need Igor. But don’t worry, because I think I know a way around Igor. Now, you mustn’t get too close to me or if we are being watched there will be trouble. I’ll see you in the morning.” She blew him a kiss and was gone.


  Late the next morning they flew north towards the blood-red rising sun—the season was that far advanced. For a while Kemperer and Juana exchanged commonplaces about the glittering landscape below, but this soon spun out. Kemperer was acutely aware of the recriminatory bulk of the bodyguard in back, and wondered how Juana planned to neutralise him, and when she would do it. And that led him to think about Julio Amarez. Perhaps Juana was thinking along the same lines, but he could hardly ask her, and so they flew on in thickening silence until at last the horizon grew a dark rim.


  Kemperer pointed. “That’s the Ilyrian Sink. The ruins are just at its edge.”


  Juana leaned forward. “They watched the sunrise instead of the sunset. I wonder if that’s a reflection on us or them.”


  “Ruby was originally colonised on the other side of the Sink, so this part of the Sea was the first to be reached.”


  Juana laughed. “You have a prosaic mind, Seyour Kemperer.”


  An escarpment pushed into the Crystal Sea like the prow of a liner, fronted by the great curving complex where the aristocrats had lived, its ornately decorated substructure dividing upwards into dozens of spirecapped towers; it looked as if it had grown rather than been built. Kemperer swung the jumpjet high above this conglomeration and descended across gridded ruins of pleasure palaces, gambling houses and restaurants towards the overgrown airfield.


  On one side the ruins reared against the pearly sky like a grounded iceberg; on the other huddled a shanty village of long low huts built of plastic sheeting stripped from the ruins. Kemperer had scarcely cut the jets when some of the villagers began to make their way towards the jumpjet, trailed by excited children and several large hunting dogs.


  A constant icy wind blew, tugging at the villagers’ brightly coloured robes and blowing Juana’s black hair to one side. The children had stopped some distance away, giggling amongst themselves and pointing at the stolid bodyguard while the adults slowly advanced.


  “Mister Kemperer,” the woman at their head said. She was tall and slightly stooped, her robes pushed back from wiry, tattooed arms. “We had not thought to see you again this year.”


  “One last time, Mistress Armiger,” Kemperer said, and handed over the bottle of gin which always lubricated his visits here, the least of the necessary bribes.


  Armiger took it without comment and passed it to the man beside her.


  “There’s food too, when we return.”


  “That’s good. The others brought nothing, and didn’t ask us either.”


  “Others?” Then Kemperer remembered that Amarez had visited the ruins.


  “Not guides like you, and strangers to me. They came in a big red flying machine, walked about the city for a long time. Two of my young hunters followed them.”


  “What did these strangers do?”


  “Walked about, as I said. The hunters couldn’t understand their talk, but there was much of it.” Armiger shrugged. “You know what it means, Seyour Kemperer?”


  “Not really.”


  “But something, perhaps?” Armiger asked with a keen look.


  “I really don’t know. If you like, I’ll tell the M.C.C.”


  “We will see them in the spring,” Armiger said, and smiled a cheerful, gap-toothed smile at Juana, at the unresponsive bodyguard. “Enjoy your visit, S’your, S’youra.” She executed a half-bow and turned away, leading her party back to the village.


  The conglomerate building at the front of the resort had been designed as a windbreak, just as the dome protected the modern capital on the other side of the Sea. Most of the buildings in its lee were still intact, their plastic facades weathered to a dismal grey and shrouded by laurel bushes. Grass, close-cropped, grew over the broad avenues.


  As they walked through the ruins, Juana asked Kemperer, “Was that American you were speaking back there?”


  “That’s all we spoke on Ruby, before Earth found us again.”


  “What were you talking about?”


  “About what your friend might have been doing,” Kemperer said, watching her.


  “Oh, he never tells me,” Juana said disingenuously. “I didn’t even know that people lived here.”


  “Not in the city. The villagers just graze their goats here.” Kemperer felt a touch of embarrassment, as he always did when explaining about the villagers, a touch of shame that people would sink so low in so short a time, from sailing between the stars to grubbing a poor living from stoney fields and hunting who knew what out in the Sink.


  “They came from the city, though?”


  “That’s what they say, but actually their ancestors were refugees from a war on the other side of the Sink. After the revolution everyone left the city, you see. The rulers were killed or had fled, and their servants went back to their homes.”


  “And what were your people doing before we came, Kemperer?”


  “Fighting a small war with our neighbours. Oh, we had cities, writing, a sort of science—although that was mostly trying to decipher the machinery our ancestors had abandoned. And taxation, armies . . . we were quite civilized. My father was a soldier, and I suppose I would have been one too. But Earth saved me from that.”


  There was a space of silence in which memory of his wife bloomed and died.


  “You remember the first ship from Earth?”


  “That was what, thirty years ago? I was only a baby.”


  “I don’t understand your talk of aristocrats. I always thought that the United States of America was what they called a democracy.”


  “I wouldn’t know about that. How it was here, the first colonists had already built a society when a second wave of colonisation began—”


  “I remember! The ramscoops! Oh, I was always bad at history, but I remember the frozen people on the ships that ate stardust.”


  Kemperer laughed. “Anyway, instead of helping the newcomers the first colonists made them slaves. That lasted until Earth stopped sending ships because of the war. There was a revolution, and the resort was broken up by its cooks and whores, croupiers and waiters.”


  She studied him. “You don’t like talking about history, do you?”


  “Well, the revolution destroyed too much. When Earth came back it was with faster-than-light ships, and all we had were steamships and balloons. But at least we weren’t all like the villagers here.”


  “I thought they were charming, with that woman leading them.”


  By now they had reached the great curving building which had housed the families of the aristocracy, each to its own tower—half of those in ruins now, broken fingers stabbing towards the cloudy sky. At the service entrance the bodyguard stepped forward and peered into the shadows, then hand-signaled to Juana.


  “Igor wants to know if it’s safe.”


  “Surely. I even have a light.” Kemperer showed the glotube to the bodyguard, who nodded.


  “Well, it doesn’t look safe to me,” Juana said, and took Kemperer’s arm as they stepped through the broken doors.


  Nothing was left in the loading bays but dust and potsherds and goatshit, and the service corridor down which Kemperer led Juana and the bodyguard was even emptier. The harsh light of the glotube splashed over flaking concrete walls and closed doors; once something skittered away and Juana let out a breathy squeak and huddled closer to Kemperer. Her musk, the warmth of her slim body down his side.


  At the end of the corridor a door gaped onto a huge, high, dusty room. Swords of sunlight pierced deep slits in the ceiling to strike crumbling tapestries, a stained marble floor. Ornate tables and chairs, their gilt long since peeled away, stood still in dumb, touching obedience. Things outlast us all. A heavy door gave under Kemperer’s shoulder and he ushered Juana onto the balcony.


  She crossed to the weathered balustrade and leaned out, and the bodyguard moved swiftly and solicitously to her side. “It’s all right,” she said sharply. “Let me look, Igor.”


  A thin cold wind blew her hair back, prelude of the winter-long storms caused by the tipping of the poles towards the plane of orbit. Behind the wind was a gigantic glare, the world on fire all the way out to the horizon: an unfocused luminosity qualified here and there by intense points of light where random facets reflected sunlight towards the city.


  “It’s not so different,” Juana said after a while, “and I’m cold. Let’s go back.”


  “To the capital?”


  “Just out of here,” she said, and pushed past Kemperer. The bodyguard followed docilely; as Kemperer pulled the heavy door shut Juana cried out, “Freeze, Igor!”


  The bodyguard halted in midstep, then assumed a slumped waiting attitude. “I said I’d arrange something,” Juana told Kemperer, and held out a small box a little like the control unit Kemperer wore on his belt. “This overrides Igor’s programmes. Sometimes his systems have to be serviced, and Julio uses this to stop Igor attacking the biomech.” She ordered the bodyguard to walk across to a chair, made him sit down. “Sleep,” she said, and the bodyguard’s heavy head drooped towards his chest.


  Kemperer watched from the other side of the room, separated from Juana by the angled blades of sunlight. Some feeling too faint to be called guilt stopped him from going to her, and he stood as still as Igor as she walked back, her hair flashing each time she stepped through the sunlight.


  “It’s quite safe,” she told him. “Now take me somewhere, somewhere nice.”


  “They knew how to live, those aristocrats of yours.” Naked, Juana prowled the bedroom, tugging at stiff drawers in the elaborate armoire, blowing dust from the servitor’s stained panel, studying the stage of the old-fashioned holovision. Kemperer had set the glotube in one corner, and its light was mellowed by the walls and ceiling of the plush room. He lay, also naked, on the overstuffed, dusty, canopied bed, watching his lover and thinking about Amarez.


  Juana posed in front of a full-length mirror, slim legs astride as she brushed at her black hair. “They should have rebuilt this place. People from Earth would love it.”


  Kemperer wondered if she was trying to tell him something, trying to hint at what Amarez was planning. And if it was a hint, surely she was suggesting indirectly that he could use the information as he liked. Cautiously, he said, “It’s a long way from the centre of things, and it has bad associations besides.”


  “Oh, history.” She turned and made a face, “History is just something that happened to dead people. Besides, it’s your history: people from Earth wouldn’t care about it.”


  “Come back to bed.” Kemperer was uneasy now.


  She laughed. “You’re sweet.”


  “Sure. But we have to go back soon.”


  As she hugged him, she said softly, “You know this may not be possible again. Not for a while anyway.”


  “He watches you that closely?”


  “He’s like a spider in the middle of a web. He likes to know about everything around him.”


  “Why do you put up with it?”


  She shrugged in the loose cradle of his arms. “Julio can be sweet sometimes, and it’s better than being owned, being married. But I’m leaving him when we get back to Earth. Sometimes he can be cruel, and the whole thing is becoming too serious. He asked me to marry him just before we came to the capital: he was drunk at the time and I think he forgot himself, but I think he meant it too. I don’t want to marry anyone. So when we get back to Earth I have to find a way of ending it without upsetting his honour.”


  “I don’t understand the way he has you. As if you’re property.”


  “Things are different where I come from, Kemperer. That woman who came to meet us here, the leader of her people?”


  “Yes.”


  “There are few women in Greater Brazil with power. You are ashamed because your world lost a few machines. On Earth, in my country, half the people were lost a few hundred years ago. After the big war there were lots of little ones, and in one an enemy introduced a short-lived plague into Greater Brazil that killed most of the women . . . after that women became protected in my country, became property. History, you see. Julio is my way of getting some power, the only way I have.”


  Kemperer saw something in her face then, a brittle hardness back of her eyes. He said, “I don’t feel like that about you. I’d like to help.”


  “And have me for yourself? I try not to be anyone’s for too long, Kemperer.” Her smile was a centimetre from his face: then she kissed him and said, “Now you have to tell me something about your life. Tell me about your wife.”


  “How did you know about her?”


  “I peeked when Julio had you checked out.”


  “Oh. Well, she’s on Earth now, that’s the most important thing. She was one of the supervisors when they were building the capital, and I was working there too.” He remembered her coarse black hair, her black eyes and broad cheekbones: one half Inuit. They had lived together for three of Ruby’s short years and then her work had been done and she had wanted to go. And he had stayed: out of fear of the great change emigrating to Earth would have entailed, and out of an odd sense that there was something for him on Ruby, perhaps no more than a vestige of loyalty to his family but enough to stay him. On his wife’s insistence the break had been clean. He had kept a few mementoes for half a year and then one day thrown them out and walked the scintillating edge of the city until nightfall. That was when he had decided to become a guide.


  “Hey,” Juana said, leaning over him. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”


  “It’s just . . .” But he could not tell her what he felt; he hardly knew himself.


  “Forget history,” she said. “Think of now.” And lowered her smiling mouth to his.


  After he had parked the jumpjet in the hangar, long after Juana had left, Kemperer sat in its dark cabin in a kind of moral funk. More than ever he felt that he should tell Donovan about Amarez; but to do so would be a betrayal not only of Juana but of his cultivated aloofness.


  Yet it was not as if he was certain to see Juana again, and in the end that was what his decision turned upon. Before she had reactivated the bodyguard Juana had promised to try to arrange something, but her look, glittering as if backed by steel, was not reassuring. And in the airport they had been able to make only the most cursory farewell in the watchful presence of Igor.


  Now Kemperer felt a mingled regret and relief. It had been nice, but surely there could be nothing more. There was the shadowy menace of Amarez . . . and besides, they really were from two different worlds. So he would find Donovan and tell her that Amarez had visited the ruined resort, tell her about Juana’s veiled hints concerning his plans for it. It was the end of something, he thought, as he left the jumpjet amongst all the other machines in the dim hangar.


  As it turned out, he was both right and wrong.


  Most of the chairs had been set upside down on the tables in the Solar Cafe. A robot was polishing the floor a centimetre at a time, like an eternally patient steel tortoise. Half the lights were out and the Earth had been turned off too. Without it the cafe looked bare and bleak. Donovan was not there, but half a dozen guides huddled at the end of the bar and Kemperer strolled towards them, for once wanting their mundane banter.


  “Jesus, Kemperer,” one of them said. “You heard?”


  “About what?”


  “About Donovan. Her machine went down.”


  Someone else, a slouching unshaven man called Quiling, tossed off his drink and said, “Went down Hell. It blew up in midair, not twenty klicks from here. Wreckage all over the Argus Syncline, you can forget about finding sites there for a few years.”


  “She was a good Guild Master,” the first guide said. “What do you say, Kemperer?”


  “I’ll miss her.” There was a space inside Kemperer, a hole waiting to be filled: with grief, or anger, or fear. For he knew what Donovan had sought to find out.


  “I forgot,” the guide said. “You’re involved with Amarez, right?”


  “I took his woman out, but since when have clients meant anything?”


  “Don’t pay him any mind, Kemperer,” Quiling said. “We’re all upset here. Come on and have a drink; we’re drinking for Anne.”


  The first guide said, “You just want to be careful with the company you keep, that’s all, Kemperer. It might not look so good.”


  “I’ll do my best,” Kemperer said, and as he leant against the bar saw Igor the bodyguard coming towards him, trailed by a balding man who smiled tightly and said, “Seyour Kemperer?”


  Kemperer could not deny it. He heard the other guides shift uneasily and felt a high tingling, a stupid urge to simply walk away. But there was nowhere to go, not in the city.


  “Seyour Amarez wants a word. Let’s go.”


  Meek as a lamb, Kemperer went.


  He was made to wait a long time in the opulent antechamber of Amarez’s suite, high ceilings, gold and ivory furniture scattered over a seeming hectare of carpet, huge windows overlooking the plaza and the blue panes of the dome. The hide of the couch on which he sat pricked Kemperer’s thighs; sweat pricked his palms. The balding man eyed him from an identical couch, one arm stretched on the back so that his jacket fell open to reveal a holstered pistol. He had told Kemperer not to worry, but Kemperer knew that there was only one reason why Amarez would want to see him.


  At last the doors on the far side of the room swung open. The silent bodyguard padded through, followed by a tall, thin man dressed in a tailored version of the uniform of the RUN reconstruction corps, the uniform Kemperer’s wife had left behind.


  “Well,” the man, Amarez, said, and smiled widely, revealing small spaced teeth. Kemperer could not quite meet his gaze. It was an absurd parody of the cheated husband confronting his cuckolder, absurd except it could well cost Kemperer his life.


  “This is how it is,” Amarez said. “You’ve caused me some embarrassment, Seyour Kemperer. And I don’t like it. Don’t like it at all, understand? It doesn’t help what I’m trying to do here. You know what I’m trying to do?”


  Kemperer said nothing, waiting. A bolt, a blow.


  But Amarez wanted to explain, speaking in staccato bursts and chopping the air with his hands. “I came here to help. There’s no imagination here and too many restrictions. I’m going to change that. I see a lot of potential going to waste and too much interference by politicians. Politicians can’t organise pleasure, I should know, a lot of my friends are politicians. They want pleasure, they come to me. So I’m willing to sacrifice some of my time to get things going here. But that’s all to be wasted if my credibility is undermined. And my time’s expensive. You know what I mean?”


  Kemperer nodded, but Amarez made an abrupt gesture of dismissal, as if it didn’t matter whether or not Kemperer agreed. He was wired up, on some drug or pure nervous energy. His dark skin gleamed in the bright light. His smile was a lizard flash. “I have to straighten this thing out, get back my respect. You understand.”


  Amarez stepped forward, and Kemperer started. But the bodyguard casually pinned him as Amarez leaned down. He raised a slim hand, and Kemperer flinched.


  Afterwards the bodyguard and the balding man helped Kemperer up and led him to a small darkened room and dropped him on the carpet there, careless of the blood dripping from Kemperer’s broken nose, The balding man said, “Now you get something to make you sleep. Stay still,” and something stabbed Kemperer’s neck and then it was daylight and he was huddled on the seat of a groundcar with the balding man bent over him again. Kemperer felt a sharp nausea and then he was retching painfully, although there was nothing to come up save gas and a little acid curd.


  When the spasm had passed, the balding man helped Kemperer to his feet. “Just cooperate and it’ll be fine. Feel rough? Well, Seyour Amarez is good at working people over.” In this fashion Kemperer was bundled into a big, scarlet jumpjet and strapped to a seat in the rear compartment, the balding man and the bodyguard vanishing up front.


  The flight was long. Kemperer retreated inside himself, away from the dull ache of his broken nose and blackened eyes, the little pains scattered all over his body. He had reached that stage of exhausted hope where each second passes of itself and all thought is suspended. When the jumpjet began to descend he hardly noticed.


  It landed in a valley where brilliant crystal spires jutted from humps of sandstone the colour of dried blood. Kemperer screwed his bruised eyes against their glare as he was led from the jump jet.


  The first thing he saw was his own machine, and then Amarez beside it and two men, strangers in narrowly cut formal suits, beside him. One wore sunglasses whose lenses flashed and flashed, a nervous undecipherable code.


  Amarez pressed his hands together almost eagerly and said, “All right,” and the bodyguard left Kemperer’s side and threw up the hatch of his jumpjet, reached in and dragged Juana out. She stumbled and recovered, glaring at Amarez, at the two impassive strangers, through her disordered hair.


  Kemperer lunged forward then, but the balding man casually pulled him back. Smiling, Amarez caught Juana’s arm and brought her across. Her face was white and gaunt hollows had appeared beneath her cheekbones.


  Kemperer said, “She doesn’t have anything to do with this.”


  “Both of you do, right? I didn’t only watch her through my bodyguard here. I know it all.”


  “He put a recorder in my jewelry,” Juana said, her voice dull. She was looking off at the fragmented glitter of the crystal spires.


  “Shut up,” Amarez said casually, as Kemperer asked, “You’re all right?”


  Amarez turned and said to the two watchers, “Notice his concern. You see how appropriate this is. You be quiet too,” he said, turning to Kemperer, and brought a hand down across Kemperer’s cheek, tearing it open with one of his rings.


  Kemperer slapped a hand to the sudden pain and the bodyguard, interpreting this as a threat to his owner, lunged across and knocked Kemperer to the ground. Blackness shot through Kemperer’s head as it banged on stone, then through a blur of tears he saw Juana backing away, something, the bodyguard’s pistol, in her hand, and the balding man reaching inside his jacket. Light lanced—Kemperer felt a wash of heat on his face—and the balding man choked and crumpled.


  “Call off Igor,” Juana said, her voice vibrating like a plucked wire. The muzzle of the pistol weaved in her unsteady grip.


  “Of course,” Amarez said, and half-raised his hands. He seemed almost amused, as if this were an unexpected but entertaining charade he had stumbled into. Beside him, the bodyguard turned his head from side to side as if dazzled by the pistol’s discharge, like the time . . . but Kemperer, on the ground, was watching Juana, etched sharply against the glare of the crystals all around.


  “No harm was meant for you,” Amarez told her. “Only to your friend here. Be sensible, Juana. I’ll look out for you, yes?”


  “I just want my own life,” she said, stepping back. Then, “You’re always telling me what to do,” and flame flared in her black hair and she collapsed.


  For a bright instant Kemperer didn’t realise what had happened. Then Amarez let out an inarticulate cry and turned on the pair of strangers. “She wasn’t supposed to . . . only him!”


  The man with the sunglasses tucked away his pistol and said coldly, “I hope you are better at building than at revenge, Mister Amarez. Finish this.”


  Amarez shuddered, began to say something, then swung on the bodyguard and ordered him to carry Juana’s body to the scarlet jumpjet. Kemperer watched the bodyguard narrowly; a wave of coldness had swept aside his dull exhaustion and he was engaged with the world again, although it was as if he were watching from a great distance. Everything seemed precisely detailed and absolutely unreal. He watched the bodyguard as he lifted Juana into the jumpjet’s cabin, then obediently followed him towards his own machine. Twice the bodyguard flicked at the air before his face, the gesture that had been the symptom of the interference with his circuits in the grotto where Kemperer had lain with Juana, amongst the music of the stones. Music which must hang unheard between the crystal spires . . .


  It was with numb, fragile hope that Kemperer, seated in the pilot’s chair of his jump jet, leaned forward slightly as the bodyguard lashed his arms to the chair-back.


  In the glare outside, Amarez smiled tightly, the smile of a skull, as the bodyguard clumsily backed away. “Any last words?” His lips were white. “No? The battery of your poor vehicle has had its dampers removed, Seyour Kemperer. Understand? Soon it will overheat and then . . . like your friend Donovan. They’ll hear the explosion in those ruins you took poor Juana to.” He nodded, then sharply ordered the bodyguard to the scarlet jumpjet. A minute later it lifted in a cloud of dust, and Kemperer began to writhe in his seat.


  The bodyguard, dazzled by the music of the stones, had left Kemperer’s bonds fractionally loose, and as Kemperer wriggled he felt them loosen further. Then, sweat stinging the wound on his face, he was free. He tumbled dizzily from the cabin, sprawling on hard cold stone. A body lay twenty metres off, Juana’s body it seemed in that instant, but then the dizziness was gone. Not Juana, but the balding man. Amarez had taken Juana away.


  Then Kemperer was stumbling up the long slope, clutching at crystal and rock, seeing nothing but a blurred circle in which he placed his feet one after the other, a wavering whine behind him. No matter how hard he concentrated, he kept stumbling, cutting his hands as he pulled himself up to start over. He had scarcely reached the top of the slope when the jumpjet blew behind him, the blast knocking him head over heels among the stones where, the day almost ended, the hunters found him curled up like an abandoned baby.


  The whole story tumbled out of Kemperer in an often repetitive, sometimes incoherent stream of words that the headswoman, Mark in the shadows behind her, listened to gravely, failing to understand much but grasping the essential points, Amarez’s plans for the city above, Kemperer’s infatuation with Juana, the tragedy of her death.


  When Kemperer had finished, as he sipped rockrose tea to soothe his strained throat, the headswoman asked him, “Will you fight this man, Amarez? Before the winds, but after we found you in the Sea, he came again to the city above.” Kemperer almost spilled tea all over himself.


  “You’re sure?”


  “Yes, from your description and the scarlet flying machine. He has plans for the city, you say. We saw him, this second time, with men from the capital who are supposed to look after our interests. You understand that we look after our own as much as we are able, but we are still small in number and always we face those more ruthless than ourselves. Your fight may be bound up in ours.”


  “I don’t know if I want to fight him. I mean, I don’t have anything to fight him with. I never did.” Kemperer was thinking of the dark-clad pair of men, one of whom had actually shot Juana. For all his blustering boasts, Amarez was really just a part of something bigger: as soon try and stop the winter storms as fight that. Yet if Amarez knew that Kemperer had survived . . .


  The headswoman told Kemperer, “The medical service will visit soon. You could leave with that unless it is too dangerous for you.”


  “Thank you. Already I owe you a lot, my life I suppose.”


  The headswoman dismissed this with a shrug. “Mark will help you in the meantime.” She turned and told the young man, “Teach him how to hunt, Mark, and how to read the land.” To Kemperer: “There is no need to thank me, we are outcasts ourselves. We understand.”


  As dust slittled from the sky, the villagers left their caves to haul plastic sheeting from storage slots and fit it together to form their crude huts. The village’s central firepit was scraped clean: a fire was lit. In the lee of the escarpment narrow fields straggled down the terraced sides of the many ravines there, their precious soil protected by ramifying stone walls, and for a few days Kemperer helped to turn a leavening of goatshit into the earth in preparation for the first planting. But Mark was impatient with this work, the province of the old and the children, and insisted that Kemperer come with him to hunt.


  “I limp. And I’ve never fired a rifle or thrown a spear in my life.”


  “Neither had I, once. And Mistress Armiger says you should learn. Perhaps you will ambush that S’yr Amarez.”


  “Well, I doubt that.”


  It was raining that day, as it had been on and off since the villagers quit the caves. The crumpled lands of the Ilyrian Sink were dusted with green, and some plants had precipitately flowered before even their first leaves had unfolded. Kemperer sat on a rock in the rain amidst frail white flowers nodding on long stems and watched as Mark stalked a browsing antelope, moving a few steps at a time and freezing, moving again. But the capricious breeze changed and the antelope caught the young man’s scent and bolted, its white scut flashing. Mark walked back with his spear on his shoulder. He wore only a scrap of fabric about his loins and his thin adolescent body glistened palely in the rain.


  “If you think it’s hard now,” he said cheerfully, “you should see how they are after they’ve dropped their foals. But this year I will pass my rite of manhood and I will be able to ride after them.”


  “Now one thing I don’t intend to do is ride a horse.”


  “It looks like fun.” All the while Mark had been casting about, searching the ground. Now he pointed.


  Kemperer saw nothing but a few undistinguished stones. “What is it?”


  “A scuttler.” Mark stepped forward, his spear raised to his shoulder, then stabbed down: Kemperer saw the small dun-shelled creature just as the spear-blade pinned it.


  As Mark stripped out the scuttler’s guts, Kemperer said, “I don’t think I’ll ever understand this place.”


  Mark wiped his forehead, leaving a streak of blood. “You’ll see,” he said. “I’ll show you it all.”


  All that week they ranged the Sink. Mark even took Kemperer a little way into the Crystal Sea one day to show him how to find food and water there: a thorny plant whose white pith was edible; transparent lizards which were good to eat despite their poisonous bite; conies which burrowed into the sandstone underlying the crystal. Mark showed Kemperer how to peg nets at the entrances of their burrows, then took him to where a high canyon spilled a thin rill of water across tilted crystal slabs.


  “Dig between the crystals when this is dry and you’ll find water.”


  Kemperer nodded. It might all be useful, or none of it. It didn’t seem to matter. He was adrift, out of touch with the real, the true. That had all ended with Juana’s death: nothing realer.


  He and Mark returned to the staked-out coney burrows and found three long-footed sleek-pelted creatures kicking in the nets. Mark killed them by twisting their necks, cleaned them out, and passed the hind legs of each through a slit in the neck so that they could be hung on a stick.


  The pair walked back in silence through the glistening fragmented rainbows that lived there, among the stones. Ahead, the escarpment reared dark against the sky (it was another grey day), the fretted outline of the ruins like a crown upon it. They crossed a downsloping shelf of sandstone, thick with the runners of thorny plants—it must have been a channel for runoff from the spring rains.


  And suddenly everything Kemperer had been told locked inside himself, like crystals running through a supersaturated solution. He saw and dissolved in his seeing, and as the moment passed he knew that he would never see the Crystal Sea as merely a chaotic desert again. It was alive, ordered, and full of change, as explicit, and as explicable, as a text.


  Mark called, “Come on. It’s a ways to walk yet.”


  Kemperer waved and hurried to catch up, and together they walked on towards the ruins and the village beyond.


  The rains petered out, became no more than a few scattered showers cast like handfuls of precious silver across the land, ceased. The hunters had caught and broken horses by then (an annual task, as horses could not be stabled in the caves in winter) and ranged wide across the Sink. Soon the brief spring would have passed and the larger game would move on. It was time for Mark’s ordeal, his passing into manhood.


  Kemperer watched with the other villagers as the four youths, each naked but for a loincloth, each carrying a spear, set out from the tumbled blocks of stone at the foot of the escarpment. One turned back after only a few steps and was received into the crowd, her head down: she had chosen to become a goatherder, to forego the responsibilities and rewards of becoming a hunter. Kemperer watched Mark jog steadily out, watched a long time until the boy was lost in the early morning glare.


  The ordeal of survival in the Sink lasted ten days, a phase of Ruby’s small close moon, and Kemperer felt that he should serve a penance during that time, perhaps an equivalent to the hardships Mark would be undergoing. For a while he worked in the little fields alongside the old women and men, thinking, as he carried precious water to the rows of young barley, of Juana and Amarez and Igor the bodyguard. His time in the Sink and the Sea with Mark had flensed away everything extraneous, and these figures stood out clear and bright in his mind, their relationships as simple as those of a stage tragedy. Only his part was unclear. He hacked at hard soil, the sun burning his bare scarred back, and wondered what he should do, where he should go. Already the medical mission had been and gone, and at Kemperer’s request the heads woman had not told the technician about him. Yet Kemperer was sure that he was only marking time with the villagers; now that he understood it he felt sure that their way of life was not his, although sometimes he regretted that it could not be otherwise. He had been living someone else’s life in the capital, a life his wife had brought out from Earth and abandoned there, and now he had lost that. Like Mark, Kemperer was searching out the new beginning of his life, but in a desert of emotion.


  Then, just before Mark was due to return from his ordeal, everything changed.


  Kemperer, bored with agriculture, had gone out into the Crystal Sea, on impulse taking his old gear as well as traps for conies. It was a hot day. Polished facets glared brilliantly, their light rippling in the heat. Kemperer pushed down the top of his loose robes, tied his old belt around his waist. He passed several likely-looking spots for coney, but the traps were only an excuse. He was seeking something else, turning this way and that through the maze of crystal until at last he came upon a cluster of hexagonal columns, burning with internal fire beneath a smoothed sandstone ridge.


  He wasn’t sure about the balloons, but they inflated well enough, rising one by one into the gelid air, and he sat in the shade of a boulder and pressed the switch which activated their speakers. The music, that old seductive siren song, began, and Kemperer sat for an hour or more immersed in it, all thought suspended.


  And then the jumpjets passed overhead.


  There were two, low and fast, their jets ripping through the song of the stones. One a large freighter, the other sleekly scarlet: Amarez’s machine.


  Kemperer stood again and watched as they dwindled in the direction of the escarpment, then sat down again, his heart beating lightly, quickly. He had known this was coming, but he had put the knowledge away from himself. To be sure, the villagers were supposed to be protected, but Kemperer knew that such legal niceties were no obstacle to people like Amarez. They took what they wanted. And then, because the music was still playing, he remembered how Juana had danced lightly, softly, in the lost grotto, how they had made love on the cold hard ground with the pulse of the earth singing above them. And he remembered the sudden shock, a dagger of ice, when flame had blown out her head. Gone, gone as surely as the grotto had been blown away by that winter’s wind. He thought of Amarez as part of an elemental force, cruel and unstoppable as a storm: men could only shelter from that force. Yet he was also human, and therefore vulnerable.


  Kemperer pressed his hands to his face and the sudden movement startled a transparent lizard which had been hanging by sticky tab-toes to a facet of crystal above its head. It darted into a crevice and lay still, its pulse beating visibly in its throat, beating to the rhythm of the stones’ song.


  Kemperer waited out in the Sea until the jumpjets departed. By then it was evening, and the sun had set by the time he had returned to the village. Half of the huts were gone, and the rest were being dismantled. Men and women were carrying their panels to their storage slots; others with bundles balanced on their heads were straggling along the path that led to the caves, children running back and forth amongst them. A herd of goats raised dust as they were driven along.


  Kemperer found the headswoman beside the extinguished firepit, packing her belongings. “I always thought we were to be left alone because we have nothing to offer,” she said. “The city is a ruin of the past after all. But I suppose that your Amarez, being from Earth, will not be worried by the past. It is not his. I had one of the hunters watch what they did, and they were looking at the big front building.”


  That was what the villagers called the conglomerate hotel. Kemperer nodded.


  “One kind of wind or another,” the headswoman said, “and we shelter in the caves. But there will be trouble for us before long. I can feel it.”


  “Amarez will have his own resort, to run as he wants. He said something, before he tried to have me killed, about politics and pleasure not mixing. He meant that the capital didn’t suit his plans.”


  “And you, Mister Kemperer? What will you do?”


  “That’s what I came to tell you.”


  The next day the fledgling hunters began to struggle back, each with some trophy of their ordeal. Mark was the last to arrive, bearing the flensed hide of a Flame Dragon, a man-sized predatory reptile that stalked the saltflats in the dead centre of the Ilyrian Sink. He brought this to Kemperer that evening, after he had rested and eaten, and said seriously, “I want you to have it. To remember me when you are gone.”


  “What makes you think I’m going?”


  Mark squatted on the end of Kemperer’s pallet, lean and darkly tanned; there was a long, half-healed scar on his left arm. He said, “Your enemy has pursued you here. You will kill him and go, yes? After all, you’d make a lousy hunter, and a hero should not herd goats.”


  “I wondered if you knew about the flying machine. But I’m not planning to kill Amarez.”


  Mark shrugged and asked tangentially, “Did this Amarez really come all the way from Earth to make trouble here?”


  “Not to make trouble specifically, but to make money,” Kemperer said, and then had to explain about money. Mark had trouble understanding why one man would want more things than he could use. “That’s how it is,” Kemperer told him. “You’re lucky out here.”


  “For only a little while longer, it seems.” Mark ran his thumb over the heavy shingled folds of the hide and added, “Some of the hunters say they would help you.”


  “Why haven’t they come to me?” When Mark didn’t answer, Kemperer asked, “You’d like to do something? You know what I told Mistress Armiger?”


  “You want to kill this Amarez because of what happened to your woman, and because he crippled you. I want to kill him because of what he will do to my home, to my people.” When Kemperer said nothing, Mark added weakly, “That’s how I see it anyhow. We might have a poor life of it here, but it’s our own. Our ancestors fled across the Sink because they would not fight as other people fought in the old days, because they thought everyone should have the same chances in life, no one person greater than another. . . . I was told all this when I was a kid, you see, never rightly understood it until I was in the desert, by myself. Out there you can see what you are, and why.”


  Kemperer looked at Mark as he sat in the soft lamplight. The young man had a new austere authority, an inner calm: he had grown up. To learn is to grow. Kemperer realised that the only reason he had hesitated in accepting Mark’s offer of help was a residue of his old habit of solitude, not quite burned away by their days together in the Sink. He said, “I don’t plan to kill Amarez. Once I thought I would have to, but I was crazy back then, I think. I’d like to show him what you and I know, that’s all. If you’ll help me do that, I’ll be glad. But no killing.”


  “I understand,” Mark said, and asked with a touch of his usual impetuosity, “What do we do?”


  Two big transports began to ferry in the construction crew and materials and machines in the clear hot days that followed, and a kind of shanty town rose amongst the levelled ruins beside the airstrip, bubbletents and generators, frame shacks and glotubes strung from high poles, all the clutter Kemperer remembered from years before, when he had helped in a small way to build the capital.


  At least there was no real security to overcome. After all, what could the construction workers fear from a bunch of savages armed with muzzleloading rifles? And the singular isolation of the ruined resort meant that there could be no outside interference short of a full-scale military operation. Kemperer, in his bright loose robes, limped throughout the ruins, only occasionally challenged by workers—and when that happened he simply went elsewhere.


  Whole swathes had already been demolished; the grassy streets were churned by the tracks of construction vehicles. A column of dense smoke rose before the spires of the hotel complex, and smoke from dozens of lesser fires smeared the sky. Workers in augmented suits—twice as tall as a man and with many-jointed limbs—strode through dust and smoke and columns of reddened sunlight, devils from the most fevered imagination.


  Kemperer soon abandoned the idea of an ambush in the ruins. There was nowhere to escape to afterwards and too many people about; and besides, he was no more than a savage, and not even armed. So he quit the ruins and slittled down to watch the air traffic.


  He watched for three days. Sometimes Mark sat beside him for an hour or so, but the young hunter was impatient. He expected Kemperer to act at once, and all Kemperer did was sit and watch, even when Amarez arrived.


  The familiar scarlet jumpjet slittled near the cluster of bubbletents. Kemperer, lying flat amongst dry grasses at the edge of the airstrip, saw the tall burly bodyguard, whom Juana had called Igor, hold the door of the jumpjet open, saw Amarez step down. Amarez briskly shook hands with the site foreman and was escorted away, Igor trailing alertly.


  There was a rustle behind Kemperer and he started. But it was only Mark.


  “I saw the red machine. I thought you might want help.”


  “I don’t want you to do anything.”


  “But he’s here!”


  “So I saw. But remember your agreement. We do it my way. Now be quiet; I want to watch the pilot.”


  Mark was exasperated. “But when will you do something?”


  “When I know exactly what to do. I have an idea, but I must know more.”


  “What is there to know but that he is here?”


  “See that tent over there, away from the rest? That’s where the pilots hang out. Amarez’s pilot is heading that way now, and I want to see what he does.”


  “Are you scared?”


  “Not of Amarez. Of his bodyguard, a little. Please, Mark, let me watch.”


  “Oh, watch all you want.” Mark stood and walked away. Kemperer sighed, then slittled down to his vigil again.


  In the days while he waited for Amarez to return to the ruins once more, Kemperer spent most of the time modifying and then testing the relay mechanisms he had salvaged from the balloons. Occasionally he went up to the escarpment to spy on the pilots’ tent, but he saw nothing that could change his plans. The trouble was that now it was fixed in his head all the weaknesses of his plan showed too clearly, holes through which his confidence could drain. Fiddling with the relays helped overcome this, but it was a relief when at last Mark came to him, all out of breath and shining with sweat, with the news that the red flying machine had arrived.


  Kemperer set aside the bowl of soup from which he had been drinking and began to take off his robe. “Are you ready?” he asked.


  Mark grinned: a flash of white. “I’ve been ready for days.”


  Methodically, Kemperer pulled on his patched coveralls, fastened the control unit to his belt and stowed away the relay units. He had been through this so often in his mind that now it was happening he felt nothing but a hollow coldness. He said to Mark, “I don’t want you running wild.”


  “It’s enough to help.”


  Mistress Armiger met them at the entrance of the caves. “It is good you go now. Some of the hunters were becoming impatient and I was afraid they would act and spoil your plan.”


  “I had to be sure,” Kemperer said. “And thank you, for all you’ve done.”


  The headswoman made a dismissive gesture, dispelling all obligations as if they were no more binding than smoke. “Go now,” she said, and as they left called after them, “Good hunting, Mister Kemperer. For all our sakes.”


  Kemperer and Mark walked up the path from the caves in silence. Everything seemed stunned by the heat, the earth cracked and parched in the little wheat-fields, the airstrip shimmering like silk. Kemperer limped towards the bubbletent which housed the off-duty pilots, waited as a loader hissed past on a cushion of air, then pushed inside the tent.


  The pilot who had brought Amarez was lounging with a cup of coffee, alone. Kemperer had observed that the freighter pilots were often out hunting, but this was an encouraging piece of luck. When Kemperer told the pilot that something had come up with Amarez’s jumpjet the man shrugged and set down his coffee.


  “Christ, I have to fix as well as fly? Show me, then.”


  He followed Kemperer outside and Mark stepped behind him and put an arm across his throat, laid a knife on his cheek with its point at his eye. Back inside the tent the pilot stripped sullenly, grumbling about the appalling security, and submitted to being tied up with the same ill grace, saying just before Kemperer applied the gag, “You don’t know what you’re getting into, fellow.”


  “Oh, but I do,” Kemperer said, and pulled the gag tight.


  Kemperer changed again, from his old coveralls to the pilot’s slightly too-large casual suit. “Look after that dragon skin for me,” he told Mark, and was surprised when the young hunter quickly and lightly embraced him. Then Mark hauled the pilot across his shoulders—the man glaring comically above his gag—and was gone.


  Rigging the jumpjet’s fission battery was surprisingly easy, but reprogramming the autopilot and fixing a relay-activated switch took much longer. Kemperer lay at an awkward angle across the pilot’s seat with sunlight burning his face as he struggled to connect the actuator, certain that at any minute Amarez would return. But at last it was done and then all he had to do was wait: that was hardest of all.


  The sun was slanting into its last quarter and the jumpjet was in shadow when Amarez appeared, crossing the airstrip at the head of a comet-tail of engineers and technicians, the bodyguard conspicuous amongst them. Kemperer, slouched in the pilot’s seat, watched as Amarez shook hands all around before he climbed inside the passenger compartment. It was time to go.


  There was no control tower. Kemperer took the jumpjet straight up and headed towards the capital until the escarpment had dropped below the glittering horizon. Then he turned it at a random angle, heading into the unmapped heart of the Crystal Sea.


  He flew fast and level for an hour, nervously paying more attention to the chronometer than all the other instruments together, before he activated the first relay. A minute later the temperature indicator of the fission battery began to edge up and Kemperer popped the intercom and made his little speech.


  “No landing,” Amarez’s voice said. “Turn right back.”


  “We might not make it, Seyour.”


  “Mary and Jesus, what a time you’ve picked. Wait a minute, huh?”


  A moment later the connecting door slid back and the bodyguard looked in, slowly scanned the control array. Kemperer pointed to the indicator, the figure after the decimal point a blur now, and the bodyguard retreated. Amarez said over the intercom, “Well, put it down. But call another jet. I’ve no time to spare to look at these damn crystals.”


  “Of course, Seyour,” said Kemperer, who hadn’t the least intention of alerting anyone. He started the descent, picking a likely site in a shallow valley whose slopes were encrusted with crystal. Once down, Kemperer wiped his palms and, a high hollow singing in his ears, suggested over the intercom that Amarez might like to take cover.


  “Is it that bad?”


  “I might not be able to fix it, Seyour.”


  “Well, I know what one of these batteries can do when it blows. Okay, okay. Jesus and Mary.”


  Kemperer watched as Amarez and the bodyguard trudged up the slope between brilliant spires, then slipped out of the cabin and began to climb in the opposite direction. Now he had time to feel afraid. His back tingled as he limpingly climbed, for all that the jumpjet hid him from Amarez’s view, even though there were minutes to go before the battery became critical.


  At last, sweating in the bath of refracted heat, Kemperer turned and pressed the second switch on his control unit. He couldn’t resist watching as the autopilot took the jumpjet up and set it drifting down the length of the valley . . . and that was almost his undoing, for Amarez had turned to watch too, a small figure on the opposite slope, distoned by heat and glare. Then a spur near Kemperer burst apart, so close that as hot fragments peppered him he thought he could hear the crystal’s death-song.


  The bodyguard was running back down the slope and Kemperer turned, swinging his bad leg as he climbed between man-high crystals away from the valley, away from the scarlet jumpjet which now hovered just above the ridgeline, half a kilometre away. Kemperer couldn’t believe that its battery hadn’t blown yet.


  His way was blocked by a sheer face of fractured crystal and he turned, glimpsed the bodyguard coming up the slope behind him. The big man moved so fast! The damned jumpjet still hung in the air and then something exploded nearby and Kemperer ran hard towards an outcrop of glittering spires.


  He turned three corners and saw a narrow opening in sandstone at the base of one massive crystal and wriggled into it and lay still, trying to control his breathing.


  Sweat ran down his face and one drop clung itchily to the tip of his nose, but the hollow in which he lay was so confined that he couldn’t reach it. He could see only a few lucid facets, a patch of sandstone. And then a shadow fell across it all.


  Kemperer stopped breathing; the skin of his head was trying to crawl down his back. The bodyguard stepped forward slowly, towards Kemperer’s hiding place.


  And everything was filled with light!


  The bodyguard toppled like a tower, hitting a crystal face and rolling over; the sound of the explosion shook the spires like the sound of his fall. His hand clenched and unclenched around his pistol, centimetres from Kemperer’s face. Then he was still.


  Amarez must have been looking at the jumpjet when it blew; for all that his eyes were wide open, he was groping his way between glittering crystal slabs with his arms stretched before him, unsteady, hesitant, blind. When he heard Kemperer coming towards him he stopped, his head cocked at an angle. Tears stained his hollow cheeks.


  “Kemperer?”


  “Right.”


  Amarez felt his way to a level slab and sat, his head weaving back and forth. “I suppose you got my bodyguard.”


  “The crystals did. They transformed a lot of the energy of the explosion into radio waves. Your bodyguard always was affected by their normal output, but this fried his wires. He’s dead, I’m afraid.”


  Amarez knuckled his eyes. “That’s some trick.”


  “You’ll be able to see in a minute, Seyour Amarez.”


  “Ah. You are waiting because you have scruples about killing a blind man.”


  “I suppose once I would have killed you. Not now.” It was true; Kemperer had thrown away the bodyguard’s pistol.


  “Then why did you do this? Forgive my curiosity.”


  “To stop you destroying some people’s lives.”


  “Come now, this will not stop anything. I’m a big part of it, of course, but by no means all.”


  “You’re the one I can touch, and you’re the front man too. It will take you a long time to walk out of here, Seyour, and you should not hope to be found: we are a long way off our charted course. Besides, even if the wreckage is found, no one will think of looking for survivors. With you gone things will surely slow down, and perhaps your disappearance will make the right people think about what you’ve been doing.”


  “You’re clever, I’ll give you that,” Amarez said, turning his head from side to side. “You know this world, you can help me out—and I’ll be generous. I could even take you to Earth, Kemperer. You could see your wife again.”


  His wife. Kemperer saw her turning to him across a field of snow, her shadow thrown towards him by Earth’s platinum sun—and Amarez, his arms wide, crashed into Kemperer, knocking him to the ground and blindly trying to pin his arms, searching for the pistol he was certain Kemperer had. But Kemperer kicked out, catching Amarez in the stomach, and pushed free.


  “Okay,” Amarez gasped, and pushed up to squat on his haunches. He tried to smile. “You have to admit it was worth a try. Listen, Kemperer, you’re not going to leave me out here. Not when I can give you so much.”


  But Kemperer knew that Amarez had nothing to give him. He had grown beyond dreams of his wife, of the Earth. All around was the glittering reality of his world.


  He said, raising his voice to disguise his cautious backwards progress, “There’s food and water if you think hard, look carefully. The capital’s about two hundred kilometres to the south-east, a couple of weeks’ walking. And as you travel learn to understand the land. You’ll see.” He was near the top of the slope now.


  “I’ll keep my promise,” Amarez said, “if you’ll help me.” Vague patches, blurred lozenges of light, were beginning to push into the pulsing darkness of his fused sight. Soon he would be able to see, and this time he would make no mistake. All he had to do was keep talking, and so he pleaded and promised and cajoled. But there was no reply, and at last he broke off, his head cocked. He called out Kemperer’s name, called louder, his smooth voice edged with panic, then stood and staggered forward. Arms wide he knocked hard into a crystal spur, so hard his head rang. He clutched a burning facet, tried to blink back his sight.


  “Damn you, Kemperer! I loved her too!”


  But Kemperer was too far away to hear him, out among the stones, heading home.


  The Temporary King


  Paul McAuley’s first F&SF story concerns an unwelcome visitor to an isolated community on a far-future Earth. Mr. McAuley is a research scientist and lives in England. His SF stories have been published in Interzone and Amazing.


  I’ll begin as all the old stories began, and tell you that once upon a time there was a great forest in the shadow of a mountain, and in a clearing of the forest stood a house built all of logs, and roofed with living grass. It was the home of the Lemue family, and the head of the family was my father; I was his youngest child and only daughter. That was how things were before Gillain Florey arrived.


  I remember him even after all this time as well as if he had just now left the room. For I was the first of our family to see him, and I was the cause of his downfall. It was spring then, all those years ago. In the mud and new reeds beside the creek, frogs were calling hoarsely each to each; there was a scantling of green along the limbs of the dogwood and alder trees, and the flowers of the magnolias were just about blown; and every still pool was mantled with a golden scum of pine pollen, wrinkling in the wind like the blankets of uncertain sleepers. It isn’t the same here, under the dome, where you notice the spring only by changes in the quality of the light if you notice it at all. When I was a child, the lengthening days and the warmer weather were only a part of it. It was like a great reawakening, a stirring; and I felt the same stirring, too.


  I was seventeen then, yes, the same age as you. That’s why I’m telling you this now. Seventeen, and I felt as if I had done everything that could be done in the forest. I felt trapped, closed in, by the worn familiarity of home, by the prospect of marriage. Oh, I suppose I loved Elise Shappard, but it had all been arranged by his father and mine. I loved Elise, but not in the way you’ll love, freely, of your own choice. I felt that there had to be more, but I didn’t know what. My family and the house and a small part of the forest were all I knew.


  So that spring day, when my mother asked that someone go collect ivy sap—it makes a good red dye, and we boiled some of our wool in it—I went gladly, carrying a pot and a small knife up through the fem clumps that were just beginning to show new buds beneath the pines. And that was where I found the man.


  He was stretched full out on a bank of ivy amongst the roots of a leaning pine, boots crossed one on the other, his trousers of some shiny, dark stuff, the flaps of his leather vest open on his smooth, naked chest. His face was as white as a woman’s, and his hair long and tangled, like black snakes around his head. I remember how I hardly dared breathe as I looked at him, as if he were a vision conjured by the finest, most delicate of spells. And then his eyes opened. I dropped my pot and my knife, and I ran.


  I made a fair commotion when I reached the house, scattering hens and geese as I ran yelling through the compound. People looked out of doors and windows to see what was happening, and I’d hardly had time to begin to gasp out what I’d seen—a man, a stranger, up in the forest—when someone cried out a warning and we all turned.


  In the distance, someone emerged from the shadows beneath the trees and strolled down from the grass slope toward the house as if it were his own and he were returning to it. He briefly disappeared when he reached the ha-ha; then he had scrambled up the other side and started to cross the bare fields.


  One of my uncles called, “Don’t worry’, Clary, we’ll see him off!” and someone else swung onto a horse and, brandishing a staff, galloped toward the stranger. Behind him the others whooped and yelled encouragement. He swept past, and the stranger ducked the staff, raising his hand as the rider—it was my brother Rayne—checked his mount and turned. And then the horse stumbled, plowing into the ground in a tangle of legs and reins, Rayne tumbling over its head. Someone screamed, and someone else fired a shot that sprayed dirt a meter from the stranger’s boots. Tall, white-faced, he turned to us and once more raised his hand.


  The air turned white, white as the sun. It felt as if your eyeballs had all of a sudden turned inward and there was nothing in your head but cold, white fire. It was all so sudden that I didn’t even feel frightened, was simply puzzled that I was lying on the ground with someone’s boots in front of my face.


  It was the stranger.


  I picked myself up; all around, everyone else was picking himself up, too. The men shuffled uncertainly, all of their oafish bluster deflated by the magic. A dog barked a challenge and someone hushed it. We were all looking at the stranger, who was looking at me.


  I felt a kind of laughter bubbling inside, a singing in my head, and I brushed at my dress and stepped up to him. I still don’t know why I did it; perhaps I felt responsible.


  He smiled and held out my knife, hilt-first. “You dropped this, Seyoura. I’m afraid your little pot was broken, though.” The pupils of his eyes were capped with silver; there was something funny about his knuckles.


  I became frightened, snatched the knife, and backed off into my mother’s embrace. But the spell was broken. My father, pulling on his beard, cautiously approached the smiling stranger, then stuck out his hand, which the stranger looked at, then shook. The other men, all my uncles and brothers, began to crowd around, grinning, asking him how he had knocked us all down, how he could knock Rayne’s horse over without touching it (leading the horse, which seemed none the worse, Rayne came limping up, ruefully shaking his head but grinning like the rest). My mother had once said that the games of men always required that someone be hurt, so that they would seem more important than they were; and now that it was all over with no more than a sprained ankle to show for it, they were babbling in relief. The stranger was the calm center of it all, smiling and shaking hands, telling them that his name was Gillain Florey, please call him Gil, that he came from another world.


  I wanted to see more, but my mother pulled me toward the kitchen. scolding me and worrying about what might have happened in the same breath. All the rest of the day and all that evening, the kitchen bustled as we prepared a formal meal. My father had declared Florey to be the honored guest of the house.


  “Which simply means extra work for us,” my mother said, sitting as usual on one side of the great fireplace, her fat, naked arms resting on the arms of her high-backed chair as she watched her daughters-in-law and their children cook and carve and clean.


  My grandmother, shrunken and frail in her own chair on the other side of the fire, said that outsiders always brought trouble, and it was lambing time, too; you couldn’t expect the men to care about that now. I was carding wool in the corner by the door, pretending not to listen. I wanted to sit at the feast and hear all the stranger had to say, but of course I couldn’t. I was only a girl. The only reports I had were the breathless exclamations of the women as they brought out empty plates and waited to take in the next course. One told my mother that the stranger claimed that his family had once lived in the countryside around, hundreds of years ago; another said that he had a little metal stick, and that was what had knocked us all down. “Fancy all this happening to us,” she said, and scurried out with a platter of fruits as big as her head balanced on one shoulder.


  “A three-day wonder,” my mother said, picking at her own food. “And what good will it do us? That little stick won’t get the lambs born or the seed sown, for all the men gape and gawk at it.”


  “In my day,” my grandmother said, “we didn’t have any of this trickery, not even the glowing-tubes. Just lanterns and candles. Though I do like the light now. It doesn’t jump about so.”


  “One thing’s certain,” my mother said. “He isn’t here to sell to us, much less give anything away. Live off us awhile and move on, I shouldn’t wonder. I’ll have a word about that.”


  But I wanted the stranger to stay; I wanted to gawk, just like the men. Later that evening my fiancé rode over and we sat at the edge of the fields. His dog lay a discreet distance away, her head on her crossed paws, as I told Elise all of what had happened.


  Elise was scornful. “He’s probably just some fake.”


  “How could he do what he did? You’re just jealous because your family didn’t find him.” I felt that the stranger was mine in a way; as if I had charmed him awake and led him to the house. Yes, just like one of the old stories. By defending him I was defending myself. “If you ask my father, I’m sure he’ll let you meet him; then you’ll see he’s no fake. He’s real, Elise.”


  “I don’t know.”


  “You ask. It’s all right, you’ll be one of our family soon enough.”


  “It’s not that. I just don’t want to, Clary. This man’ll be gone soon enough and nothing will have changed, you’ll see.” And he leaned over and gave me a quick peck on the cheek. I leaned against him, stroking the bumpy top of his head through his short, crisp hair. He was a tall, lean, gawky boy, but handsome enough when he smiled, and gentle. I hadn’t any choice in the matter—like all marriages then, it was an arrangement; and in exchange for my hand, my father would have certain rights of passage over the land of Elise’s family—no choice, yes, it’s true. But I felt lucky about Elise, cared enough for him not to press him about seeing the stranger.


  So we sat side by side in the twilight, the lights of the house behind us, the dark forest rising beyond the flat, bare fields. The first stars were out, and you could see a few of the swift sliding lights that Seyour Mendana had once told me were ships and whole cities forever falling across the sky. I leaned against Elise, feeling the hard muscles in his arm, his comfortable warmth, and wondered about the stranger, wondered which light he had stepped down from and why, until it was time for Elise to go.


  Even after Elise had politely bid my mother good night and had ridden off, and I was lying in my own room unable to sleep, my thoughts were of the stranger, his white face and the way he had handed me my knife, the way he had lain there on the ivy in the forest, all unawares. He was somewhere in the house. The thought was thrilling and alarming, and I listened for some sign of his presence, but heard nothing except the usual night noises. And later, at last, I slept.


  And the next morning, truly as if I had somehow stepped into a story where wishes come true, the stranger, Gillain Florey, came looking for me in the kitchen. He explained to my mother that he needed a guide for the day. “Just a little trip into the forest, back along the river.”


  My mother held the long braid that fell over her right shoulder and said that it was not the sort of thing a girl did. Florey smiled and told her, “Now, I know she goes up there because that’s where she found me. And I can look after her. You saw my defenses, right?”


  “It isn’t exactly that,” my mother said uncomfortably. I’d never seen her like that before: at bay in her own kitchen, her kingdom, as if she were no more than what she seemed, a fat woman twisting her braid in a fat white hand.


  Florey’s smile widened. His silver-capped eyes. His white, white teeth. “You’re worried about her honor! I can assure you, Seyoura, that nothing is further from my mind. No, I need a guide, that is all, and I wouldn’t divert one of your menfolk from their work. You know the problem I’ve been set. Well. I’m going up to solve it, if I can.”


  My mother began to deny precisely the thing she had been worried about, and Florey waved a hand negligently. “Please, you have not insulted me. No, not at all. Where is your daughter? Ah, there. Yes, come now . . .”


  So I went with him, my heart bumping as we passed through the compound and crossed the fields, people gaping after us as if we were a parade. We followed the creek into the forest, and once we were out of sight of the house, Florey sighed and slowed his pace.


  “I thought they might follow us. Well, that’s all right.”


  “They wouldn’t—I mean, you’re a guest.”


  He smiled and I blushed. “I’m glad to hear it. I hardly slept at all last night. Even with this.” He drew out, from a pocket inside a flap of his vest, a little tube.


  “Is that what knocked us all down?”


  “To be sure.” He showed me the clear lens set in one end, and in his hand it began to shine, growing so bright that I had to look away, blinking back tears and green afterimages.


  “Brighter than a thousand suns. Well, not quite, but bright enough to cause disorientation with nanosecond pulses at the right frequency. The silver in my eyes protects me from that, you understand? The other end is a sonic caster. It’ll put you to sleep, like that poor horse, but its range is limited. And that’s all I have, which is why I didn’t sleep much last night. But I’m a guest, you say. Well.”


  “What are you doing here?”


  “To see the fabled ruins of Earth, of course. Escaping from civilization, if you know what that is. I can’t believe the way you all live here. You’re not in the net? No? Not even receivers? Not even electricity?” Each time I shook my head, his smile widened, until at last it seemed as bright as his light-stick. He laughed. “Well! Just about perfect. And no one bothers you here?”


  “Only Seyour Mendana. And sometimes a flying machine brings a doctor.”


  “Who is this Mendana?”


  “He buys the furs the men trap in winter. You’re really from another world?”


  “What? Oh yes, yes. Try and name one I haven’t come from. Well. Looks like the M.C.C. really does keep you sealed off. About time my luck changed; perhaps I’ll stay here after all. Come on, then, let’s follow the river. Your father wants me to solve a problem. You really can’t cross it farther up?”


  “It runs too quickly, and there’s a gorge, up beyond our land and the Shappards’. The creek is the border between us, you see. Down here there’s only one path we’re allowed to use on the other side, and we have to pay for that.”


  “That’s what your father said.”


  For a while we climbed beside the creek in silence. Florey was awkward as he scrambled over the smooth white boulders the spring snowmelts had year after year tumbled from the higher slopes, and soon he was puffing and panting. As he perched on one great boulder, catching his breath, I asked at random—there was so much I wanted to ask—“What’s the M.C.C?”


  He looked at me. “To be sure, the child doesn’t know who owns her. The Marginal Culture Council: the M.C.C. They’re what keeps you safe from the outside world—though to be truthful, if it weren’t for San Francisco, I suppose the whole area would be sealed off.”


  “San Francisco?”


  “A port. A couple of hundred kays from here. You really don’t know, do you?”


  “I’d like to. I’d like—” I paused, but I couldn’t hold it back. “I’d like to see what it’s like, outside the forest. Except I’ll be married soon enough, and then I suppose I’ll be too busy bringing up babies.”


  “To be sure,” Florey said quietly. I don’t think he understood me. He got up, and we walked and scrambled higher. When we reached a smoother part of the way, he had breath enough to ask me about my family. “I guess I should know whom I’m staying with.”


  “You really were going to leave?”


  “Really. I thought your father was after my stuff, so that’s why I asked you along this morning. A hostage in case of ambush, but there was no ambush. Really, you can go back down now.”


  “I’d like to go with you.”


  “O.K.”


  Now it was my turn to ask about him, and he explained that he was from a very rich family who grew something that made people immortal, that his home was a castle on a world called Elysium. “People from this continent slittled Elysium before the war, hundreds of years ago. In fact, my ancestors came from this very region, which is why I went to San Francisco. My yacht is there now, waiting for me. Ever heard of the Californian Collectivists? No? Oh well, it was a long time ago. Anyway, I’m fabulously rich and have little to do, so that’s why I’m here. An important person. You might contrive to mention to your father that if I’m harmed, a scramble rescue team will be out here at once. So he shouldn’t get any ideas about kidnapping me, O.K.?”


  I nodded solemnly: I believed it all, would have believed him if he’d said that on his world, men swam through the air like fish and slept on clouds. It was only later that I wondered why, if he was able to call up help so quickly, he had been afraid of anything my father could do.


  But then, walking beside him over a thick carpet of pine needles at the edge of an ever deeper channel that the creek had carved for itself, I was too happy to think.


  The way grew steeper, and at last we reached the series of waterfalls and deep pools before the gorge, and climbed beside them using the narrow paths deer had made. At the top, at the edge of the cliff, Florey looked into the gorge and white water that thrashed amongst rocks toward the glossy lip of the first waterfall, then pointed upstream and shouted above the roar of the water, “That’s where I’ll have the sheep cross!”


  “But they always go through the Shappards’ land. And besides, sheep can’t fly, not on Earth.”


  “No need. Your father explained that he has to pay each year for passage to the fields or whatever higher up.”


  “The summer pasturage.”


  “Whatever. Well, your father asked if I could help; I think he hoped I’d stride into the midst of your neighbors and drop them left and right just as I had to drop all of you last night when the men tried to make fun of me. I have other ideas.” He gestured grandly. “I will have a bridge built. There, where the gorge narrows.”


  I couldn’t see what he meant, and his talk about suspension ropes and load bearing only confused me more. “You’ll see when it’s done, and your sheep will cross above your neighbors’ land. Better than frightening people, eh?” Then he looked away sharply. “Who’s that over there?”


  After a moment Elise stepped out from behind a tree, his dog following at his heels. Florey ordered him to us, and he came reluctantly, apprehension in his look. His dog watched Florey with her yellow eyes, her teeth showing between her loose black lips. I think that if I hadn’t been there, Elise would have run: men and their pride.


  “He’s my betrothed,” I said to Florey, and told Elise, “I don’t see what business you have following us around. If my father knew, he’d be mad.”


  “This is common land, up above the waterfalls, your father has no say here. Anyway, I was on my way to lay traps for banshee.” Elise was looking at the ground between his feet. “When I saw you, I thought . . .”


  “It’s true,” his dog said, her voice a low growl.


  Florey lifted Elise’s chin and said, “A handsome lad, Clary.” Elise twisted away, scowling. “You’re lucky to be in line for such a fine, caring husband. But why does everyone think the worst of me?”


  “We’re not used to strangers, I guess.”


  “I meant no harm,” Elise said. “I just wanted to see—”


  “I understand,” Florey said. He was looking at Elise’s face, at the spike-jawed traps hung at his belt, at his dog. “Are you walking back with us, young man?”


  “I really have to set the traps.” Elise looked at me. “I’ll see you later, Clary. Good-bye.”


  “Don’t hurry on my account,” I called as he walked away, but he didn’t look back. I was annoyed by his following us, as if my independence had been diminished, as if he had already married me, already taken possession.


  “You’ll make a fine, handsome couple,” Florey said, and put an arm over my shoulder. We walked like that all the way back: I was never so happy.


  For three days things went just as Florey ordered them. It was as if he had supplanted my father’s authority, yet no one seemed to notice or to mind. The men felled a tall pine so that it lay across the gorge, and another was sawed into four and, using chocks and levers, the pieces were set at either end. Under Florey’s instructions a complicated web of ropes was strung between the spine of the bridge and the pillars, and a plank floor was laid. The men began to grumble that sheep would never cross it, but Florey simply smiled and showed them how to build high sides that leaned against the rope webbing. “What they can’t see can’t hurt them, and they’ll follow their leaders. Sheep are like men, yes?”


  I contrived to be near him as much as possible, taking up his food and running errands and looking after the notched stick and the weighted twine he used to work out how the ropes should hang. No, never so happy as then. He had us all under his spell, whether he was striding about and ordering the men in short bursts of energy, or sitting with his back against a pine trunk, amongst the feathery shoots, his eyes closed as I watched his white face.


  And in the evenings there were his stories.


  Florey would hold forth to the whole family for hours, pausing only to drink from the mug of cider I kept topped up for him as he told us about the other worlds: the singing stones of Ruby; the oleaginous oceans that girdled Novaya Rosya, boiling in summer and frozen in waxen floes in winter; the great canyon where everyone had to live on Novaya Zyemla; the beautiful empty seacoasts of Serenity. He described them all so vividly that we might have been there ourselves, and told tales at once so fantastic yet so plausible that the very trees seemed to lean closer to listen. Then he would smile and stretch all his length like a cat and say that it was time to sleep, and we would all be left gaping at each other, slowly becoming aware of the creek’s babble and the mosquito bites we had not heeded, the cold night air and the babies and animals bawling to be fed.


  Even Elise stayed still all of one evening, but afterwards he said to me, “Those tales don’t really matter, Clary.” He held one of my hands tightly, as if he were afraid I might fly away to one of Florey’s fabulous worlds. And I would have, if I could.


  “Gil makes them sound real. Isn’t that the same?”


  “He’s got you bewitched, all of you in this house. That’s what my father says.”


  “Your father’s just jealous. So are you.”


  He ran a hand over his head, his short hair making a crisp sound beneath his palm. “I guess I am. Aren’t you to be my wife, Clary?”


  “Oh yes, it’s all arranged.”


  “Except that bridge means your father won’t need the bride price anymore. Do you think he’ll still let you marry me?”


  It hadn’t occurred to me that the bridge would make so much of a difference. “I suppose it’s gone too far to be stopped.” His anxious look touched me: I still cared for him, I realized. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to run away from the marriage.”


  “Then you shouldn’t be hanging around this stranger, like, like—”


  “You aren’t my husband yet, though. So don’t tell me what to do.”


  We stood staring at each other, angry and frustrated. The frogs were croaking to each other down by the creek; in the other direction, by the house, someone sang a snatch of an old song, her voice clear and small in the night. O the times they are a-changing . . . Elise swore and turned on his heel and stumped off along the bank of the creek to where he had tethered his horse, beside the ford. His dog looked at me for a moment, then yawned and turned and loped after her master.


  The next morning we hadn’t been up by the bridge for an hour when Florey said suddenly, “Are there any ruins nearby, Clary?”


  “Some. There are ruins everywhere, I guess. Do you want to see them?”


  “Yes. Right now.”


  “But what about the bridge?”


  Florey gestured at the men, naked to their waists, who were cutting and shaping planks for the sides. “They know more about carpentry than I do. I’ll have to show them how to fit it all together, but that won’t be until tomorrow at least. We won’t be missed.” He picked up the bag that contained the food I’d brought, looked at me with his silver-capped eyes, and smiled. “Don’t tell me you’re scared . . .”


  For a long time we walked through the forest without speaking, Florey swinging the bag at the new, tightly curled heads of the ferns. Sunlight slanted between the dark layers of the trees; once we saw a parrot fly off, and a moment later heard its shrieking alarm call. But I couldn’t stay silent forever, and the question I most wanted to ask, because it was the thing I most feared, at last had to be spoken.


  “Are you thinking of leaving?”


  “Oh, I can’t stay here forever.” He grinned at me, then broke into a run; and I ran, too, chasing him through the clumps of fern underneath the trees, until at last we collapsed breathless with laughter beside the bole of an enormous pine, a grandfather of the forest.


  For a while we did nothing but breathe hard, smiling at each other. Then Florey reached up to touch the trunk. “Look.”


  A glutinous tear of sap was oozing from a crevice in the papery bark. A scarlet beetle struggled in it. “Once upon a time your ancestors ruled over half this world, and half a dozen besides. Your ancestors, and mine. Now look at your people, ruled by Greater Brazil and not even knowing it, trapped in their little lives. Insects in amber. You’re different, though, aren’t you?”


  “I . . .”


  “Sure. You want to escape.” And he leaned forward and kissed me.


  I pulled back, but only a little. His silver eyes were a centimeter from mine; his hands touched my face before he sat back, smiling.


  His hands . . . I caught one, the left. The knuckles were slightly swollen, and I could feel something thin and hard sliding under the bump of bone in each.


  “All right,” he said, and made a fist. And from his knuckles sprang claws, black and curved to a point like thorns, the one above the thumb slightly larger, a spur like that of a bird of prey, tipped with translucent gold. “I had it done a few years ago, when I signed up and out. The freighter ended up on Serenity, and this was the fashion there, briefly. Still comes in handy in fights, once in a while.” He touched my cheek, and I felt five pricking points, the nearest (the thumb) just beneath my eye. Now I did jerk back, and stand.


  “I thought you had your own ship. You said . . .”


  Florey brushed at his forehead. “Oh yeah, that.” He stood, too, brushing pine needles from his knees. “Can you keep a secret, Clary?”


  “I guess.”


  “What I said when I first came here, about being rich and so on, that was to impress your father. So he wouldn’t throw me out, so he’d take notice of me. Oh, I’m no duke, just a freespacer, but I do come from Elysium . . . and I’m not freeloading. That bridge will work. Understand?”


  “A little.” But I wasn’t sure how I felt about him now, what his untruths meant.


  “Come on, show me the ruins.” He held out his hand, and after a moment I took it. And like a fool led him on.


  The ruins began as a long ribbon of clear ground between the trees; only thick, spongy cushions of moss grew there. You walked along this and suddenly realized the rocks on either side were the remains of walls, all overgrown with grass and fern, and then you were in the middle of it, tall trees growing up through what had been houses, square doorways gaping like the mouths of caves. Some had left no trace but the shape of their cellars, deep pools of still green water over which clouds of mosquitoes swirled.


  Florey poked around for a few minutes, then complained, “I thought there’d be more than this. What happened to all the machinery?”


  I didn’t know what he meant.


  “Metal,” he said impatiently, “or plastic. Christ, it couldn’t all have rotted away. There must be something worth taking. What’s inside here?”


  He stooped at a doorway curtained with ivy, and I caught his shoulder. “You can’t go in there. Bears live in some of these old places. They can be dangerous.”


  “So can I.” He drew out his lightstick and flicked it on, pushed through the ivy. After a moment I followed, my heart beating quickly and lightly. Holding his light high, Florey stood at the beginning of a spiral ramp that curved down and down. You couldn’t see the end of it. Bright colors glistened on the walls in twisting abstract patterns. You felt that you would fall into them forever if you looked for too long. Here and there mud had been daubed in crude symbols: the traces of bears. I pointed them out.


  “They live in the rooms underneath. No one knows how far it all extends. They say it underlies all of the mountain.” It was cold in there, and I hugged my shoulders as I peered into the flickering shadows of the spiral ramp. “The bears can be dangerous. They speak a kind of American, but it isn’t much like ours.”


  “Our ancestors, Christ. Why did they trouble to alter bears? They were crazy, Clary, you know? They did so much damage to the world at one time that they spent most of their energies afterward putting it back together, changing animals to make them more intelligent, raising extinct species from dust. What do you think the bears are guarding down there?”


  “It was all looted ages ago. Come on, Gil, please.” I thought that I could hear something moving far below, in the darkness. After a moment he shrugged and turned to follow me out into the sunlight.


  I sat in the shade of a little aspen that canted out from the remains of a wall, and watched Florey prowl the ruins. The sunlight sank to my bones, and I closed my eyes. After a while Florey sat beside me. His white chest, the single crease in his flat belly. His black hair tangled about his white face.


  “Is it true,” I asked, “about the people in the old days growing animals?”


  “Surely. Plants, too. Greater Brazil may have invented the phase graffle, but it’s way behind the old biology. That was all lost in the war, like a lot of things. On Elysium we lost Earth, you know.”


  “What’s a phase graffle?”


  “It keeps a ship together in phase space. A sort of keel into reality, you understand? Otherwise the entropic gradient would spatter it all over the universe.”


  I sighed. “I wish I knew more.”


  “It’s a big universe outside this forest. You’re better off here, really you are.” His silver eyes flashed in the sunlight. His knee leaned negligently against my thigh.


  I don’t know how it happened; the beginning was lost in the deed. But one of us must have made a move toward the other, a word, a touch. I don’t remember whether it was Florey or me, but we were tangled together, kissing, and then he began to make love to me and I surrendered. It didn’t last long. Afterward I lay still while Florey rearranged his clothing and said, to the ruins, to the sky, “A virgin! Well, well. A virgin!” He seemed both delighted and amused.


  A stone was digging into my shoulder, and my skin stung where his claws had scratched all down my sides, but I lay in a kind of haze of fulfillment. I had changed something, made a move all my own; and as I tenderly watched Florey, I imagined leaving the forest with him, rising amongst the lights in the sky with him . . . and then I remembered Elise. A kind of panic seized me, and I began to cry, although there were no tears, just a sort of racking hiccup attack, absurd and not at all romantic. Of course Florey tried to comfort me, and that made things worse.


  “I won’t tell,” he said. “Don’t worry.”


  “It’s not that. It’s . . .”


  “Your fiancé, yeah. He kind of hates me, doesn’t he?”


  “He’s just . . . just a jealous kid.”


  “Listen, Clary, I’m maybe ten years older than he, but that’s all. I’m human, too. I didn’t ask to be raised into some kind of god.” As if the thought had struck something in him, he repeated, slowly, “Some kind of god. Jesus Christ.”


  “I think you could be head of my family if you wanted.”


  “No, Clary, see, your father tolerates me because I’m helping him, raising his prestige. That’s all. Listen, I’ll have a talk with your young man, set him straight. He’s kind of cute, you know. I’d be unhappy to think he dislikes me.”


  “I don’t see how—”


  But Florey smiled. “Don’t I have a way with words, now? Come on, smile. That’s it. I’ll fix it up, you’ll see. You ride a horse?”


  “Not often.”


  “But you have, yes?” All at once he was brutally businesslike. “So don’t worry about your maidenhead, O.K.?”


  I said helplessly, “I love you,” and felt the guilty pang that goes with letting slip a lie, and didn’t know why. Of course I know now that I was in love not with Florey but with the idea he represented, the idea of freedom, of flying away from the forest.


  “You can’t come with me, Clary. My life is kind of complicated right now.”


  “You’ve done something wrong, haven’t you?”


  He was silent for a moment. His silver eyes were unfathomable, and I began to feel afraid. Then he sighed. “Yeah, you could say that. You won’t tell anyone.”


  “Oh, we both have our secrets to keep.” Everything, the bright sunlight spinning amongst the new leaves of the aspen, the soft green ruins, the spring air, mocked me. I was a dark, discordant blot in the center of it all. When Florey held out his hand to help me up, I ignored it, and we didn’t touch, and hardly talked, all the way back.


  At the house, I went straight to my room and scrubbed the dried blood from my thighs and my dress with cold, clean water, rinsing over and over until my skin was red and sore. Then I lay down and cried—real, hot tears, but not for long—and went down to the kitchen and helped prepare supper as if nothing had happened. If my mother noticed anything, she kept it to herself.


  That evening as usual, Florey sat out near the creek with a half-circle of people before him as he recounted one of his stories. I could hear his lilting cadence from my bedroom window, all meaning botched by distance, and I had to pull my bolster over my head so I could sleep.


  The next morning I didn’t go up into the forest but worked in the kitchen, preparing vegetables and then scrubbing the long, scarred pine table until it shone white and my fingers were raw. It was a kind of penance. My mother watched me work, and at last brought me a parcel of food.


  “You’ll be carrying this up to your friend, I suppose.”


  I had to take it: to refuse would have been to admit that something had happened.


  “Clary,” my mother said, and brushed her long hair back from her round face. “Child, I haven’t said anything before, but be careful. He’s a stranger, remember, not our own kind.”


  “Don’t be stupid, Mother.”


  “Don’t you be, Clary, that’s all. Think of Elise. You’re hurting him, and by doing that you’re hurting both families. Life has to go on, Clary.”


  “Oh, of course. Everything has to be as it always was.” My grandmother was watching me, from her corner, her sunken eyes bright in her wrinkled face, and suddenly I felt trapped. I grabbed the parcel and ran out, was crossing the fields before I remembered that I didn’t want to see Florey.


  But he wasn’t at the bridge; my father told me that the Seyour Florey had gone on up. “He said that he wanted to see what it was like. An odd one, eh, Clary?”


  I remembered what Florey had said about seeing Elise, and felt cold. Things were getting out of control. I would have fled after him, but my father began to tell me about the work on the bridge. This was meant kindly enough; he thought that I was interested, didn’t see my panicky impatience. “I don’t know why we didn’t think of it before, but it’s a fine idea.” He scratched his grizzled beard. “You’re like me, aren’t you, Clary? You like new things. Not like your mother, keeping herself in her kitchen.” For it was my father’s idea, not wholly inaccurate, that my mother was forever plotting against him.


  My brother Rayne was chopping a pine log into wedges while my father talked: the sound of his ax rang amongst the trees, and each blow was like a blow in my heart. At last I could bear it no longer.


  “I have to go,” I said, “so the Seyour gets his lunch.”


  “Oh, he’ll be down with us soon enough. Wait up, Clary!”


  But I was already halfway across the new bridge, the rough, unseasoned planking swaying under my bare feet so that I had to cling to the rope hand-guide. The cladding was finished on only one side; on the other side I could see, fifty meters below, thrashing white water. Droplets stung my face as I went, and then I was safe on the other side and I turned to wave to my father before I went on, climbing through the forest toward the high pastures.


  I left the trees behind, and fresh breezes blew down the grassy slopes into my face; beneath my feet the turf was as warm as fresh-baked bread. Our family’s sheep should have been at pasture by then, but the men were waiting until the bridge was built, and their small, turf-roofed hogans were shuttered and empty. Higher up I could see the Shappards’ flocks slowly moving against the green mountainside; higher still, the snow-covered double peak flashed in the sunlight.


  My worries seemed to fall away as I climbed, insignificant beneath the vast blue sky. I dissolved in the breathless now of the spring day, swinging the greasy parcel of food as I tramped upward, stopping now and then to sprawl on the turf and look at the line of the forest below, the long, treeclad ridges that saddled away on either side, vanishing into the hazy distances. Someday I would find out what was beyond them, even though I would be married to Elise. If my mother could handle my father, I could handle him.


  And then I saw Elise’s dog.


  She came running toward me at her full speed, overshooting and turning back to posture frantically, so excited that her few words were no more than panting barks. “ ’ome, ’ome,” she managed to say at last, “follow me, ’lary!”


  I asked what was wrong, but all she would say was, “Ba’. Ba’ thing, ’ome!” And she grabbed my wrist, pricking it all round with her teeth, tugging gently but impatiently.


  Sheep scattered before us as I followed her, the bells of the leaders clonking dully. A high bluff jutted out of the slope, cloaked in blueberry bushes. When we reached it, the dog circled me, then growled, “Ba’ thing,” and led me through the bushes.


  And there, in a hollow on the other side of the bushes, I saw them. Elise and Florey.


  Both were naked, moving like starfish on each other.


  And I ran, plunging through the bushes with the dog at my heels, outpacing her as she turned back to her master. I remember thinking that I mustn’t drop the parcel of food, otherwise they would know who had been there. That seemed important at the time. If they didn’t see me, it would be all right. I didn’t stop running until I reached the first trees, and then I had to stop, and leaned against the fragrant bark of a pine as I sobbingly caught my breath.


  At last I could go on, and I took the old path down, my mind as empty as the shafts of sunlight that fell between the trees. The path followed a ridge around the valley in which the Shappards’ house lay, its tangle of roofs and pinnacles small in the distance as a toy’s, and I broke into a run again, crossing the ridge and plunging down through the trees, leaping from white stone to white stone at the ford and running on toward my own house. My mother was in the yard feeding the chickens—and then she saw me and dropped the little sack of grain just as I crashed into her oh so familiar bulk.


  It all came out in bits and pieces. I would start to say something and then begin to cry, shaking my head away from my mother’s soothing hand. But my mother was calmly insistent, listening to all I had to say but not believing any of it until I timorously showed her the scratches Florey had made along my flanks.


  “Child, child.”


  My aunts were all there, too, by now, watching me to see if I would explode or change into a lizard, do something at once wonderful and dreadful. But I did nothing except cry, quietly and steadily now, sniffling and wiping my nose on the back of my hand.


  “Child, child.”


  “Something,” my grandmother pronounced from her corner, “something must be done. Or he’ll bring ruin to us all.”


  “Stop crying, child,” my mother told me. “We’ll think of something.”


  “How can we do anything against him?” It was my aunt Genive, nervous as a squirrel. “I mean, with that stick of his, even the men couldn’t—”


  “Men, Jenny, know nothing useful,” my mother said. “We’ll be more subtle. Go on now and get some ivy leaves. A double handful will suffice.”


  Genive opened her mouth, then saw my mother’s expression and darted out of the kitchen.


  “What—what are you going to do?”


  “Wipe your nose, child. We’ll befuddle this Seyour Florey, that’s what, and take him down a peg or two as he deserves. Duke indeed. He won’t stay around here when we’ve done.” She lifted out the flagon of cider cooling in a tub of water and poured it into a pan on the stove. The sweet, sharp smell of apples filled the room as she stirred, and when Genive brought in bunches of ivy, my mother plucked the leaves and one by one dropped them into the pan. In her corner, my grandmother chuckled and nodded.


  “The old ways, oh yes. He’ll see.”


  “You taught me,” my mother said. Every face was intent on her as she stirred; we must have looked like a coven of witches. Now the smell of apples was tinged with something earthy and bitter. My mother lifted the pan from the stove and said, “We’ll strain it when it’s cool. Clary, tonight you’ll pour the Seyour Florey’s drink for him when he tells his lies, and make sure he has his fill.”


  I nodded, although I didn’t understand.


  “You’ll see,” my mother said, and rumpled my hair. “Now, tell me what you know of his weapons.”


  As Florey talked that evening, spinning out a tale about the jungles of Pandora and the old ruins hidden within them, I sat at his elbow and topped up his mug with the adulterated cider as my mother had ordered. Earlier, Florey had cornered me in the yard and told me that everything was all right with Elise, he would come down later on and make up with me.


  I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.


  “You’re trembling. You’re not frightened of me, now. After our time in the ruins?”


  “A little.”


  He laughed and looked around—not one was about—and bent and printed a kiss on my lips that burned all evening. Later, when I came up to him as people were settling around the stump on which he sat, a king with his court at his feet, and poured his first mug of cider, he winked at me and whispered, “Don’t worry, Clary,” and drank off a draft. I looked away, ashamed at my betrayal but feeling at the same time a sick eagerness for it to be over: that image of Florey and Elise burned in my mind as Florey’s kiss burned on my lips.


  As ever, Florey gulped down several mugs of cider as he wove the spell of his tale, my family spread before him and the evening darkening beyond the various ridges of the house. My mother was in the front of the audience, flanked by my aunts like a queen amongst her attendants, a gnarled walking stick I recognized as my grandmother’s lying like a scepter in her lap. I couldn’t stop looking at her.


  “More cider,” Florey said, and I quickly poured, spilling some. He drank and held out the mug again, said to no one in particular, “Best drug in all the worlds, alcohol, because it’s the oldest. Though I’ve something in my pack that would make you all feel as if you were in the very hands of your God.” He drank again, then pushed the mug into my face, saying, “Drink, too, girl, go on.” I closed my eyes and sipped. Sweet, with the faintest bitter tang beneath. My mother had put in mead to disguise the taste of the ivy. Florey tilted the mug, but I closed my mouth so that the cider ran down my chin and spilled onto my dress.


  “Flower of the forest, this girl. Where was I? Yes, the ruins, circled by bare ground that had been poisoned to keep out the jungle, the ruins in the sunlight. Picture it,” he said, and briefly closed his eyes. “But you all know about ruins, yes? Ruins all over the Earth. They’re all around you. You’re living out your lives”—he belched—“your lives in the wreckage of the past. It’s in your faces, I see it in your faces. Christ, and your eyes, too, like holes in the past.” Florey leaned forward, staring intently at his audience. I could see a dark rim of dilated pupil circling the silver caps in his eyes. “You’re feeding on me, on my words. No more.”


  People began to whisper; I saw Rayne say something to my father, who nodded grimly. The spell had been broken.


  Florey staggered to his feet. “No more, no more tonight.” He swayed, and cider spilled from the mug. “No more. Head too thick. Fresh air and exercise. Clary—” Florey reached for me.


  “No!” It was my mother, on her feet, with my aunts rising around her. Florey turned and reached inside his vest, and my mother swung at him with the stick, knocking aside his arm and sending him sprawling, striking him again as he tried to rise. Then all the women were upon him, and I saw his hands amongst them, claws extended. slashing and slashing again, and somehow he was free, staggering back while Aunt Genive knelt over a puddle of blood, her own blood dripping from her torn face. My mother stood over her; Florey’s light-stick was in her hand.


  The men were all on their feet now, and my father started to say something but my mother silenced him with a look. “He raped Clary. This guest you brought under our roof. He’ll die for it.”


  Florey held out his hands, glancing at the crowd behind my mother, glancing at me. “You can’t hurt me with that,” he said. “I have protection, remember?”


  “But I can put you to sleep,” my mother said. “I know how to do it: my daughter told me.”


  “Ah, your daughter.”


  Then Florey sprang, but not at my mother. I was seized and spun and found myself pulled tightly against him, his claws at my throat. “You can’t put us both to sleep. Give me my weapon.”


  My mother shook her head. Some of the men were beginning to edge out of the crowd, and Florey called to them. “If you love this girl, you won’t go for your guns, or follow me either. I’m walking backwards now. Don’t follow. Come on, Clary.”


  His right arm crushed my right breast; his claws pricked my throat. I moved backward with him, stepping amongst the seedlings in the newly turned field, then onto the rough grass beyond. My mother stood still, my family gathered behind her. Then Florey grabbed my wrist and yelled, “Run!” and dragged me toward the trees. People shouted and a deadening tingle started up my back; then we were in the darkness beneath the pines, my feet flying of their own accord as I struggled to keep up with Florey’s long strides. His grip was a circle of pain on my upper arm; when at last we stopped and he let go I felt blood trickle down my side from the four closely spaced wounds made by his claws.


  Florey looked back through the dark trees. “Sonics work only at close range,” he said. “Fortunately. I thought we were almost done for, girl, but they aren’t following. Not yet, anyway. Come on.”


  “They might leave you alone if you let me go.”


  “I don’t think so. You’ll have to come with me after all. Don’t cry. You wanted adventure.” He pulled me close, stooping so that his eyes glittered a handbreadth from mine. His breath was sickly sweet. “There was something in that cider. My heart is pounding in my head.”


  “My mother—”


  “Oh, of course, your mother.” He gripped my arm, and as we half-walked, half-ran through the dark forest, he talked and talked, his fear bleeding out in ravings and threats and sheer bluster that I hardly remember now. All of us in the forest were barbarians was the gist of it; we had betrayed our inheritance. “Elysium sank low enough when war cut us off from Earth, but not as low as you. Just two hundred klicks away, girl, ships lift for every world in the Federation, while here it’s all superstition and darkness. Christ! First you tried to make me into some kind of god, and now this.”


  He gave me a little shake, glared at me, and dragged me on. We were near the bridge now.


  And then I saw someone coming toward us through the shadows. It was Elise. When his dog recognized Florey, she growled, her ears flat. Florey whispered to me, “Keep quiet, girl. Or I’ll mark you so no one’ll want you.”


  Elise hailed us cheerfully enough, but he was obviously puzzled. Florey grinned. “We’re just out for an evening stroll. Hoped we’d run into you. How are you, boy?”


  “It’s dangerous in the forest at night.” Elise was looking at me; I tried to smile, failed, and looked away.


  “Don’t worry, boy. You know my weapons. Remember? Go on down and we’ll follow in a bit. I want to see how the bridge is holding up. Clary’s father was asking after you earlier, seems he wants a word with you about something.”


  “Is it all right, Clary?”


  Florey was watching Elise now, and had let go of my arm. It was my last chance, and I took it. I said, “I saw you both, this afternoon.”


  For a moment neither Florey nor Elise understood; then it struck them both. Florey slashed at me, but Elise’s dog reached him first, knocking him down and climbing his chest, growling. Florey’s fist swept across her muzzle, and the growl became a high-pitched whine that cut off as Florey slashed again. I backed away until I fell over something, a pile of pine wedges with an ax beside it. As Florey scrambled to his feet, I threw the ax to Elise.


  “Now boy. Now Elise . . .” Step-by-step, Florey moved toward Elise, who slowly backed away, the ax raised at his shoulder. “Remember what you told me, what I told you this afternoon? You don’t want her, I know; I can give you everything you want. Come on now.”


  Elise’s face was a white blur in the twilight; I couldn’t see his expression. He had reached the edge of the gorge and glanced at the drop behind him before he said, “No.”


  “Then I’ll go. That will be all right, yes?” That cloying voice, smooth and sticky as honey. “Just go, leave you be.” He was almost on Elise now. I couldn’t move. And Florey reached out, just as Elise brought the ax down.


  The blow swung Florey around. He sank to his knees, clutching at his chest; darkness spilled his white fingers. Elise swung again. Without a sound, Florey toppled over the edge.


  After a moment, Elise threw the ax after him, turned to me. “I love you,” he said, and ran. I called after him as he plunged across the bridge, but he didn’t look back. Soon he was lost amongst the trees on the other side.


  There isn’t much more to tell. Outsiders came looking for Florey a few weeks later; it seemed that he had killed someone important in San Francisco and had been on the run ever since. But we had burned his body—it had washed up by the ford—and told them nothing. My father had the bridge cut down: I think my mother made him do it. For a while I used to climb up to the clearing where it had been and sit alone and think, but then I became betrothed to someone else.


  No, not your father. I’m not quite done.


  Things had changed. Florey’s stories had spread amongst the families, and month by month a few people left the forest for the larger world; in turn, this slow exodus brought the curious to us, off-world tourists in search of the more outré corner of Earth, illegal hunting parties, once an archaeological team that spent an entire summer digging over the ruins where Florey had taken me.


  And Elise came back, just once. Two years after he’d run away. He’d become a freespacer, sailing the sea of space between the stars, had gained a swaggering, bold manner and sought to impress us with wild tales of the wonders he’d seen.


  But we were no longer in need of stories. The old days were dead, buried with Florey, our oh so temporary king. They won’t come again. Soon after Elise left the forest, I left, too, abandoning my family and the kindly, slow-witted man to whom I’d been betrothed, whom I’d never really loved. And came to the city, yes, and met your father. As for the rest, well, you know it as well as I.


  A Dragon for Seyour Chan


  Liz D’Amalfi should have begun evasive manoeuvres as soon as Seyour Chan began to explain how easy the project would be. Nothing in this universe of discourse is obtained without effort, most especially not exotic fauna. D’Amalfi had retained several interesting scars to impress prospective bedmates and had had a number of others removed because they were so bad they would have scared away the kind of woman he liked: so he should have known what he was letting himself in for. The trouble was that this particular project really did seem easy. And profitable. D’Amalfi, who had liens on two houses and a singleship, liked profit almost as much as he liked women.


  So instead of backing as fast as he could out of the room, he fingered the impressive prow of his nose, took a long drag on the excellent cigar Seyour Chan had provided, and said, “These are real, fire-breathing dragons?”


  “That’s what the source said. And common, too.” On the other side of the huge desk – almost the size of a singleship lifesystem – Seyour Chan folded his hands on the hill of his belly and smiled slowly. It was as if dried leather had cracked. Seyour Chan had started longevity treatments late in life, and looked almost as old as he actually was. His voice was absurdly small for so fat a man, like the creaking of a cricket in the huge, softly curved room. “Think about it, D’Amalfi. Dragons are the most powerful symbols of myth. People look at the bioscapes when they are here, but they are drawn in the first place by the exotic, the singular, the strange. A dragon will bring them in their millions!”


  “It sounds good,” D’Amalfi admitted. “But what about your source?”


  “A full transcript of the report of the singleship jockey who claimed Santa Maria. She thought she had discovered another Elysium, until she found out about the high metal content. After that she lost interest and her report became somewhat cursory. But she mentioned seeing winged creatures that breathed fire, all over the place. What else could they be but dragons?”


  “Picture?”


  “Regretfully, no. And before I obtained her report she had gone out again. But it is genuine. The middleman is one of our best. Like you, D’Amalfi. I hardly think you’ll have trouble finding me a dragon.” Seyour Chan gestured towards the banked screens which showed a fragmented vision of the Circo: tourists jostling before bioscapes or individual vivariums, access corridors, the hangar-sized genetics laboratory, and, on the largest screen of all, a view of the whole thing transmitted from a drone a hundred klicks out, a fantastic conglomeration of bubbles and tubes, spined and finned like some improbable deep-sea creature, the black space around it alive with the lights of arriving and departing shuttles.


  Seyour Chan chortled: a muffled stridulation. “This will make the Circo the greatest attraction in the Federation. That’s why I’m sending you to Santa Maria, D’Amalfi, because you’re the best collector I have, or at least the luckiest. Don’t pretend to be modest, now. I know how you bribed that clerk so you could peek in your record.”


  D’Amalfi had the grace to blush. “No colonization problems?”


  “The place is uninhabitable. Too many heavy metals; without canned air you wouldn’t last a week. I understand there are plenty of interesting biological adaptations, but remember: I want a kilo of dragonflesh before anything else. I know you’ll do your best.”


  He didn’t bother to add the rider, but D’Amalfi could guess that he’d be out on his can if he didn’t bring back enough information for the gene lab. It hardly seemed a risk. How could he fail to spot a dragon?


  Two weeks later, in orbit around Santa Maria, D’Amalfi ran into his first problem. Someone had beaten him to the planet.


  He went around one more time to think it out. The trace was spang in the middle of the high plateau Santa Maria’s discoverer had described, so it was likely that Seyour Chan’s impeccable source had decided that in this case once was not enough. D’Amalfi could have landed elsewhere – he had an area the size of Africa to consider – but on the other hand there might not be dragons elsewhere. Some creatures are notoriously local. He stubbed out his cigar, confirmed coordinates for a spot half a dozen kilometres west of the intruder, and started down.


  The landing was textbook, but he was certain that the intruder out to the east would know all about it: it’s hard to mistake a series of sonic booms for anything else on an uninhabited planet. The best thing was to get on top of the other before the other got on top of him. D’Amalfi fixed up his airmask and went out to unship the little thopter.


  The singleship sat in the centre of a broad black swathe D’Amalfi had cleared simply by feathering the manoeuvering jets just before touchdown. Threads of smoke still rose here and there; beyond, things like giant celeries sagged in misty sunlight. The place was still shocked into silence by his descent, and as he worked on the thopter D’Amalfi felt a crawling sensation between his shoulderblades, featherlight touch of the unknown. He started the thopter’s electric motor. The double vane cupped air above the slingseat and the machine leapt up and away.


  Beyond the landing site the landscape began to take on the haunting appearance of the scenes depicted in the ancient Chinese screens Seyour Chan was so fond of collecting. Spiring towers of rock rose above valleys swathed in mist, and trees a little like warped pines edged sinuous ridges. D’Amalfi began to whistle inside his airmask, happy to be out of the can after two weeks, happier to be free and easy, the cares of civilization (especially the tangle of his finances) far away. There should be flocks of dragons cavorting here, he thought, and imagined great scaled beasts bronze and silver and gold twisting beneath the flexing membrane of the overcast sky.


  Indeed, the air was as full of flying things as the waters of a coral reef are full of fish. Although there was nothing that resembled a dragon, D’Amalfi saw huge, oddly shaped birds rowing along with ludicrously tiny wings, and a hundred sorts of creature that glided with membranes spread between their legs. Some of these were quite large: things like gazelles; an animal like an elongated wolf; and once he glimpsed something like a cross between a bloated cow and a manta-ray drop from a grassy ledge and solemnly plane away.


  Santa Maria was a small planet, about the size of Luna, and even with a superabundance of heavy metals the gravity was still only a shade under half Earth normal. It looked as if almost everything took to the air at some stage in its life. And somewhere out there were dragons. All D’Amalfi had to do was spot a flame and he was home.


  The intruder had parked high above a misty winding valley, in the middle of a kind of alpine meadow. The ship was a standard affair little different from D’Amalfi’s own: a stubby delta wing with the forward bulge of the drive pod and the smaller lifesystem blister behind it. D’Amalfi put out a cross-channel call, received no reply, shrugged, and let his thopter flutter down to the interlocked tendrils that passed for grass here.


  He banged on the airlock hatch, then thumbed the inset lever just for luck. To his surprise the hatch angled back – but who would expect to be burgled when he fondly imagined he owned sole information to a ball of rock two dozen light years from any place that could be called civilized?


  D’Amalfi stooped inside, pushed through the token resistance of a pressure curtain, and shucked his mask. The cabin was as small as his own, although considerably neater. It took less than a second to confirm that no one was there. He was about to retreat – he was pretty sure that his entry would have set off a remote alarm, for all that the hatch had not been secured – when he had a thought and took a key from his toolbelt. A moment later he’d pried up the panel of the thruster controls; a moment after that he had several irreplaceable doohickies in his hand. He stowed them away carefully, closed the panel, and went outside.


  He didn’t have long to wait. He was standing at the lip of the drop, watching a herd of what looked like aerial jellyfish scud over the wrinkling mist, when a high glittering mote caught his eye. A minute later the thopter buzzed overhead like an angry bee; then it circled somewhat erratically towards the singleship. D’Amalfi strolled towards it, then stopped as the pilot clambered out.


  The coveralls were baggy, to be sure, and the airmask concealed most of the face, but he saw at once that the pilot was a woman.


  She gestured towards the airlock and he followed her through. This was beginning to be interesting. She glanced around as if to ascertain that all was in place, then unhooked her mask: a wide-browed face, black skin glistening in the glotube’s harsh glare, large eyes with pupils like beaten gold. She said, “What the fuck are you doing here?”


  D’Amalfi unhooked his own mask. “I was going to ask something along the same line. I thought my boss had an exclusive.”


  “And I thought I had one. If I catch up with that daughter of a whore—”


  “Don’t worry. She’d better have a hiding place like in a black hole if she wants to save herself once my boss hears what’s happened. May I ask what brings you here?”


  “Now that,” she said, “is a leading question.” She ran a gloved hand over her short, tightly-curled black hair. Then she sighed. “Well, I’m representing Ngu Metal Recovery Systems.”


  “Can’t say I’ve heard of your outfit.”


  “Maybe because I’m all there is to it. The name’s Margaret Ngu.”


  “Luiz D’Amalfi. You plan to mine here?”


  “Of course not. But there are all sorts of interesting creatures here that accumulate metals in all sorts of interesting ways. There’s so much free metal around that anything living here has to either chelate the excess or excrete it in some way, and most choose the latter option. You should see what some of the critters use for armour. But I’m chiefly interested in bacteria for refining marginal ores.”


  “Oh,” D’Amalfi said. “It seems you and I aren’t exactly in competition.”


  “We’re not? What are you here for, Luiz D’Amalfi?”


  “I’m a collector. If you saw all of that singleship jockey’s report, you might remember she mentioned seeing things like dragons here.”


  Margaret Ngu laughed, her knuckles pushing at her chin. “It’s a long way to come, to chase down something as vague as that.”


  “I’ve been further for less. Seyour Chan wants the exotic: I go get it.”


  “The Circo?”


  “Sure.” He took out a cigar. “May I?”


  “I don’t think so, Seyour D’Amalfi. My scrubbers have enough problems with the dust.”


  “Dust?”


  “For someone from such a big outfit, you don’t seem to know much about this place.”


  “I’m a contracted freelance. I make out for myself. Besides, I’ve just arrived.”


  “I know. I went looking for you. Your ship burnt quite a hole in the landscape.”


  D’Amalfi shrugged, grateful that he, at least, had locked his ship.


  “Well, let me give you a couple of free tips. Every time you re-enter your lifesystem you’ll bring in dust, metal-rich dust. Eventually it screws up the scrubbers. I’ve only been here a week, and I figure I’ve about five days left. And if you’re figuring on using native plants to replenish your food converter, forget it. The animals here mostly excrete metals, but the plants chelate them. You could go fruit picking with a magnet.”


  “I don’t plan being here very long. Find a dragon, get enough genetic material, and I’m gone.”


  “Well, good luck, Seyour D’Amalfi.”


  It was worth a shot. “Have you found out where the dragons are?”


  “I haven’t really been looking.” Which wasn’t, really, an answer. She added, “I hope you don’t mind leaving, now. I’ve work to do.”


  “Come on, we’ve just met. And a pretty singular meeting too. How far away would you say the next human being is?”


  “Well, I’ll tell you: I was happy enough to be the only inhabitant here.”


  D’Amalfi noted her slight shift in posture; now her hand was resting on the grip of a wicked-looking machete sheathed at her belt. He gave her his widest smile. There was plenty of time to work on her, more than she thought. “Then come around for dinner sometime. I’ll let you in on a secret: I always carry genuine vintage brandy. A little weakness of mine.”


  “Maybe,” she said. “One last tip. It’s peaceful enough in the sky by day, but at night all truces end. And I’d say there’s less than an hour to sunset.”


  “Think about my invitation.” He let her have the benefit of his smile again, then fastened his airmask and left.


  Whatever else, Margaret Ngu was right about the nights on Santa Maria. The hull pickups of D’Amalfi’s ship let him hear the quiet daytime landscape detonate at sunset, resonant with squeals, growls and chatterings, and high plaintive cries like the calls of lost children. Perhaps some of these were dragon calls, or the sounds of creatures hunted by dragons, but D’Amalfi soon wearied of it and cut off the pickups. The nights on swift-turning Santa Maria were only six hours long, and he had a lot to do on the morrow.


  He spent most of the next day setting lures on various likely crags and ledges, tethered carcasses of flying gazelles loaded with a soporific the computer had designed for Santa Marian biochemistry. Surely no dragon would find these prizes resistable, but D’Amalfi saw no trace of dragons at all, and it was hard work hauling limp, awkward bodies into position and tethering them with his piton gun, setting up the little electronic alarms.


  The day was hot and close, the cloud deck broken into huge ranges between which the sun, a G7 a little smaller than Tau Ceti, occasionally peeked, its huge disc like a rotten orange. D’Amalfi sweated in the fitful sunlight, the eyepieces of his airmask misting, his coveralls chafing at the crotch and armpits. The membranous stuff stretched between the gazelles’ long spindly legs kept snagging on thorny bushes or projecting rocks as he lugged them up, and all their weight was in the forequarters and head, making them particularly awkward to carry. “I’d like to see Chan do this,” D’Amalfi said out loud, as he fiddled with an alarm and swatted at the little midges which were attracted by the blood on the muzzle of the carcass.


  At least he was gaining an impression of the country as he flew hither and yon. He was in the middle of a great drainage system, a delta of narrow valleys all running roughly north-south, the edge of a shield system tipped towards the polar ocean. Once, tired of humping dead doped gazelles around, D’Amalfi descended below the canopy of a celery forest to examine the ecology there: dragons were all very well, but more ordinary creatures would bring in money too.


  The blanched stalks of the giant celeries bulged out smoothly as they rose, breaking into huge fan-shaped leaves a dozen metres above D’Amalfi’s head. They were as regularly spaced as an orchard, the ground beneath carpeted with something like moss, in which D’Amalfi’s boots left prints filling with rusty water. Bright things like arm-long triple-vaned dragonflies flickered through the air, and there were ground dwellers too, all seemingly of one genus. From the size of his thumb to one the size of his singleship (he tracked that one by the trail it had smashed through the ordered groves) all were of an identical design: a bowl-shaped shield armoured with overlapping plates, beneath which protruded many stumpy legs. They all had the same defensive reaction too: clamp to the ground and sit tight. Some were fringed with metallic-looking spikes, and D’Amalfi remembered what Margaret Ngu had told him about metals and metabolisms. And he wondered where she was at that moment, and what she was doing. Well, she’d have to come to him eventually; she couldn’t leave until he let her.


  He picked up one of the surprisingly heavy little creatures he’d been watching and sealed it in a collecting box. Already he had the nucleus of a Santa Marian bioscape. No doubt Seyour Chan’s copywriters would label it the planet of living jewellery or some such nonsense; but he would always have it, the spongy oozing mass and the way the bronze light clashed amongst the huge leaves above, the crags and the pines and the mists. He took a scraping from a celery trunk (the flimsy leaves quivering as if in pain) and headed back to the thopter. It had not been, on the whole, a very successful day, but there was always the next.


  It rained the next day.


  Scarves of mist wound the many valleys; rock spires rose black and wet above. The pseudopines on the ridges were lashed by squalling gusts of rain, and rain drummed on the canopy of the little thopter, louder than the thrumming of its flexing vanes, and blew in around the slingseat and relentlessly penetrated his supposedly waterproof coveralls.


  D’Amalfi was not in a good temper. He had spent a fruitless morning checking his lures, but they had yielded nothing larger than a flying wolf, and most of the alarms had shorted out besides. Now he was exploring the river cliffs more thoroughly, but there was no trace of anything dragonish on the bleak wet rock faces – not so much as a smoke-stain. Dragons wouldn’t be out in this weather, he thought, and imagined a long scaly beast curled in a snug sandy cave, its slitted yellow eyes half-open, steam feathering from its flared nostrils as it watched rain drip outside. Although sunset was more than three hours off D’Amalfi abandoned his search and turned the thopter towards the ship.


  Once he had changed out of his sodden coveralls and was relaxing with a snifter of good Pan-Canadian brandy, he felt a little more human. “Tell me about dragons,” he ordered the computer, and listened to its explanation of how legends of firebreathing serpents had originated in China, becoming so widespread that the first explorers from the west had been convinced that such beasts actually existed. How dragons were a concretization of the belief that elemental fire, the reality behind the Platonic shadow of early man’s campfires, could never be tamed . . .


  The computer was programmed to disgorge information in a strung, semi-randomized mode which mimicked conversational speech, which was an advantage or disadvantage depending upon your outlook. At last, D’Amalfi interrupted it to ask, “With all the available data – including today’s stuff – where would a large flying carnivore be found?”


  The computer told him that there was a ninety per cent chance that such a beast would hunt the upper air, which is what it had told him the day before. It seemed plausible enough—surely a fire-breathing predator would stoop upon its prey from a great height, incinerating it with a swift blast of flame – but D’Amalfi distrusted that ten per cent chance of something else. He scratched the hooked blade of his nose and asked, “So why haven’t I seen one?”


  The computer regretted that it didn’t have an answer, but if he gathered more information . . .?


  “I’ve already given you enough to reconstruct this place from scratch,” D’Amalfi grumbled. He poured himself another ration of brandy and nursed the fragrant glass against his belly, wondering if the singleship pilot who’d discovered the planet hadn’t been off her beams after all. That kind of thing happened. Explorers were a weird, mistrustful, misanthropic breed to begin with, and the long, solitary voyages through the blankness of contraspace were a tabula rasa for delusion. Or perhaps it had been her idea of a joke. Then D’Amalfi wondered if maybe Margaret Ngu hadn’t seen a dragon after all. She’d been here a lot longer than he or the singleship jockey had been.


  He had planned to play a wait-and-see game with Seyoura Ngu, but the bleakness of the day and the warmth of the brandy conspired against his better intentions, and he pressed the general-alert frequency key. When Margaret Ngu answered, he smiled at her image and offered her dinner.


  “Okay,” she said after a fractional pause, “why not?”


  When she had signed off, D’Amalfi drained his brandy and set about tidying up the cabin. He always let himself go when on a mission, but who was there to see? No one, until now. Still, when Margaret Ngu arrived, she wrinkled her flat nose as she looked around. “You should have seen it before I cleared it up,” D’Amalfi said. “Brandy?”


  “Before dinner? No thanks. And I won’t have one of those awful things you smoke either. You cleared this place up? It must have been some mess.”


  D’Amalfi shrugged. She moved a broken remote sensor from the bunk and gingerly sat. If they had each moved forward half a metre, their heads would have bumped. The cabin was that small. “Well,” D’Amalfi said. “How’s it going?”


  “Not too badly. I’ve a number of promising innocula. Of course, I have to genemap them still, and that’ll have to wait until I get back to Elysium.”


  “Now, that’s one place I’ve never been to,” D’Amalfi said, to be polite, and as they ate (a cold seafood salad, then chicken and honey with black beans and rice on the side) he let her tell him about Elysium, watching her as if she were some rare and wonderful creature he’d captured. Which, in a way, she was.


  As she talked, Margaret Ngu ate with a kind of ravenous inattention, scraping meat from chicken bones (D’Amalfi’s expensive converter provided that kind of detail), shovelling away scoops of beans and sticky rice in between sentences. Afterwards, she accepted his offer of brandy but hardly drank, studying the amber puddle in the bottom of the balloon glass with a reflective pout. In the background the converter chugged over the plates and bones. At last she said, “That was good. Thanks.”


  D’Amalfi inclined his head.


  “I talked a whole streak about myself, but I hardly know anything about you.”


  “There’s not much to tell. Brought up in the wrong part of Rio, got out and up, fought in the Aiea Campaigns, sold my story, set up this little business.”


  “I thought you worked for Seyour Chan?”


  “On specific contracts. Didn’t I tell you I was freelance? Just like you.”


  Her eyebrows went up, but she said nothing.


  “And in this instance,” D’Amalfi went on, “I have to bring back a dragon.” He shrugged, loosed his smile. “That’s all.”


  “Where are you going to put it on the way home? Strap it to a wing?”


  “I only need enough to be able to reconstruct the genome. Seyour Chan has quite a lab. A zygote would be nice, or an egg if dragons lay eggs, but at worst a few grammes of flesh will do nicely.”


  “Oh, I expect that they lay eggs. Everything else on Santa Maria does.”


  “But you haven’t seen one.”


  “Oh, I doubt I’ve seen anything you’re looking for.”


  “Stick around. I’ll find them.” He stopped himself from telling her that he had to.


  “You’ll have to be fast. I leave in two days. My ship’s filters are beginning to give up, and besides, I have all I want.”


  “I wish I could say the same.” He smiled and reached out. “I’m sorry to hear you’re going.”


  She avoided his hand. “I’m sure you’ll manage.”


  All right, D’Amalfi thought, she wants to play coy. He said, “You’re selling your stuff on Elysium?”


  “That’s just where I rent lab facilities. I won’t get a good price in the Federation; the cartels have it all sewn up. But the out-worlds will pay for my bugs; they don’t have the technology to mine except by stoop labour. I have something that secretes copper: put it on a pile of ore and you can sweep up the pure granules afterwards.”


  “But the colonies don’t have much to give you for it, I bet.”


  “Trade goods. What will Seyour Chan give you for a piece of dragon?”


  He told her, and again she raised her eyebrows. “Maybe you don’t do so badly after all.”


  “I’ve a house in Sao Paulo. Another on the Tallman Scarp on Titan. This ship. Well, it’s all on borrowed money, but the way inflation is I make a profit on the repayments, more or less. Not bad for a kid from the Norte, the wrong side of the Fallen Christ.”


  She asked softly, “You do it all for money?”


  “No,” D’Amalfi admitted, “I guess that’s just a part of it.” He laughed. “But money helps!”


  “And you don’t feel exploited?”


  “Should I?”


  She sipped brandy, watched him over the rim of her glass. A cool appraising stare that D’Amalfi looked away from. She said, “Your Seyour Chan, now there is a real dragon. I’m not surprised he is so passionate about them.”


  “I mean that he has all the characteristics of a mythic dragon. Long-lived – he’s on agatherin, I bet. A compulsive hoarder – I hear half his profits go towards his private art collection. And he virtually runs Earth’s entertainments industry . . . it follows that he’s incredibly powerful, ancient, preternaturally wise . . .” She had ticked each point off on her fingers: now she picked up her glass again and laughed. “I guess he doesn’t breathe fire though. Forgive me. I do go on.”


  “It’s an interesting thought.”


  “That’s why I like the out-worlds. I guess that’s where I’ll end up permanently, sooner or later. There are too many dragons in the Federation, too much is run by powerful, long-lived people. I think it’s going to be in trouble because of that. I mean, how many world has it colonized? Not ones like Elysium, which were originally colonized by the old superpowers, but new, virgin worlds. Two, right? And how many by groups with private interests? Two dozen? Three? And you can bet there are more on the way.”


  D’Amalfi smiled; well, her naive intensity was amusing. “I don’t find politics particularly interesting.”


  “I guess you wouldn’t. Look, I ought to be going. Thank you for the food and the brandy.”


  “It will be dark out there in a few minutes. Surely you don’t As she rose from the bunk D’Amalfi reached to stay her: and she jerked her forearm into his face. Pain like a flash of light detonated in the bridge of his nose.


  “Don’t try it,” Margaret Ngu said. “Just don’t try her voice was muffled by her airmask – “anything.” Then she was shouldering through the invisible embrace of the pressure curtain. The hatch whined.


  D’Amalfi was too busy nursing the hot swollen agony in the centre of his face to try anything. Through a haze of tears he saw the hatch swing back. And then it slammed and he was alone.


  He studied his nose in the mirror, prodding it gingerly. At least it wasn’t broken or bleeding: he’d spent a lot of money to have that proud curve reconstructed after a particularly difficult mission. Damn her, he thought, I’m going to have a black eye tomorrow. He reached for the brandy bottle. Empty. Half his supply gone, and Margaret Ngu with it. It was not a perfect end to the day.


  The next day, sure enough, his right eye was puffed and discoloured, but he went out anyway. And late in the afternoon, everything changed. He found what he was looking for.


  He would have missed it if it hadn’t been for the birds. At least, they looked like birds from a distance, a loose spiralling tower of black flakes floating above the green slash of a ravine. D’Amalfi had been trawling back and forth along the narrow valleys (nothing) for half a dozen hours, frustration growling in his belly. He turned his thopter towards the birds because he hadn’t any better idea.


  The black specks fled before he reached them. Below was a flat meadow bordered by celery forest on one side and a narrow gorge on the other. The carcass lay at the edge of the drop in a huge circle of charred grass.


  D’Amalfi whooped inside his airmask and let the thopter fall out of the sky, stopping with an abrupt clap of the vanes beside the dead creature.


  A little like a lion-sized kangaroo rat, collapsed membranes linking its long back legs with tiny forelimbs, it had been caught by a blast of fire that had charred most of the leathery skin of its head. Flesh showed white in deep cracks; one eye was gone. Its back legs had gouged the rich red earth deeply, a wonder its death spasms hadn’t sent it over the edge into the mists.


  “A dragon,” D’Amalfi said, squatting beside it. “Goddamn, it has to be.” He looked at the claws at the end of its back legs, long as his forearm, at the double row of serrated teeth bared where the muzzle had been shrivelled. The creature had been dead a day at least; hard-shelled insects were working everywhere in its greenish pelt.


  “If a dragon killed it, it would have been eaten up, right? Goddamn. Maybe dragons are territorial, and this one lost out.” D’Amalfi felt a tight elation, and a tempering caution. Any moment now something might stoop down from the sky with a blast of fire . . .


  Nothing moved in the shadows amongst the stalks of the tree-sized celeries; nothing moved in the sky except a herd of football-shaped creatures scudding high above the waterfall on the other side of the gorge. D’Amalfi took out his kit and sliced away a piece of flesh; maybe it wasn’t too far gone. And if muscle tissue was no good he could always hope this was a female; if it had eggs inside they’d probably be okay. And if this one was the loser of territorial fight, perhaps the victor was close by.


  He moved the thopter under the canopy of the celery forest, activated the chameleon circuit of his jumpsuit, and slittled down to wait. He was a patient man, provided he had some clear goal. Perhaps there would be a fat bonus, enough for a downpayment on a beach house on Serenity . . .


  He waited a long time, growing hungrier and seeing nothing but the by-now almost familiar variety of small creatures flit above the clearing. The shadows of the forest stretched across the meadow and colours began to drain out of the air. Somewhere in the forest a plaintive cry sounded, making him jump. The beginning of the night’s cacophony. Santa Maria’s huge moon rose above the spray of the waterfall, its markings blurred by its tenuous atmosphere.


  Something padded out of the celeries on the other side of the clearing, one of the flying wolves. It nosed the carcass then suddenly glanced up and ran towards the drop, planed away. D’Amalfi’s pulse quickened. Something large was falling towards the clearing. He raised his rifle, wondering fleetingly if the tranquilliser would work as well on a dragon as it had on gazelles.


  But the creatures was only one of the big herbivores. It folded its great wings like a tent along its back and began to crop the sward, quite unconcerned by the carcass. Presently its mate glided out of the dusk and joined it. Their eating made a tearing sound, loud as the waterfall’s endless roar. D’Amalfi watched for a few minutes, but it really was getting dark now. He quietly stood and walked through the forest to the little grove where the thopter sat, wondering if the herbivores fed at night because they feared dragonish predators.


  At the ship, he fed the sample of flesh into the analyzer, gulped a hasty meal, then called Margaret Ngu. The screen cleared and she snapped, “Don’t tell me you’re still lonely, D’Amalfi.”


  “You’re still mad. Look, I’m sorry. We got our signals crossed.”


  “You mean that you did. My mistake was taking up your invitation in the first place. What makes you want to conquer everyone you meet?”


  “You tell me.” He shifted his cigar in his mouth.


  “I don’t have time to play psychological party games. If you called to apologize, fine. It’s your last chance.”


  “I apologize. Okay?”


  “Okay.” But she didn’t look mollified.


  “I just wanted to ask something.”


  “You can ask.”


  He described the carcass he’d found that afternoon. “You ever see anything like that?”


  “I just collect bacteria and fungi, right? I don’t stop and look at every critter that flies by. And they all fly here?”


  “You mean no.” Something in his cabin pinged. The analyzer.


  “So you’ve found a trace of your dragons,” Margaret Ngu said.


  “Either that or there’s a hunter out there with a laser.”


  “Oh, there’s nobody here but us two chickens.”


  “Unless that jockey sold Santa Maria more than twice.”


  “She told me she was heading out.”


  “She also told you that you were her only client.”


  “Well . . . yes. You’re worried someone else might get a piece of dragon back to your Seyour Chan? You’re giving me ideas, D’Amalfi.”


  “Oh, I trust you.” After all, he could afford to.


  She shrugged. “Well, happy hunting. I leave tomorrow; can’t say I’m sorry.” She reached out and then there was only the dance of white static and the hiss of the carrier wave.


  D’Amalfi called up the analyzer’s read-out: the muscle sample he’d collected had been degraded by a fierce battery of enzymes. Probably something the insects secreted. He’d have to dig deeper for something viable. But first he had to move. Margaret Ngu would be right after him when she found she had no thruster control.


  He had already selected a site, the junction of two deep river valleys where a deposit of iron ore would hide him from any detectors. By fortunate coincidence it was only five klicks from the meadow and the scorched carcass. He took the ship up on minimal thrust, moving as low as he dared. The forward radar flickered with a myriad marginal traces, creatures of all sizes: it was like trying to navigate the rings of Saturn. Another screen showed a white-on-white infrared view of the land below, white rivers twisting through white vegetation, the exposed rock ridges between grainy and grey. There was the confluence! He slittled the ship carefully, giant celeries scraping the hull. The proximity alarm bleeped and then the ship rocked and was still. D’Amalfi leaned back with a smile. Hidden.


  But he wasn’t finished yet. He still had his sample to collect. He put on his airmask and went out, unshipped the thopter and took off for the meadow, another mote in the congregation of creatures flapping and gliding through the night in fierce pursuit or desperate flight. The night resonated with their cries. Once, something like an unholy cross between devil, ape and flying hyena barrelled towards the thopter out of the moonlit sky; D’Amalfi barely managed to take it out with a dart before it hit the canopy, and heard the sounds of its body being torn apart even as it lazily fell out of the air.


  The moon was at zenith when D’Amalfi reached the meadow: everything looked like a shadowless photographic negative of itself. As the thopter fluttered in the ungainly herbivores lumbered over the edge, dropping into the dark gorge. The carcass lay still in its burnt halo.


  He walked around it nervously, listening to something scream its heart out in the black forest. He was just beginning to feel reaction from the devil-thing’s 22 attack. He couldn’t work here, he decided, and fired grapples into the carcass and went up in the thopter. The vanes thrummed a deep rapid note, the thopter creaked, and the carcass slowly left the ground. D’Amalfi’s attention was taken up with trying to correct the pitch of the vanes when he drifted over the gorge. That was when the flame hit him.


  It wrapped the thopter in a brief blue glare. D’Amalfi instinctively kicked the machine up, but the port vane fluttered impotently and the thopter slewed, losing height. He glimpsed the edge of the meadow and then he was falling into mist. The low gravity meant that he had plenty of time to worry before he hit bottom.


  But he still hit hard.


  The carcass slammed into the canopy rig and the thopter bounced crazily before flipping over. Then there was only the liquid rush of unseen water, and mist coiling into the canopy. D’Amalfi was hanging upside down, entangled in the safety straps; it took him a long time to free himself. He was bruised and shaken, but otherwise unhurt. The thopter had fallen on an uneven field of boulders that sloped down towards the sound of rushing water. Mist lazily billowed around him; a lambent glow above showed where the moon was. He had enough sense left to pull his rifle from the wreckage before he looked further.


  He was caught between a high cliff and a fast-running river. The thopter was ruined, the canopy scorched and blistered, the control rods of the starboard vane snapped, the port vane partly melted. The carcass sprawled a little way off. It had sort of splattered.


  “I don’t think it was worth it,” D’Amalfi muttered. He had a brief fantasy of climbing the cliff and capturing a big crawler, riding it the five klicks back to his ship. Except those five klicks were as whatever passed here for a crow flies, easily double that on foot. He reached into the canopy for the radio.


  Margaret Ngu answered at once, as if she had been sitting over her receiver. “I never should have trusted you, you bastard.”


  “Ah. You’ve found out about your thrusters.”


  “What are you playing at, D’Amalfi?” Static spat and howled; he had to twist the volume all the way to make out her voice. “When I find you you’re going to be sorry. I really will break your fucking nose!”


  “I’m hoping that you can find me.”


  There was a strangled sound from the radio, as if she had attempted to swallow a mouthful of water and speak at the same time. Then she said, “Reception is lousy. Say again.”


  D’Amalfi started to explain about his accident. Halfway through, she said, “You found out about the dragons, huh?”


  “Surely, but unfortunately one of them shot me down. That’s why reception is so bad. I’m at the bottom of a ravine. It did quite a number on my thopter while I was carrying a dragon carcass back to my ship. I guess the one that attacked me thought the body was a live intruder into its territory.”


  “They’re not – Well, never mind. If I get you back to your ship, I assume you’ll give me back my thruster control. You hide far from your original site?”


  “Far enough. It is a deal? I’ll even fix your thrusters myself.”


  “That won’t be necessary. Is your absolute grid working? Give me your coordinates.” He gave them. She said, “It’ll take me maybe half an hour. Try not to get eaten by anything. At least, not until after my ship is working again.”


  “I look forward to seeing you too,” D’Amalfi told her, and switched off the radio. Abruptly he was aware of the misty night, the rush of the river. He looked at the ruin of the carcass, then began to root in the thopter’s locker for his dissection kit. He wouldn’t have a chance to catch a live dragon now; his only hope was to find viable genetic material inside the one he had.


  It was not a pleasant business. Even with the thopter’s spotlight, it was difficult to see what he was doing, and he was continually buzzed by giant insects mesmerized by the light. D’Amalfi was halfway inside the belly of the beast, the stench terrible even through the filters of his airmask, when he heard the sound of a descending thopter. He looked up and saw a light glaring through the mist above, and went back to work.


  All around him things acquired a second shadow; there was a transient breeze and then the thopter’s motor cut. Footsteps grated on rock, and Margaret Ngu’s muffled voice said, “Jesus Christ, D’Amalfi!”


  He pushed aside loops of slimy intestine, traced the white swellings sheeted by membranes either side of the unjointed spine. Without looking around, he asked, “You know anything about the anatomy of these things?”


  “Not at all.”


  “I suppose these are the eggs. This leads to the cloaca, I think. Let’s hope so.” He flensed away membrane with the laser-scalpel and plucked an ovoid like a bloody fruit.


  Margaret Ngu stepped back hastily when he turned to her. “Sorry about the mess,” he said, “but I need viable genetic information if Seyour Chan is to have his dragon. Eggs are He stopped, because she had begun to laugh.


  “You think – You and then she was laughing again, clutching the top of a wet boulder. At last she was able to straighten; D’Amalfi could see her grin despite her airmask. She said, “You silly bastard. That isn’t a dragon.”


  “Come on.”


  “Truly. Where did you find it?”


  D’Amalfi pointed up. “In a meadow. It was lying in a circle of char. If if isn’t a dragon then it must be prey, but it hasn’t been eaten. So I guess it was the loser of a territorial fight. Like me.”


  “Dragons aren’t—” she was laughing again.


  “What aren’t dragons?”


  “For one thing, they aren’t territorial. Listen, D’Amalfi, what do you think dragons are? Flying fire-breathing predators I suppose.”


  “Well, I don’t think they’re cute little things you can keep in your pocket. Excuse me.” He crossed to his ruined thopter and put the egg in a cold-box.


  “If I show you a dragon, will you do a deal? I get half your fee.”


  D’Amalfi hefted the cold-box. “This is a joke, right?”


  “No, it isn’t. No scam. I show you, I get half. If you don’t believe me that’s your own affair.”


  D’Amalfi thought for a moment, but he couldn’t see how she was trying to trick him. After all, he had his egg. “If you think you can show me a dragon, why not? Half each, sure. Let’s go.”


  “Wash yourself off first. Then you’ll see.”


  Margaret Ngu killed her thopter’s light as they rose through the mist. D’Amalfi, clinging to the frame of her seat, his jumpsuit soaked from neck to waist, pointed out the little grove in the celery forest and she nodded, letting her machine drift as lightly as a feather towards it. When they were down she unshipped her rifle and asked, “Which way now? Don’t worry, I’m not going to shoot you.”


  “I didn’t think you were,” D’Amalfi lied. “This way.”


  The meadow was a silvery carpet in the moonlight, the waterfall glittering on the far side of the gorge beyond. Near the edge of the drop, two bulky shadows moved slowly.


  “There are your dragons,” Margaret Ngu whispered.


  D’Amalfi began to laugh, and she clamped a hand over his mouth. He reached up and took her hand away. “This is a joke, right?”


  “Watch,” she said, and aimed her rifle. It made a faint pop. A moment later one of the shadows jinked and exhaled a flutter of blue flame before collapsing. Its mate nosed it, then precipitately dived away.


  “Goddamn,” D’Amalfi said. He followed Margaret Ngu across the meadow. “Goddamn,” he said again, and kicked the outstretched wing of the big herbivore. “How did you know?”


  “You’d have known too, if you’d landed in a natural clearing instead of burning a great hole in the forest. These places are their grazing spots; they’re quite unafraid and soon became used to me. There’s only one predator that’ll try and take them, that jumping thing you were burrowing into like a carrion beetle.”


  “But I’ve seen them flying all over the place.”


  “They only need to use it at night, when they feed. In daytime I guess it wouldn’t be as spectacular; they use it as a warning more than anything else. But they’ll burn anything stupid enough to attack them.”


  “I suppose they thought they were under attack when they saw that carcass winging through the air under my thopter. Jesus Christ. Fire-breathing cows!”


  Her look was scornful. “Didn’t you ever stop to think how an animal could generate fire? These are real creatures, D’Amalfi, not myth.”


  “Go ahead, complete my humiliation.”


  “Herbivores produce methane when they digest plant material, even you must know that. These critters store it in sacs all along their spines. You ever wondered how so big a beast can fly, even in this light gravity? A lot of their bulk is just gas.”


  He laughed; it was so absurd. Like life.


  “There are specialized teeth in back of their jaws which spark the flame, and their mouths are lined with something flaky, stops them getting burnt. Besides, that methane comes out fast.”


  “Okay, but I have to take a sample.”


  “Don’t cut along the back; you’ll blow us both to bits.”


  “Of course,” D’Amalfi said, and flicked on his scalpel.


  A day later, when they were both heading out of the system towards their respective breakout points, he thought to ask Margaret Ngu, “How do you know you can trust me?”


  Her image grinned. She was sitting zazen in her own cabin, in mid-air. Singleships don’t run to gravitic generators. “I’ve a little something that says you will. Here.” She reached out, and he heard his own voice saying above a rush of water, “. . . why not? Half each, sure. Let’s go.”


  She told him, “I have a sealed recorder for my contracts with the out-worlds; only a registered justice can open it without breaking the tell-tale.”


  After a moment, D’Amalfi laughed. “You really had me figured.”


  “It wasn’t that difficult. No hard feelings?”


  “I guess not. So I’ll see you on Elysium.”


  “There’s an out-world I have a contract with. That copper-excreting bacterium, remember? I’ll be on Woden for a couple of months. There are only about ten thousand people; you’ll be able to find me.”


  “I don’t—”


  “Don’t tell me the unknown scares you, D’Amalfi.”


  “I like it, but yes, it scares me. I was in the Aiea Campaigns. They only had sub-light capability, but it still took us six years to beat them. One day some singleship jockey is going to run into something more powerful than us. You want dragons, they’re out there, and the out-worlds are on the edge of it.”


  Her large, golden-pupilled eyes regarded him calmly. How beautiful she was, he thought. She said, “All I want is a bit of one world to make my own. That’s all anyone needs. No one owns anyone else on Woden, D’Amalfi.”


  “Who the hell owns me?”


  “Your possessions. All your luxuries, your houses on Earth and Titan that you haven’t paid for. That’s how Seyour Chan pulls your strings.”


  “Let me think about it,” he said, and cut contact. Later, he asked the computer, “What do you know about Woden?”


  “The computer asked if they were changing course. D’Amalfi sighed. “No, not just yet. Later. First we have to take a dragon to Seyour Chan.”
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            Who knows if life is death,

            and death is considered life in the world below?
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  The thopter trailed a black thread of smoke as it began to spiral out of the sky, and the other bodyguards who had remained faithful to their contract finally abandoned the flight and fled in broken formation. The half-dozen craft of the turncoats were already settling toward the burning wreckage of their erstwhile employer’s aircar when the thopter hit; the flare as its catalfission battery blew briefly bleached the sky.


  Jon Westerly, already a kilometer away, barely glanced up as he limped headlong down the narrow track, knocking aside billows of ghost weed with upraised arms as he went. His blue tunic was soaked with sweat, and his left pants leg soaked with blood; it stuck and unstuck to his thigh with each step.


  Then he tripped and fell, scrambling up in an instant and gasping hoarsely as he looked and listened for signs of pursuit. The sky was empty now, and he heard nothing but the sleepy hum of insects, but he went on as quickly as he could, following the track as it climbed a slope of crumbling rubble. At the summit, beside a rusty girder that thrust up like an admonitory finger, he stopped at last.


  For a while he could do nothing but breathe hard, bent double and clasping his knees. A gaunt man of about sixty with a slight potbelly, his thinness caused not by illness but by years of living in zero gravity. His long grey hair was caught in a net of gold threads at his shoulder, and he pushed this out of the way when at last he could straighten.


  Two plumes of smoke rose from the ghostweed that blanketed the ruined city. Had he really run so far? Beyond, the silver gleam of the Witnesses’ radio telescope array limned the western horizon; a handful of motley craft were dwindling in that direction. Westerly nodded to himself, a hypothesis satisfied. Closer at hand, to his left, the sea strait sent up a kind of haze in which Pelican Island, where his ship was hidden, was merely a thickening.


  There was still no sign of pursuit, but the turncoat bodyguards would discover that he had escaped the forced landing as soon as they extinguished the fire he had set. There was nothing left now but the hope that he would reach his ship before they found him, and escape the traps of Earth. Yet how carefully he had planned the selling of Bifrost!


  Other singleship pilots had warned Westerly about Earth in general and the Witnesses in particular, but in his arrogance he had dismissed their cautionary tales. He would pull it off and show them all, even if it did mean descending to anarchic Earth and dealing in person with the chief cause of that anarchy. He had landed in secret, had hired a small army of bodyguards, and had spent a whole month arranging the deal. His expenses had been enormous, but not one tenth of the taxes any world would have imposed on the transaction. And when it was done and Westerly had been flying back to his ship, half of his bodyguards had sprung their trap, neatly slicing off his aircar’s thrusters with two laser bursts and turning on the others. But Westerly had wrestled the aircar to the ground and had escaped. They’d missed killing him, and he still had his payment.


  Lucky, Westerly thought grimly, as he bent to examine his wounded leg. Blood still flowed freely, but the fragment had passed cleanly through the big thigh muscle, had missed the bone. Lucky. Betrayed, shot down, and wounded . . . but lucky. He checked his payment and the little transponder that would summon his ship when he was close enough, and was suddenly aware of the humming silence. Anyone might be watching him, anyone at all. He crabbed down the loose scree slope and went on his way.


  There had been a city here, thirty years ago: it had served the largest spaceport on Earth. Gone now, all gone. Abandoned by its population when the spaceports had been closed after the Revelation, and broken and bombed and burned in the countless skirmishes between sects and gangs and roving communities in the thirty years since.


  Westerly had known it as well as he had known any port, but now, as he limped through the rubble and ghostweed, he had only a vague idea that he must be somewhere near the sea front. So he was surprised when he rounded a slumped ruin and found himself at the head of a relatively intact street, and one he thought he recognised. The terraced buildings were mostly burnt out, shrouded by grape ivy and the ubiquitous clouds of ghostweed. Reeds rustled where the street had been, running down to water at the far end. A crudely built boat was drawn up on the mudbank there, and smoke drifted from a second-floor terrace nearby.


  At first Westerly couldn’t coax the fisherman from his eyrie, and once he was on the ground, he kept his hand on the hilt of his long knife, looking sidelong as Westerly explained that he wanted to get across to the island. The man spat and said something in a rapid stream of Spanish to the woman who was peering down from the terrace; she jerked her head back as if she had been slapped. “Well, Seyour,” the man told Westerly in atrocious Portuguese, “there is nothing there for you. Not now. Where you from? Who hurt you?”


  “Never mind that. All you have to do is get me across.”


  The fisherman squinted. “You with Witnesses?”


  “I’m with myself.”


  “To the west, are the Witnesses. That is where you go. Sell them fish sometimes, they okay. Nothing over the water, and strange goings-on there, lately.”


  Westerly wondered if the man had seen his ship land. “But that’s where I want to go,” he said. “I’ll pay.” And he was gratified to see the man’s eyes widen when he brought out his money.


  Still, it took half an hour of one-sided bargaining before the man would agree. Westerly’s wad of Witness scrip was useless to him now, and he agreed impatiently to the first, outrageous fee the fisherman suggested; money was simply a means to an end to him, as it was to most singleship pilots. But the fisherman’s honor wouldn’t be satisfied with so simple a transaction. Bargaining made the deal a human thing, gave it intrinsic value. He insisted that Westerly accept a small cup of bitter coffee and, as Westerly sipped, kept jacking up the price by minute increments, looking sidelong and nervously fingering his mustache.


  So Westerly had exhausted his minimal reserve of patience when at last the deal had been struck and they were afloat. He crouched sulkily on the stinking nets in the well, massaging his aching thigh, while the fisherman stood on a little platform at the rear, sculling them through the chop with a long oar. At least Westerly’s thigh had stopped bleeding. You bleed the same blood whether you’re young or old, but when you’re old, you can’t afford to lose it. And he was old, too old for this kind of adventure. He looked across brown water at the island, a vague line in the haze, and asked the fisherman, “Do you remember the ships?”


  “Remember my father telling me; he lived here, back then,” the fisherman said slowly. The boat rocked with each swing of the long oar. “Can’t say I’d have liked those days. Stars are stars, that’s what we say now. Them Witnesses, calling on their Far Gods, maybe calling down trouble for us all. No need.” He leaned on the oar and spat over the side.


  Westerly told him condescendingly, feeling the usual contempt a singleship pilot feels towards the narrow-minded planet-bound, “They might soon be gone, then you won’t have anything to worry about.”


  “Don’t mean nothing against them, mind. They keep the peace around here and ask little enough for it.”


  The shore was a long slope of mud bristling with reeds. A concrete block, encrusted with mussels, reared up from the water, and the fisherman sculled towards it, catching hold of its top to steady the boat. Westerly stood, ready to leap ashore as best he could, saw something out of the corner of his eye, ducked. But too late. The fisherman’s long oar smacked into his head and catapulted him into the water.


  The blow didn’t quite knock Westerly out, but he went a long way away, was only peripherally aware of the fisherman plundering his pockets, of the soft mud he lay in, the sun burning the back of his head. The little waves lapping at the tips of his boots were one with the pulse of his heart, the rhythm of pain in his head and in his thigh. It was a long time before he had the strength to even roll over, and when he did, the whole world was washed with red. Westerly groaned and laboriously sat up, clutching sharp-edged reeds.


  The fisherman was gone. The strait was empty. His hands working independently, Westerly took an inventory of what he had lost. The steel vials of agatherin were still tucked in the trick heel of his left boot, and the deadly little pistol was still hidden in the net of gold threads which bound his hair . . . but the scrip was gone, of course, and the analyser with which he had tested the agatherin’s purity . . . and so was the transponder, the thing he needed to call up his ship. Christ damn that fisherman! Christ damn this whole rotten world! Westerly thought bitterly as, his head splitting, he stumbled up the mud bank and clambered over the mossy remains of a concrete revetment.


  Puffs of ghostweed dipped and waved across a wide bare space; beyond, cypresses and scrubby palmetto palms crowded together. Thirty years ago, Westerly thought, no, nearer forty, I lived here, I was trained here. He remembered the barracks, the warm greasy smell inside the womb of the simulator, twelve hours a day with the hypaedia chattering in his ear and his head humming with hypnotics. The Aiea Campaigns . . . all gone now—all.


  Westerly had not walked far when he heard a familiar dull throbbing, and barely made the shelter of a stand of live oak before the thopter rounded the curve of the shore, its bubblecabin glistening beneath the pulsing vanes as it beat above the water. They were already looking for him, then. Westerly watched until the thopter was out of sight, then pushed deeper into the trees.


  They crowded together so closely, and the grass that grew between their gnarled trunks was so tall, that Westerly almost missed the ruined ship. It rose at a slant through the trees in which it was inextricably embedded, its plates pitted and blackened by corrosion and pried apart by the avid suckers of grape ivy and red-leaved vines. The corridor inside the gaping hatch was covered with dirt and dry leaves, and something squeaked and scuttled away as Westerly groped through the semidarkness. He found a spiral ladder and began to climb. The circular room which had been the ship’s commons was split open on one side, but the rent was so shrouded by leaves that it let in only stars and spangles of sunlight. Westerly limped across the tilted floor to the musty remains of a couch and sank onto it gratefully. A few moments later he was asleep.


  And woke to darkness, his head aching, his mouth dry. The shrouded rent let in thin fingers of cold moonlight, and Westerly made his way to it, stirred aside the leaves. He could see, above the scrubby trees in which the ship was stranded, lines of surf glimmering as they restlessly unfurled at the margin of the black sea and the black land; just as the shore turned at a far headland, a single point of warm light flickered: a fire. Westerly watched it a long while, licking his cracked lips, but at last limped back to the couch. He was too tired to think straight, too tired to act. Let it wait until morning. But sleep was a long time coming, and his dreams were full of unending motionless falling, as if he were already in space, beyond the relentless grip of Earth’s gravity.


  He awoke some time in the middle of the morning, thirstier than ever, thirsty enough to lick dew from the hand-shaped leaves of the vines. There was no other water on the ship, so he painfully descended the spiral ladder, his thigh as stiff as wood now.


  As he limped through the dense groves of live oak, he thought of what he would do when he got off the island, of how he would return to the fisherman’s hovel and burn him out, him and his whole damned family. But his anger was merely froth on the deep-running tide of his fear. He was a stranger, stranded with only a pistol and the little cache of agatherin—and without the accompanying treatments, agatherin was worth nothing at all. If his erstwhile bodyguards had understood that, Westerly would be on his way out of Sol System by now . . . but they had been blinded by the lure of a world’s ransom which Westerly had obtained from the Witnesses. Who, Westerly believed now, had their own designs on himself. Never trust fanatics. He could hardly go back to them.


  So he had no clear plan, except somehow to quit the island and, if possible, escape from the area of the Witnesses’ influence. The ship would have to wait until he had some way of calling it up.


  But at least this was Earth. He could live off the land, he thought, and nibbled an oak leaf, spat it out, and wiped the bitter taste from his lips. There must be something edible, fruit or berries or game he could shoot, provided it was big enough to withstand the narrowest setting of his pistol. Just in case, and remembering the fire he had spied, he tucked the pistol in his belt. And as he walked, despite his hunger, he found some capacity to wonder at the ruins.


  He reckoned that he was passing the edge of the military spacefield, but all the buildings had long ago been reduced to overgrown rubble, fluxbarriers and bafflesquares had fallen away from the launch pads like petals from so many dead flowers, nothing more now than support for billowing ghostweed. Farther on, maintenance pits were filled with still green water, shingled with the coins of water lilies. He clambered down to the edge of the water and drank, lying on his belly and lapping up water like a beast. Straggling trees stood where the machinery had been; grass had long ago carpeted the concrete. All gone, faded like the dead dreams of Earth’s stellar empire, faded as a painted picture fades in the true light of the sun. Westerly traced the deep hole which had housed a gravithic generator test-bed, the ceramic sides torn and scorched. What ruthless energy had been wielded here, and to what purpose?


  As he walked on through the quiet groves an insect landed on his hand with a loud buzz. A bee, its hind legs furred with pollen. After a moment it raised its tiny wings and flew off heavily, and Westerly followed it remembering his boyhood, that one summer on Novaya Zyemla when he had tended the hives of a farm.


  So he was in a grassy clearing before he noticed the woman on the far side, an old woman all swathed in black net. A buzzing rose and rose in Westerly’s ears. His joints softened like wax, and he fell onto the grass.


  “You needn’t have shot him. Why, he’s as old as I am, and as harmless too, I’d say.” An old woman’s voice, cracked and querulous, and speaking English.


  “You said no one else was here. Who is he?” The second speaker, a man with an oddly inflected accent, grunted, and Westerly felt his pistol being lifted from his belt. He was quite unable to move, could see only a patch of grass blades and the scuffed toe of a black boot. “Off-world, I reckon,” the man said.


  “I wonder.” She added, more briskly, “Come on, get him up. We must take him back.”


  “Shut up, old woman.”


  “You shot him. Get him up, now.”


  Westerly was turned over, and sunlight dazzled his eyes. There were pins and needles in his limbs now, like fire. He tried to sit up, shook his head to clear his blurred vision. Nearby, the old woman was fitting the slanted top back onto a hive. A little tracked machine sat obediently beside her, no higher than her knees. On the other side of the clearing a young man, bare-chested and muscular, black hair flopping over narrow, deep-set eyes, cradled Westerly’s pistol. A sonic ’caster was tucked in the waist of his black jeans.


  “Careful with that,” Westerly said.


  The young man eyed Westerly. “Funny kind of piece. Where you get it, huh? You a Witness?”


  “No, I’m not. Who are you?”


  “That’s my business, man.”


  “Hah,” the old woman said. She hobbled across the grass, the little machine following like a dog. A wicker basket rested on its flat back. “You’re a pirate, you and all your kind. I don’t care what Nathan says—this is my island.”


  The young man pushed back his fringe. He seemed amused. “You’ve been told, woman. No one has a place anymore, ’less they can hold it. Or ’less it ain’t worth nothing to others.”


  “I heard all Nathan said, thank you.” She wore tattered, baggy coveralls beneath the netting. The left sleeve had been torn off to show the gleaming augmented arm: a mechanic, then. An old mechanic living on in the ruins of her trade. . . .


  “We go back,” the young man said. He affected an air of disdainful lethargy, yet Westerly sensed a potential for violence brooding within him, like a snake under a rock. “I mean now,” he added impatiently, and Westerly stood carefully, wincing at the pain in all his joints. Three ambushes in two days—he was old.


  “I didn’t realize anyone lived here,” he said to the woman as they followed the young man. He was wondering if they had seen him bring in his ship.


  “Well, I do. Him and his kind are pirates. You’re in the Navy?”


  “Years ago. The Aiea Campaigns.”


  “Thought so. How do you feel? Those sonics can make you feel like you’ve a kilo of sand in your head instead of brains.” When Westerly said nothing, she added, “And let me guess, you’re a singleship pilot now. You got that manner, abrupt, if you don’t mind me saying so. Used to know a lot of them when this place was something. We didn’t have to lose the stars.” She looked at Westerly. “It’s still all out there?”


  “Sure.” His head ached from her babble, and he was trying to think what he could do. But there was nothing; he really had fallen into it this time.


  There was an open space of concrete, a mostly intact warehouse blocking one side, that ran down to decrepit jetties where two boats doffed at anchor beneath camouflage netting strewn with ghostweed that hung from their cylindrical sails. The young man led Westerly and the old woman through the square entrance of the warehouse, and suddenly they were surrounded by people in the smoky gloom.


  Scattered blankets and a handful of little fires showed that they had made a camp just inside the warehouse, a camp backed by a shadowy maze of dozens of obviously defunct machines. A few children clutched at the adults’ legs, and one man carried a naked, sleeping baby; they were a strange kind of pirate, if pirate they were.


  Nor did they seem to have a leader. For the first five minutes, Westerly was bombarded with more questions than he could have possibly answered even if he had wanted to. The man who had captured him stood a little to one side of the crowd, flanked by a slight, sandy-haired man and a sullenfaced woman: clearly his lieutenants. Gradually, the questioning devolved upon a tall, calm man who introduced himself as Nathan, who wanted to know where Westerly was from and why he had come to the island.


  There was no harm in telling the truth, Westerly decided. At least, up to a point. He admitted that he was a singleship pilot, that he had made a deal with the Witnesses and had barely escaped with his life when it had gone wrong, and that he had made his way to the island because his ship was there, but in the process had been robbed of what he needed to get his ship back.


  Nathan listened with polite attention and, when Westerly was done, asked that bread and water be brought. “The Witnesses know you’re here?”


  “I don’t think so, although the fisherman who robbed me might tell them. I want to get back from him what’s mine. You can keep the pistol if you’d like, but I ask you to let me go.” The bread was dark and dry, and the water tepid, but he ate and drank gratefully.


  Nathan glanced at the black-haired young man. “What d’you reckon, Floyd? By rights I guess he’s yours.”


  “Ain’t got no use for him. I’ll keep his piece, though.”


  Nathan tugged at his small, pointed beard. “You see, mister, we’re on Witness territory here, trespassing in a way, though we’re really just passing through. You know about us, so I don’t know if we can let you just run off.”


  “This fisherman,” Floyd said slowly. “What d’he take?”


  “Money, mostly, as well as the key to my ship. A lot of money,” Westerly added, “in Witness scrip.”


  Floyd massaged one of his bulging shoulders. Westerly could see what he was thinking as clearly as if it had been written in a bubble over his head, and prompted, “Witness scrip is good pretty much everywhere on Earth, but not much good where I want to go.”


  “Hell, Floyd,” the sandy-haired man said, “we could get on with that.” A few of the crowd murmured.


  “Look now,” Nathan said, turning to them. “I don’t know if this is right. When we set out, we didn’t aim to get in anyone’s way, right? Just find a place for ourselves is all, should be plenty of places to the north going begging. Folk all moved south when they didn’t move off the land completely. We won’t need any of this scrip where we’re going.”


  “But it’ll sure sweeten our passage. ’Sides, we’ll be helping out the gentleman here.” Floyd grinned. “And you can’t call it thieving, if we get back what’s his by rights. He’ll pay us for our trouble, right, mister?”


  “Surely,” Westerly said, smiling. “All I want is the key.”


  “Hah,” the old woman said. “You all watch out when a singleship pilot wants something. He’ll kill to get it.” She looked around at the smiling youngsters, a defiant clot of black. “I know it,” she insisted, then told her machine, “Come on,” and pushed through the watching circle, vanishing amongst the shadowy machinery.


  “It could bring trouble on us,” Nathan said, pulling his beard.


  “Hell, we won’t even hurt him, just scare him some. Damn spies, steal the shirt off’n your back soon as look at you. You don’t have to come, Nate. Me and Iry and Marie here’ll do the job.” He squeezed the sulky-faced woman. “Right, honey?”


  Someone called, to general laughter, “You be sure and come back now, Floyd.”


  “Don’t I always?” Floyd’s grin was wide. “Come on, Mister Starman. We’ll go get your stuff back.”


  They took a dory from one of the boats. The reaction motor in its stern spread a wide white wake as Iry, whistling around gappy teeth, steered on a long curve for the far shore. Westerly sat between Floyd and the woman, Marie, letting the sea breeze blow away his headache as the shore grew clearer through the haze.


  Leaning at his shoulder, Marie asked, “You really from the stars?”


  He looked back at her. “Surely. Though I don’t have a certificate, I’m afraid.”


  But she was intently serious. “And you have a spaceship on the island?”


  “Close by, let’s say.”


  “Maybe we should take that, when we get this key thing back.” Now she did smile, moving only her thin, bloodless lips. She could have been no more than twenty.


  “You know how to pilot a spaceship? It won’t do you any good otherwise.”


  Her smile widened. “Maybe we could stick a sail on it.”


  “I’m keeping your pistol,” Floyd called. He sat near the bow, looking at Westerly with his dark narrow eyes.


  “It isn’t a laser—it accelerates ionized hydrogen at close to light speed, you understand? Far more dangerous. I’ll show you how to use it, but you’ll have to let me borrow it back a while.”


  “I don’t—”


  “Come on, Floyd. You’ve got your own gun.” Marie reached over, and after a moment Floyd handed her Westerly’s pistol; with a little flourish, she passed it to Westerly.


  “Don’t shoot that spic,” Floyd said, “at least, until he’s told us where the money is. Damn, I’m going to enjoy this.” He leaned forward and spat at the water creaming back from the hull, grinned sideways at the woman.


  Westerly smiled indulgently. They were so easy to manipulate, simply kids on the run from someplace, restless, looking for adventure before they finally slittled down. Savages, in a way. He’d felt the same restlessness after the Aiea Campaigns; that was one reason why he’d resigned his commission and lost what little inheritance he would have come into, becoming first a freespacer and then a singleship pilot, an explorer like these kids, but of the infinitely vaster ocean of space. But that had been so long ago that he could smile at it now.


  The dory idled along the shore, its motor sputtering at intervals, as Westerly looked for the ruined street. “There,” he said at last, and Iry reached between his feet and threw the anchor over the side.


  They had to wade ashore. Sea water stung Westerly’s wounded thigh, and he wondered about infection. If you could eat things on Earth, things could surely eat you. With brief hand-signals, Floyd ordered Marie and Iry to flank either side of the door below the terrace, and then he darted into the darkness. Westerly waited, clutching his pistol, and after a moment Floyd appeared above. “No one here. Ashes of a fire still warm, so they aren’t long gone.” He swung over the wall and dropped easily to the muddy ground. “I guess you lost your stuff, Mister Starman.”


  Westerly fired the pistol convulsively. The blindingly bright beam touched the terrace and the concrete imploded, showering them all with stinging fragments. Beyond, a wall collapsed and a girder groaned before shrugging up, displacing tonnes of rubble which dropped straight through the floor. Dust billowed up like a thunderhead.


  “Goddamn . . .” Floyd knocked Westerly’s arm up, grabbed the pistol. “Goddamn, there ain’t no need. Calm down now. We’re going back.”


  Westerly breathed deeply, shaking from the sudden surge of adrenaline. He hadn’t lost control like that for some time—it was alarming. “I’m going to see if I can find that fisherman. Without the key I can’t get my ship, so there’s no need for me to get back to the island.”


  “Sure there is—if I say so.”


  Westerly looked at the burly young man. Behind him, his two lieutenants were studiously not quite pointing their antique but no doubt quite serviceable weapons at Westerly, watching him with hard, alert expressions. After a moment he sighed, and spread his hands in acquiescence.


  But he was damned if he was going to stay a prisoner.


  As soon as the dory returned to its berth, he jumped ashore and strode through the crowd of watchers, shaking off the questions Nathan asked, walking into the warehouse and entering the maze of dead machinery. He was looking for the old mechanic.


  He found her in the heart of the maze, in a kind of nest of rags and rubbish: rusting tools and machine parts, chipped plates and cast-off filthy clothing, spools and bobbins and dozens of other unidentifiable objects, packed almost inextricably together like the beginnings of a fossil seam and smelling of old sweat and honey. Westerly affected not to notice all this disorder. He needed her. He had to be polite.


  The old woman was feeding a waxen comb into a conical extractor, flicking off a few dead bees with one of the extensors of her augmented arm. There was a hum, and dark sticky fluid began to ooze into the flask beneath the spout.


  “They won’t let me go,” Westerly said, squatting so that he could look into the woman’s face. “You understand that I have to get away.”


  “Oh, I understand.” Her face, round and wrinkled as an old apple, was barely visible in the shadows. “Didn’t think you’d find your thief, but there was no telling you. Never was telling you singleship pilots. See, I’m just an old mechanic; I can do nothing. I’m as much a prisoner as you.”


  “All the more reason for us to help each other.”


  She watched the level of honey rising in the flask. “I don’t think so.”


  “Damn it, they’ll make a slave of you!”


  The machine moved forward, several of its tentacles writhing up, its sensor-cluster raised like a striking snake, but the woman waved it back. “Well, maybe it’s worth it, to see you wriggle.”


  Westerly sighed. “Look, you could help me get my ship. I’ll take you away.” He remembered her phrase. “It’s still all out there.”


  “All sorts of ships lifted from here, once.”


  He prompted her. “And you wanted to go, too.”


  “I’ve been here too long, you know.” Which could have meant either of two things. She was still placidly watching the honey ooze.


  And watching her, Westerly breathed deeply, holding back his anger until his hands began to tremble. She really was the only hope he had of getting his ship back—the fine manipulators of her augmented arm, sheathed like cat’s claws above the grosser extensors, could surely construct a signal device from some of the junk lying around—so he had to court her. But singleship pilots aren’t good at dealing with people. That was one reason they had become singleship pilots. Westerly had long ago evolved a code of minimal politeness—politeness cost nothing—but all singleship pilots, like children, expected to get what they wanted at once, and he was no exception. Sweet-talking this decrepit old woman was a terrible effort for him. He had to convince her, yet his usual means of persuasion had been stolen by the fisherman.


  Keep talking. He said at random, “I used to keep bees when I was a kid,” and reached towards the spout of the extractor.


  The little machine swiftly extruded a tentacle and laid it upon Westerly’s forearm. It said in a flat voice, “This is not for you. Did you hear what he said, Seyoura?”


  “I heard,” the woman said. “I didn’t know there were bees on the colony worlds.”


  “My father owned a farm on Novaya Zyemla; I helped out there once. Bees pollinate the alfalfa that conditions the atmosphere of the Taryscheena.” He flicked the machine’s tentacle away. The place it had touched tingled. “What’s the honey for?”


  “Myself, my machine here. Or for its biological part anyway.”


  “I was a dog once,” the machine said. Its sensor-cluster, a fist flecked with glass, bobbed in the dim light.


  “But you aren’t from Novaya Zyemla,” the woman added. “Not with that name.”


  “No, from Elysium. My father owns an estate there. Part of the Fountain of Youth Combine.”


  “Agatherin, eh? So, why aren’t you young?”


  “I’m disinherited. The youngest son to begin with, and then I resigned my commission. My father didn’t like that, still won’t talk to me.” His left foot, above the hollow heel where the payment for Bifrost was hidden, itched. Two hundred years of life, a whole point ought six grams of agatherin.


  “I’ve never been to any of the worlds,” the woman said. “Do you know, not even Luna.” She said it as if it had suddenly struck her, after all the years.


  Westerly said, “With your help—”


  “Oh, I couldn’t.” With a theatrical gesture she pressed her hands, flesh and metal, over her ears.


  “It would be easy, but I need your help. Think it over.”


  “You singleship pilots. You and your damned arrogance. You haven’t even asked my name.”


  “What’s your name?”


  She drew herself up, gathering her ragged black net about herself as if it were a regal robe. “Catarina de Cyrene. But you aren’t interested in me. I’m just a means to an end.” Her augmented arm flashed in the gloom; the six-clawed fist quivered a centimeter before Westerly’s nose. “All you are interested in is this.”


  He stood, slowly and stiffly. “Just think about it. Or would you rather spend you life as a slave to those kids? What do you think you are to them?”


  But she made no reply. Westerly turned away.


  Some of the youngsters were squatting around a little fire to one side of the gaping entrance, and a few glanced at Westerly as he painfully slittled opposite them. The haze had cleared and a gorgeous sunset was in progress over the ruins of the city, the sun an oblate orange sphere sinking in streaks of red cloud against a deep violet sky. The sea strait glittered like bronze; the camouflaged boats were gilded.


  Presently, Nathan came over with a bowl of lukewarm fish stew. When Westerly took it and smelt its salty stench, something happened between his throat and his belly, like a band snapping. He was that hungry. Nathan, squatting on his heels, his hands on his knees, watched as Westerly spooned the stuff down. Nathan had put on a pair of steel-rimmed spectacles, lending his long face a serious, scholarly air. Presently, he said, “It isn’t my idea to keep you. Floyd reckons you might be useful if we have to dicker with the Witnesses. They might pay for you.”


  “So let me go.”


  “Well, I can’t rightly do that. The rest are on Floyd’s side, mostly. See, democracy is a tradition our people have kept alive, and we’re taking it with us.”


  “Where is that?”


  It turned out that they didn’t have any real plan, except to sail north and look for a good place to start a slittlement. “Getting kind of itchy back home, which is why,” Nathan explained, “and there’s the whole world for us now. But I’m sorry you had to run into Floyd.”


  “It just hasn’t been my day.”


  “Why are the Witnesses so keen on you, do you think?”


  Again, Westerly thought of the agatherin tucked in his bootheel, and of his ship, but he couldn’t tell Nathan that. Or at least, not directly. After a minute he said, “Pyramids.”


  Nathan looked politely puzzled.


  “Destroyed now, but thousands of years ago kings erected huge tombs for themselves and the wealth they thought they’d need for the afterlife. They had traps and mazes constructed to deter the robbers, and the workers who built those, who knew how to reach the treasure, were executed. The bodyguards who shot me down weren’t aiming to kill me, just rob me, but the Witnesses want me dead. You see, I know where they will be going. Away from Earth’s babble, where they hope to hear their Gods, where they hope their petitions will be heard.”


  “Those Gods have nothing to do with us,” Nathan said, echoing the fisherman’s remark. “I guess you might think differently, though, being old enough to remember the Revelation.”


  “I was in contraspace at the time, on an expedition. I only knew of the Revelation after I returned.”


  Nathan scratched under his skimpy beard. “My parents talked about it sometimes, how it seemed they saw and felt everyone in the human race, and all the stars above and below. I guess I don’t really understand it.” He smiled. “That’s one of the reasons we’re on the move, I suppose. It’s like people were marked by it; and some of the babies born just afterwards more so. Some of them are very strange. But it isn’t anything to us, except we have to live in its consequence.”


  “Well, no one really understands it; that’s why the things that caused it are called Gods by some. But it didn’t make much difference, in the end.”


  Nathan gestured, meaning the ruins spread beyond the strait, silhouetted in the sunset. “I guess you didn’t have the Witnesses, stirring things up after. My people, though, the Arcadians, we kept out of it. Like you said, life goes on. We lived through the war, and through being conquered afterwards. Our ancestors ruled the Earth once, know that?”


  “Half of it, anyhow. They’re my ancestors, too. The United States slittled Elysium, after all.”


  “Oh. Yeah.” Nathan looked up, then down. “That kind of makes us cousins.”


  “So why am I your prisoner?”


  “Like I said, Floyd—”


  And the airship dawned above the edge of the warehouse.


  Silent and silver, it began to turn as it passed over the welter of the strait, flashing from end to end in the light of the setting sun. Westerly saw the row of little windows in the gondola slung under its belly. Half the Arcadians were standing in the warehouse doorway; others were hustling small children into the shadows beyond. A little way off, Floyd was pointing defiantly at the huge craft. . . . Or no, he had Westerly’s pistol!


  Westerly shouted a warning just as Floyd fired. A line of light as bright as the sun lived for an instant between his arm and the center of the airship. There was a dull boom, and the rear of the airship, bisected as it travelled along the beam, began to collapse in on itself. Lift gone, the nose tilted at the sky as the craft slid down the air. Just before it touched the water Floyd fired again, and the beam must have touched some power source. For a brief instant, the sunset was doubled.


  Westerly looked away, heat scorching the side of his face. When he looked back, scattered fires were burning on the water, but the airship was gone. Long waves rocked the boats at their moorings, slapped spray above the jetties.


  Nathan was running, and Westerly followed as quickly as he could. Floyd said truculently, “They saw us. They saw the boats. I had to, Nate.”


  Nathan’s spectacles flashed. “Something like that, the Witnesses were sure to have detected it. We’re in line of sight of their damn telescopes!”


  “Well hell,” Iry said, scratching at his sandy hair, “the starman there fired the piece when we was on the shore, and nothing happened.”


  “Only that an airship comes sniffing along a few hours later. You call that nothing?”


  “The Witnesses can’t detect that pistol,” Westerly said, and everyone turned to look at him. There was a spot of color high on each of Nathan’s cheekbones. “Look,” Westerly said, “those telescopes are aimed up, at Sagittarius. The Witnesses aren’t much interested in their backyard.”


  “Then what was that airship doing here?” Nathan demanded.


  “Looking for me, I expect. You should let me go; keeping me’ll only bring trouble.”


  Floyd stepped forward, raised the pistol. “We can deal with trouble, right?”


  Someone in the watching crowd shouted, “Tell him, Floyd!”


  Floyd grinned. “I told you this guy was worth something. Listen, we don’t have to run from no one. We start doing that, we never stop. That’s the way of the world. We show these Witnesses what we can do, there’s no one’ll say no to us. We can take what we want. You all with me?”


  As the cheering started, Nathan turned on his heel, the spots of color suddenly erased. Westerly followed him into the shadow of the warehouse and said, “Let me go.”


  “Go ask Floyd.” Nathan shook off Westerly’s hand and walked on.


  The victorious Arcadians built a huge bonfire on the apron outside the warehouse; as the crescent of Luna rose above the island, flames lapped higher than the warehouse roof, sent whole constellations of sparks whirling into the night. Westerly sat at the edge of a crumbling jetty, watching as the Arcadians drank and sang and capered in the firelight. Once, a young woman with a primitive kind of projectile rifle slung over her shoulder came up with a bottle, tried to make him drink, but he smiled and said no until she went away. He could have stolen one of the boats quite easily . . . if he had known how to sail it, and didn’t mind risking Floyd using his own pistol against him. And the Witnesses were out there looking for him, and perhaps the renegade bodyguards too, if the Witnesses hadn’t dealt with them yet. . . . He sighed and stood and walked to the end of the jetty. And that was where he found the wounded man.


  There was a gasping mixed with the lapping of water beneath the jetty, and Westerly peered into the tangle of shadow and moonlight, and saw the man lying there on the wrinkled mud like a grounded fish. He cried out harshly when Westerly, up to his knees in mud, tried to move him. But he was too heavy. His face was a livid ruined mask, his hair shrivelled like peppercorns across his swollen scalp. Without any doubt he was a Witness. Around his neck was a chain bearing a representation of the galaxy’s triple spiral, a single synthetic ruby at its heart, and the same symbol was stamped into the stock of his pistol, a small old-fashioned laser. Westerly slipped it into his pocket, clambered back up onto the jetty, and went to look for Floyd.


  The Arcadians’ leader sat with his back against the warehouse wall, flanked by his lieutenants. “Well,” he said, looking Westerly up and down, his eyes hooded and insolent, “you been swimming?”


  “There’s a wounded Witness on the mud down there. I can’t get him up by myself.”


  “No kidding?” Floyd took a long swallow from his bottle and handed it to Marie. “We’ll go take a look. You stay there, old man.”


  “Have a drink,” Marie suggested. “Come on, Mister Starman.”


  But Westerly pushed her away, followed Floyd and Iry around the huge fire, and stood on the jetty while the two men laboured to lift up the sobbing Witness. “Go away now,” Floyd said, clambering up. “We got to question this guy.”


  “You had better hurry. He’s ninety per cent gone.”


  “I got to know if there’re any others of his kind around, Mister Westerly. Leave me to my business, okay?”


  He called over a couple of the revellers, and the little party pushed past Westerly, carrying the wounded man through the entrance of the warehouse and into the shadows between the machines. Westerly stood indecisively at the entrance, wondering if Floyd was as smart as he hoped. He had halfdecided to find Nathan and try to persuade him to help when the screams started.


  Westerly gripped the purloined laser inside his pocket, telling himself that this was necessary. Floyd had to know the Witnesses’ plans. But the screams ran on and on, denials torn from the very roots of language, a litany of agony babbling in the darkness beneath the high roof.


  Westerly paced up and down, sweating, went outside where the noise of the Arcadians’ revelry drowned the screams, went back in again. He wanted nothing more than an end to the screams, and when they did stop, as abruptly as if a switch had been thrown, the silence amongst the ruined machinery was densely ominous.


  Something whirred and Westerly spun around. But it was only the old woman’s machine. Firelight ran like oil along its metal flank, winked in the lenses of its sensor-cluster. “Bad thing,” it said.


  “Yes. Very bad.”


  “They wanted to know what the Witnesses are planning. Bad. My mistress wants to talk with you.”


  Catarina de Cyrene was hunched within her nest of rags and rubbish, clutching a bottle. “This is my place,” she said, “my place, and they do something like this. Starting a war against the Witnesses. Don’t they know what they’re up against?”


  “Obviously not.”


  “You surely got Floyd started. Yeah, I saw you splitting him off Nathan. You let him keep that pistol, and that’s power. You expected him to let you go?”


  “Something like that.”


  “Singleship pilots. Think you know it all.” She swallowed from the bottle and held it out. “Fermented honey. Want some?”


  Westerly shook his head.


  “How easy is it to get up your ship? What kind of signal? My machine might be able to mimic it.”


  “Radio. One hundred fifty kilohertz.”


  “And?”


  “If you’re coming with me, I’ll tell you the rest when we get there. How can I trust you?”


  “How can you be sure I can get your ship up, if you don’t tell me the signal?”


  “Oh, it’s a simple little tune. Let me worry about that. It will be difficult, you know, hiding from Floyd when he finds we’re gone.”


  “This is my island,” the old mechanic said. “You might think I’m crazy, but I’m not as crazy as the Arcadians. They think they’ve inherited the Earth. Well, no one has. Even the Witnesses want to leave, to get nearer their Gods.”


  “They aren’t anyone’s Gods really. Are we going?”


  She pulled herself up, a little drunk, and adjusted the black netting over her augmented arm. “I said I would, don’t worry. There’s a way out of the back.”


  The path led around the side of the warehouse, through banks of ghostweed that trailed little touches across Westerly’s face, intimate and unsettling in the darkness. Then they passed the apron where the Arcadians were still dancing around their bonfire, staggering and clapping. The pulsing firelight suffused the ghostweed like blood. Someone was playing a fiddle, that most human-sounding of instruments, and its wailing voice soared into the night.


  “We have to cross to the other side of the island,” Westerly whispered.


  “I know. I saw your ship come down, and I saw you sink it and take off in that aircar of yours.”


  “Christ.”


  “Don’t worry. I never told them. I’ve not told one tenth of what I know. Follow me, now.”


  They left the light of the bonfire behind; the ghostweed glimmered like frost in the level light of the setting moon. The old woman was a soundless shadow flitting through it, the machine humming quietly at her heels; Westerly kept stepping on crackling foliage.


  They had not gone very far when a hand, cold and papery, gripped Westerly’s own, and the old woman thrust her face near his. Her breath was sickly sweet. “Someone’s coming.”


  Westerly listened. The noise of the revelry was small and faint; the nighttime susurration of insects was louder. Then Westerly heard a crackle, and another, light and sure footsteps coming towards them. He turned and blundered into the old woman, and from their left a beam of light snapped on, pinpointing the machine. Westerly brought up the stolen laser and fired; in the flare he saw Marie’s startled face, and then she was running, lost in darkness. A line of ghostweed burned with fitful blue flame.


  “Come on!” He grabbed the old woman’s flesh arm and they ran, thrashing through ghostweed.


  But after a few minutes she pulled back, gasping hoarsely. “Walk,” she managed to say.


  His own heart pounding, Westerly told her, “They’ll be after us.”


  “I’m old. Walk. I know . . . I know what I’m doing.”


  They had reached the clearing where the old woman kept her beehives, when once more they heard the distant sounds of pursuit. “What now?” Westerly was beginning to feel the first sliding edge of fear.


  “Now you go on.”


  “Don’t be crazy.” He knew the machine wouldn’t leave her, and he needed it to reach his ship.


  “Don’t worry. I know what I’m doing. You go on now; I’ve been stung so often I don’t take any notice, but it’ll hurt you like hell.” She pulled netting over her head and walked towards the hives. A shadow in the fading moonlight, she stooped and lifted off the top of the nearest hive. Westerly saw her augmented arm gleam as she reached inside, and then, above the nearing sounds of the Arcadians, he heard a low menacing hum. He ran.


  “Don’t walk on the grass, now. You’ll leave a trail. On the bits of wall, there.”


  The ghostweed had not taken hold here. Grass covered the ground between the ruins of what had been the administration complex of the civilian part of the spacefield. Ragged cypresses stood here and there, like black tongues of flame against the black night.


  The moon had set now, and the only light came from the rigid patterns of the stars that bestrode the sky. His wounded thigh aching, Westerly followed the dark shape of the old mechanic crabwise across uneven rubble, clutching at dry, spiky weeds. The machine whined and slipped behind him. They reached a wall, and she felt along it, muttering, then lifted a trailing fringe of vegetation and vanished as she ducked beneath it. Westerly followed, banging his head on a sharp edge. “Light,” she said, her breathing harsh, and the machine struck a dim blue refulgence somewhere in its upheld sensor-cluster.


  They were in the remains of a once-splendid hall. Ivy let down great ropes through holes in the domed ceiling; the marble floor was littered with rubbish and in one place had been scorched and broken. The old woman led Westerly to one corner and bent and tugged. Part of the floor came up.


  “Service hatch. Cableways down there. We can rest for the night.”


  Westerly had to carry the heavy machine down the rickety metal ladder; as he descended, things squeaked and rustled somewhere beyond its blue light. The old woman chuckled. “They won’t hurt us. Rats in a trap.”


  “Pardon me?”


  “An old saying. By God, the way those Arcadians shrieked when they ran into the bees! Well, maybe I’m not finished after all.” She chuckled again. “We’ve done all right, but we should rest. This used to be Luiz’s hole, I remember.”


  Luiz, she explained, had been a mechanic, too. “Used to be half a dozen of us. I’m the last, and when I’m gone, there’ll be no one to remember how it was, here, when Earth ruled the stars.”


  Westerly didn’t bother to correct the gross romanticism. He was tired, too. Tired and old. How long a day it had been! He slept fitfully that night, seeing again and again Marie’s startled face as the laser bolt sizzled past, the airship folding as it fell, hearing the panicked shouts then hoarse cries of astonished pain as the Arcadians ran from the bees Catarina de Cyrene had loosed. It was cold and dank in the old service tunnel, and gradually he and the old woman came to huddle together, sleeping as innocently as two lost babes until by Westerly’s chronometer it was morning.


  He was still tired, but left the old woman to sleep on and climbed up into the ruined hall, at its request taking the machine with him. Thin grey light seeped through the holes in the ceiling. Westerly peeked through the holes in the curtain of ivy that masked the breach in the wall through which they had entered, but no one moved in the weed-choked ruins outside.


  Behind him, the machine said, “People went past an hour ago. Seven or eight by their footsteps, but they did not come very close.”


  “All the same, I’d like to have known.”


  “My mistress needed to sleep. So, I think, did you.” It sat on its tracks on the filthy marble floor, regarding him with its arched sensor-cluster.


  Westerly sat beside it. “Where did she get you from?”


  “I was in a library; I worked in the archives. After the city was evacuated, we machines were left behind, and we decided to carry on working. Almost all of us had died when she came to rescue us.”


  Westerly asked about the library, finding it hard to believe that texts which had been transferred onto more convenient media centuries ago should be kept for themselves. The machine tried to explain; obviously, it missed its tasks. Westerly told it, “That was the trouble with Earth. Too much clinging to the past. Too much history.”


  “Perhaps. I read some of the books, after we had been left alone, but I did not understand much. And the library has been destroyed, burnt five years ago. All of the books are gone now.”


  “Tell me about your mistress.”


  “When she became a mechanic, when her arm was replaced, something was done to her head so that she would accept the change. They do that to all the mechanics, but in her something went wrong. The conditioning was too strong. She prefers machines to people, needs machines, I think. There were others like her, and after the Revelation they began to gather us and bring us here, to the island. They looked after us, and we worshipped them. But the other mechanics died, and one by one our powerpacks ran down. I was the smallest, and the reserves of the others, too low to do them any good, sustain me. But I am glad that we are going with you, for I knew the day would come when there would be no more power.”


  “It’s all true,” the old woman said. Westerly turned. She was crouching at the edge of the service hatch, her black net wrapped around her like a shroud. “Maybe I am a little crazy, but not as crazy as I once was.” Then: “Listen.”


  It began as a muted rumble, like distant thunder. Then something passed overhead, a long roaring that shook dust from the ceiling. And another. Westerly reached the breach in the wall first; the old woman crowded behind him. Two aircars streaked through the dawn, tiny flecks of silver that glittered as they turned and wove; below their frenzied dance there was a flare of orange. Something stabbed up from the ground, a dimensionless, hurtingly bright thread.


  Westerly said, “The Witnesses have found your friends.”


  “No friends of mine. Look at that!”


  One aircar burst into a ragged blossom of flame that thinned to drifting smoke. The other dived steeply, and there was another orange flare before it turned and skimmed away.


  “There’ll be reinforcements,” Westerly said. “Perhaps we should move.”


  “Never thought I’d hear a singleship pilot admit he was scared. Well, we’ve no breakfast, so I suppose we’ve nothing better to do. Adventures at my time of life,” she said, smiling and showing black stumps of teeth.


  A tall unwavering column of smoke stood in the direction of the warehouse as Westerly and the old woman and her machine began to pick their way through the remnants of the launch facilities. Westerly’s leg was stiff and his eyeballs felt as if they were bedded in grit, but he was calm and clearheaded. The old woman found a pool of water cupped in the crumpled vane of a fluxbarrier, and they drank from it, stirring away snorkeling insect larvae. It had a bitter metallic flavour, but it quenched Westerly’s thirst, and he splashed it on his face and the back of his neck. Although the sun was barely clear of the horizon, the air was already warm and close.


  “We should get on,” the old woman fretted.


  “Your friends won’t be coming after us now,” Westerly teased. He was relaxed and confident now that his ship was only a walk away. The attack would have whetted Floyd’s determination; he would want more weapons like the one Westerly had given him, and if Westerly was right, he now knew where to get them.


  Catarina de Cyrene pulled her net closer around her thin bent body. “I like some of them, you know.” She seemed diminished in the dawn light. An old, old woman, a relic of the dead past that lay all around.


  Beside her, the machine raised its sensor-cluster and said, “Someone is coming.”


  “Where?” Westerly could see nothing but ghostweed straggling over fallen fluxbarriers and bafflesquares.


  The machine pointed with several of its tentacles. “There,” it said, and Nathan emerged from behind the upturned remains of a gravithic generator, raising his hands when he saw the pistol Westerly held.


  Nathan explained that he meant no harm; he was, he said, trying to escape as well. “Floyd shot down one of those aircars and the other turned tail, but by then they’d just about blown apart the warehouse. They kept diving and dropping little capsules, tiny things that exploded in midair or blew into sheets of flame. People were killed, a lot were wounded, but Floyd went a little crazy and ordered everyone who could to climb into the boats. I wanted to tend the wounded first, bury our dead, and that’s when he started shouting at me, told me to stay behind, he didn’t need me. So what could I do, with that pistol of yours aimed at me? I watched the boats sail off and then came to find you.”


  “Which way did the boats go? Toward the sea?”


  “No, around the point, hugging the shore. I guess Floyd was afraid he’d be caught out in the open.”


  “Goddamn,” the old woman said. “We’re standing here talking when that Floyd could be on our tails. And the Witnesses will be back, probably blow the whole island up, too. We should go!”


  They set off through the ruins, the old woman and her machine leading, Westerly walking beside Nathan. “You were lucky to find us,” he told the Arcadian.


  “Oh, I knew where you were. You were heading in this direction when you set off the bees, and I knew about her bolthole in those ruins. She’d been there before, after we came, and perhaps she was thinking of hiding from us when time came to leave. Though until you arrived, I didn’t think she’d have the courage to try and escape.” He smiled. “Floyd was real mad about the bees; he couldn’t shoot them down with that pistol, though he burned down the hives. Got stung for his pains, too. Swore he’d cut up both of you.”


  “But you didn’t tell him where we were.”


  “I was kind of relieved when you escaped. Things were getting out of hand even then; I guess maybe I should have done more.” He knuckled his eyes, reset his steel-rimmed spectacles. One side of his face was scorched; holes were charred in his black jeans and his loose old-fashioned blouson. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this. We’re supposed to be a democracy. But Floyd kind of took over.”


  The old woman, hobbling stubbornly ahead, looked back and said, “That’s what happens to all democracies, boy.”


  “Floyd was just a quiet kid, back home. I don’t know what’s gotten into him.”


  “It’s like the ghostweed,” Westerly said, struck and pleased by the parallel. He pulled loose a diaphanous handful from a bank that climbed a fallen fluxbarrier. “On Serenity, where it comes from, it grows no higher than your knees, and grows sparsely at that. Put it somewhere where there’s no control, where it isn’t supposed to be, and look what happens.” He smiled, suddenly happy. He hadn’t thought like that in years, thought about the way things were and why. He’d simply ignored the travails of human history; he’d cut himself off. Now he was back in it, and deeper than he cared to admit, but he was happy to be walking side by side with this stranger, this Earthman, as the old woman and her machine led them through the devastated circles of the launch pads.


  And then the machine stopped. “Something ahead,” it said. “Perhaps the discharge of your pistol, Seyour Westerly. I cannot tell exactly where; too far away.”


  Westerly took out the Witness’s pistol and handed it to Nathan, who almost dropped it. “It’s just a laser,” he told the Arcadian, “no need to be nervous. Keep it hidden, all right?”


  Nathan started to say something, then simply shrugged and tucked the weapon away.


  “Let’s go,” Westerly said, and led the way out of the broken maze of the spacefield. Beyond, as he had remembered, was the broad road that circled the island, broken now, with weeds thrusting aside its tilted slabs. And beyond the road was the ocean. Its fresh breeze blew in their faces, and white sea birds rode the air overhead, calling with harsh voices.


  “Raise your ship,” the old woman said. She reached up with her augmented arm and tugged at her pigtail, plainly nervous in the open. “Raise it up. Tell me the signal.”


  Westerly looked at the machine. “A pure high C note, oscillating at ten cycles per second on one hundred fifty kilohertz.”


  “A simple siren song,” the machine observed complacently.


  “Well do it,” Catarina de Cyrene said, clutching at her black net as it fluttered in the breeze. And when nothing had happened after a minute, “Goddamn, don’t tell me you can’t.”


  “I am signalling,” the machine said, “but there is no response.”


  “You have to be close,” Westerly told her. “Otherwise anyone could have taken the transmitter from me and called up the ship for himself. We have to walk around that bluff. Then you’ll see.”


  Parts of the road had subsided, forming deep inlets in the bottom of which white water seethed and ebbed; the largest forced the three people and the machine to take long detours. Catarina de Cyrene wrapped a fold of black net over her white hair to protect herself from the sun; the machine kept close to her heels.


  Westerly took the lead, a lightness in his head compounded of hunger and anticipatory fear. He was fairly sure that he knew who would be waiting for him, but for all his scheming he didn’t quite know what would happen. Yet he had to have his ship.


  The road looped around the bluff and then sloped down and vanished in a level stretch of sand. Blowing grains struck Westerly’s face. He looked at the concrete embankment that backed the beach, and at the wind-twisted groves of live oak above it, then turned and gestured at the sea. “Raise it up,” he told the machine.


  Far out in the glittering swell, a long way beyond the shifting boundary where combers began their curling runs towards the beach, the sea rose in a long smooth hump which broke in a flurry of white as the ship came up, its curved hull and then the delta wing beneath glistening in the sunlight. Under the dumb urge of its programming, Westerly’s ship turned and sped across the water toward the beach, coming to rest a dozen meters above the beach, its triangular shadow falling across the watchers. “Goddamn,” Westerly heard the old mechanic say reverentially, and then Nathan yelled a warning.


  And a dozen meters away the sea erupted in a gout of steam and foam that spouted higher than the back of the floating ship.


  Nathan reached inside his blouson for the laser, but Westerly caught his arm and murmured, more calmly than he felt, “No. Wait.”


  One, then another, then half a dozen more: the figures rose from the edge of the embankment and dropped on to the beach. The pistol in his hand, Floyd swaggered up to Westerly, Marie and sandy-haired Iry at his back.


  “Well now,” Floyd said, pushing back his long fringe and squinting up at the singleship’s underbelly. His bare chest and arms were dotted with puffy white blisters. “I guess you’re wondering how I knew you’d be here.”


  “Not at all. You found out when you tortured that Witness. They had prepared an ambush here for me, and I suppose I should thank you for saving me from it.”


  “Pretty smart for an old man. I suppose you know what I want as well.”


  Westerly gestured at the ship above their heads. “You want the weapons I have in there. But I’m not all that clever, you know. I didn’t realise how ruthless you were.”


  Floyd hefted the pistol. “Yeah, well, we don’t have things like this on Earth.”


  “You don’t have much on Earth, anymore. What about the others?”


  “Oh, you can go free, when I’ve gotten what I want. But I want to deal with the traitor there, and the old woman.” He touched his bee-stung chest.


  Westerly moved then, but the machine moved faster. It smashed into Floyd’s ankles and began to claw up his body as he fell. The man rolled away and staggered to his feet, backing away as the machine advanced on him. “Cali it off,” Floyd yelled, and swiped at it with the pistol. Westerly saw the fat blue spark, heard the flat crack of the discharge. Floyd yelped and danced back as the machine snatched at his knees with its tentacles. “Call the fucking thing off!” the Arcadian shouted, then staggered and fell, rolling backward and coming up with the pistol at the ready. Westerly saw the look in Floyd’s face and ducked just as the pistol went off.


  The machine blew apart in a flare of violet, spraying molten sand and live steam and a shower of red-hot fragments. Westerly covered his face as burning stuff pattered all around; behind him one of the Arcadians grunted and clutched the place where something had gouged a chunk from his arm.


  Floyd lay facedown beyond the fused crater, the pistol still clutched in his outstretched hand. A halo of red soaked into the sand around his head. Before anyone else thought to move, Westerly jumped the crater, jarring his wounded thigh, pried loose the pistol, and felt for a pulse. His hand came away sticky with blood.


  “How is he?” Nathan was training the laser on the other Arcadians, his face entirely white except for the livid burn on his cheek.


  “Dead.” Westerly was trembling, not with the residue of fear (he was still afraid), but with an almost irresistible urge to laugh. He walked over to Floyd’s lieutenants and said as steadily as he could, “You two have no quarrel with me, but you’ll have to answer to your own people.” He looked at the rest of the Arcadians. “What about all of you? Is it all over?”


  “We never wanted trouble,” Marie said, biting her lip. She dropped her heavy rifle on the sand, and one by one the others copied her.


  Catarina de Cyrene knelt over the steaming crater, then straightened with the machine’s sensor-cluster held in the hand of her augmented arm like a flower. The net bunched above the manipulators was smouldering. She looked at Westerly and said, “You knew what we were walking into. You should have told me, singleship pilot.”


  “Why do you think I gave Nathan the laser? Besides, you wouldn’t have come with me if you’d known.” Westerly turned to Marie and asked, “Are any of the Witnesses left alive?”


  “One,” she admitted quietly; Westerly told her to bring the prisoner down.


  The Witness was a small, bright-eyed man in voluminous particolored clothes that fluttered around him as he stepped cockily down the beach. He glanced at Floyd’s body and at the pistol Westerly held, and shrugged. “We needed your ship,” was his only explanation, and when Westerly said that he’d known that all along, the little man seemed amused. “Who told you? One of our people?”


  “In a way. Some of the bodyguards tried to stop the ones who shot me down, and when they failed, they fled in the direction of your telescopes. I figured they were in your employ.”


  “A pity you couldn’t have hired more reliable people. Being shot down was your saving.” He was looking up at the belly of the ship. “Tell me, how did you call it out of the sea?”


  “A radio signal.”


  “Ah. How quaintly simple. The question always was, what sort of signal, and what else besides. That’s why we waited for you here. We weren’t sure if you’d booby-trapped it. Otherwise—”


  “Otherwise you’d have killed me as soon as I’d given you Bifrost’s location. Tell me, how did you know the ship was hidden here?”


  “We had agents all along the coast. We knew you’d have to land fairly close to where we’d arranged to meet you.”


  “The fisherman.”


  “Yes, he was a fisherman, the man who spotted you.”


  Westerly laughed. “Your help wasn’t too reliable, either. After I was shot down, your fisherman helped me across to the island and then robbed me.”


  “Thank you for telling me. He will be dealt with in due course.”


  “What makes you think I’m going to let you go?”


  “Why else would you want to talk with me?” the little man asked, folding his arms calmly. “Besides, do not think I am afraid of death. I am already elevated sixty degrees within the immanence of the living Godhead. I have logged over a hundred hours of prayer.”


  “Your prayers won’t reach the Gods for thousands of years yet. If they are Gods. And if they are listening.”


  “Oh, I will not argue with you—”


  “That’s wise,” Catarina de Cyrene said. “You’d save a lot of breath otherwise wasted to no purpose. He listens only to himself.” She flung away the sensor-cluster and turned her back on Westerly.


  The Witness raised an eyebrow, then resumed his little speech as if nothing had happened. “We no longer need to proselytize; that is one reason why we are retreating to the world you discovered. When our petitions are answered, we will have to deal with you colonists; until then, we will leave you be.”


  “Thank you,” Westerly said dryly. “Now, go back and tell your people I won’t betray the location of Bifrost. You needn’t kill me.”


  The little man looked at the Arcadians, then mockingly bowed to Westerly and started up the curve of the beach.


  Watching, Nathan said, “We must leave, too. Or they will take their revenge on us.”


  “I don’t think so,” Westerly said. “But in case—here.” He handed over his pistol.


  Nathan took it gingerly and stared at Westerly for a few moments, his eyes hidden behind his spectacles. Then, a weapon in either hand, he walked out of the shadow of the hanging ship to the edge of the sea and threw both pistols a long way out into the water. When he came back, Westerly said, “You’re crazy. Those would help your people survive.”


  “No. We would fight over them and destroy ourselves, or we would destroy others with them.” Nathan scratched under his beard. “You know, Mister Westerly, you are a little like a God, coming from the sky and changing our lives. Perhaps it is as well Earth no longer bothers with the stars. Good luck to you, anyway.”


  He spoke to the other Arcadians, had them pick up Floyd’s body. When it was turned over to show the shattered bloody face, Iry said, “Jesus Christ” and vomited convulsively into his hands. Trembling, Marie wrapped an arm around his waist, and together they followed the others up the beach, climbing onto the ruined road and turning out of sight beyond the stunted live oaks.


  Westerly went up to the old woman, but didn’t quite dare touch her. “I promised I’d take you away,” he said, “and I’ll hold to that. And I’m sorry about your machine. I didn’t mean for it to happen like that.”


  She turned. Her eyes, sunken in her wrinkled face, glittered. “I don’t think you’re sorry. Even so, I might have known; you singleship pilots care for nothing but yourselves.” She held up the clawed hand of her augmented arm when Westerly began to speak. “No, I’m not going with you. Can you imagine me out there? No, the other mechanics lived out their lives here, and so can I. Only there’ll be no one to bury my bones, if that makes a difference. Leave Earth to its heirs, singleship pilot.” She gathered her ragged net around herself and added, almost shyly, “I suppose yours is the last starship I’ll ever see, and I’d like to watch it go up. Is it safe to stay here when you lift?”


  “I’ll go up just like an elevator. You won’t have a hair on your head disturbed.” He ordered the ship to let down its ladder and ascended, not looking back even when the old mechanic shouted after him.


  As he had promised, he took the ship up straight and level, the island falling away on the screen, a detail lost in the ragged shore that was itself lost in the great blue curve of the planet. And he felt a sudden empty yearning as he rose above it all, as if he, too, could find no better way to end his years than on the shore of Earth, at Galveston, instead of fleeing into emptiness with only his life and his ship and, still hidden in the heel of his left boot, the price of a world. And with Catarina de Cyrene’s last words, the words he would puzzle over the rest of his long, long life in the worlds above: You’re all dead to reality up there; you’d better hope the Witnesses can call up their Gods!


  A few weak, old man’s tears pricked Westerly’s eyes, swelling but not falling in the negligible pull of the ship’s acceleration. When he had wiped them away, the ship had already turned on the first stage of its programmed course. On the screen now were only stars. Westerly didn’t bother to look back.


  1988


  Karl and the Ogre


  The three hunters, Karl and Shem and Anaxander, picked up the ogre’s trail only a day after they had left the village and begun to follow the river back along its course to the spot where the unicorn had been killed, deep in the folded foothills of the Berkshires. Steeply sloping woods cluttered with ferns and mossy boulders. Slim trees, beech and sugar maple, leaning every which way in hot green light. June, the sky a blank blue. They’d gone down to the water to refill their bottles, and there, in a little embayment between white boulders tumbled by snowmelt floods, Karl found the ogre’s bootprints in wet gravel at the river’s edge.


  A gangling blond lad of twenty summers, Karl wiped sweat from his eyes as he stared down at the prints – flat, intagliated with the waffle pattern of oldtime shoes – and felt no elation. After a moment he called over the others.


  Anaxander nervously shook black, elflocked hair from his eyes and barely glanced at the prints before dancing away, trailing a high happy babble, ulu-la-ulu-la-la, then spinning around and cocking his head to listen to the trill of some bird in the woods that rose above the river. Meanwhile, Shem put his hands on the knees of his jeans and puzzled over the sign: poor, slow, patient Shem. He’d been the best hunter of all, Karl’s mother had said, before the transgression which had brought down the changelings’ anger. They had broken the edge of his intelligence then, leaving only a dog’s dull unquestioning loyalty. Karl had never learnt what Shem had done; none of the hunters like to talk about it, not even his often outspoken mother – and now she was gone, sent by the grim changeling who had charge of the hunters’ guild to track down the last of the ogres in the rainy forests of the North Pacific coast.


  Karl said impatiently, “Not such a big one this time. My weight or maybe a little less.”


  “. . . Maybe,” Shem said at last, and straightened, squinting against the sundazzle that salted the swiftrunning river. Sweat shone on the dappled horseshoe of baldness that pushed into his red hair. He said, “Let it be clean this time, boy. None of the talk. Just do it.”


  “Talking about the oldtime doesn’t harm,” Karl said, smiling, sure in his power over the older man.


  “. . . Maybe. I don’t know, boy.”


  Karl swatted at a mosquito. “There’s an undine in this river, right? Worth calling up, I guess.”


  “I guess,” Shem said, while Anaxander pulled the little wooden pipe from his belt and trilled the notes of the birdsong he’d just heard.


  Squatting in hot sunlight, Karl laboriously scratched the necessary signs on a heavy granite pebble with his bodkin, then straightened and lobbed the stone out into the central current. Immediately, the glassgreen water there boiled in white foam. An arm as long as Karl was tall broke surface, huge hand spread to show the membranes looped between the fingers; and each finger tipped with a claw curved like the thorn of a rose. Then her inhuman face, hair tangled like waterweed about it; then her shoulders and breasts, as smooth and white as the boulders of the shore. Water spraying from the gill-slits in her neck, the undine sculled in the current, turning to face the hunters.


  But she had little to tell them. Yes, she said in answer to Karl’s questions, yes, the ogre had drunk the water of the river that morning, just after dawn. And yes, there had been only one creature. But when it had drunk its fill, it had turned and gone up the hillside, and the undine knew no more of it. Karl thanked her and she sank back, hair floating out from her face as water closed over it and she dissolved into her element. Then there was only the sound of the river and the high piping of the birds in the green woods.


  “Come on,” Karl said, picking up his blanket-roll. “There are bound to be tracks through the undergrowth up there – the dirt’s so wet you can kick a spring out of it with your heel. What is it, Ax?”


  Anaxander was pointing across the river. Karl shaded his eyes and saw a deer step daintily over a spit of gravel, then lower its head and drink.


  “I see it,” Karl said, “but it’s on the wrong side. I could put an arrow in it, sure, but I’m not swimming across to get it, and none of us can walk on water. Or can you, Ax, huh?”


  Shem said hoarsely and urgently, “They said it was not allowed to kill anything but the ogre. You remember, boy, remember the cow. Ready for us when we return. Not allowed, here.”


  The placid Jersey cow, her long-lashed eyes looking trustingly at the village slaughterer as he placed a hand on her white muzzle. Her abrupt sideways collapse. Karl said bitterly, “You’d think we’d be free of their damned rules up here!”


  Shem shrugged; Anaxander piped a fragment of the tune which the girl had sung. Karl reddened and plunged his fists into the pockets of his long cotton coat. No use scolding the idiot, he probably didn’t mean anything by it. Although you were never sure, never really sure. Anaxander was an idiot, but he was also a changeling. You never really knew what went on behind those clear blue eyes. “Come on,” Karl said, after a moment. “Still a long stretch before sunset. The damn ogre might even have its lair near, huh? So put that pipe away Ax. It might hear.”


  Shem glanced at Karl, and the boy, his ears beginning to burn, turned and started off up the slope beneath the trees. But as he cast about for signs of the ogre’s passage – moss scraped from the ground, a bent twig, a fresh-turned pebble – he could not help remembering the girl. The changeling girl as she had come along the shore of the lake with the basket resting on the swell of one hip, butterflies dancing about her long hair in the sunlight. Karl remembered her with angry helplessness mixed with loathing. No. She was not, never would be, for the likes of him.


  They had arrived at the village, Karl and Shem and Anaxander, around noon two days before, their horses tired and fidgety in the heat. There was a thorn fence twice the height of a man, its barbs as hard and as sharp as tempered iron, and so thick that the gate, barred and bolted, stood at the end of a kind of tunnel. The three hunters had to wait outside until the sun sank to its last quarter before the village began to wake and the kobold which guarded the gate would let them in. Karl, thirsty and with a thick head from sleeping in the heat, followed the shambling gatekeeper with the others, leading their horses over close-cropped turf. Sheep scattered from their path.


  The village stood beyond fenced hay meadows, near the shore of a lake that reflected the dark trees encircling it: a huddle of whitewashed stone cottages each in its own garden and thatched with reeds, backed by strips of vegetable gardens and white-fenced paddocks where horses grazed. The three hunters were led away from this to a big barn with a hexeye painted on one side like a target, which stood next to a rambling single-storey house.


  These belonged to the village slaughterer, of course, a gnarled, bird-like man who dismissed the kobold and took charge of the hunters, showing them into the barn and telling them to wait for the village council. The hunters watered and brushed down their horses; then, while Anaxander and Shem sprawled on clean straw and slept again, Karl sat just inside the barn’s big, square door, fretting at the delay even though he should by now have become used to the changelings’ disdain.


  Beyond the barn, a grassy slope ran down to the edge of the lake. Presently, a girl walked down from the slaughterer’s house with a wooden bucket, and Karl watched as she stooped to fill it, and watched her walk back, her soft leather kilt flapping at her plump calves, sunlight shimmering on her cotton jerkin, on her long flowing hair and the scraps of colour which danced about it. Then she was inside the house, the door closed. Karl saw that, further along the shore, the deputation of the village council was making its way towards the barn.


  Karl rose and shook the stiffness from his legs, roused Shem and Anaxander. Green eyes shining mischievously, the changeling pranced about the two men, blowing shrill dissonances on his pipe; Karl managed to grab his arm and push him forward into the sunlight just as the villagers halted outside.


  At first glance the half dozen men and women were unremarkable, but something about their bearing, a pure, calm certainty, always intimidated Karl, so that he became uncomfortably aware of his shirt sticking to his shoulderblades, the dirt under his fingernails, the rank smell of his own sweat mingled with that of his horse. Their spokesman, a plump man of fifty or so, started off by addressing Anaxander, and when Karl pointed out the error simply shrugged and said to the idiot with solemn courtesy, “I am sorry, brother.”


  Karl said, “He doesn’t understand much of anything except music.”


  “He understands,” one of the women said, eyeing Karl and Shem with displeasure.


  And so as usual it began badly, Karl angry yet at the same time more afraid than he cared to admit—for any one of the changelings, however homely their appearance, could have twisted him inside out as easily as snap a pod of peas. At least it was a straightforward task. The spokesman explained that the village had long suspected that at least one ogre survived in the hills beyond the lake, and that suspicion had been confirmed when a freshly killed unicorn had been found there. Karl guessed that the villagers had in fact tolerated the creature for some time; ogres were often the source of a multitude of minor nuisances around changeling villages, either from genuine hatred, or foolishness, or simple bravado, rarely the agent of a single outrage. Easier to ignore such trespasses than cause the kind of upset a hunt involved, raising the guilt of the deaths of all the people of the oldtime: but the murder of a sacred creature could not be ignored.


  So he said, “Unicorn, huh? Well now. How long ago was that?”


  “Twelve days.”


  Karl considered, working out the time it had taken to organize this hunt, the time they had taken to ride out here. He said, “Why did you wait two days or more before notifying our guild? The thing could have left the area by now.”


  “There was, as now, a reshaping. That could not be disturbed.” The plump man’s gaze was remote and unfathomable, without trace of guilt. As always, Karl was made to feel that, somehow, he was in the wrong; he fumbled through the rest of the routine, the questions about when and where, and was relieved when the changelings took their leave.


  Later, the girl Karl had seen filling her water-bucket came up to the barn, a basket balanced on an outthrust hip: a flagon of cider, a ripe cheese, bread, honey. Karl thanked her, then said impulsively, “Your father is the slaughterer, right? I guess we have something in common.”


  The girl lowered her gaze, and Karl was able to study her round, pretty face. Her long hair had been braided over one shoulder. A butterfly sat above the swell one of her small breasts made in her cotton jerkin, wings pressed upright like praying hands; others, he noticed, fluttered in the warm shadows of the barn. She said, “You are surely too young to be a hunter. I have heard it said that they are not allowed children.”


  It was true, of course, and Karl blushed to be reminded of his singular birth. The changelings put something in the food of the Hunter Towns, it was said, or in the water, or in the very air, some oldtime poison that stopped women conceiving. Away from the Hunter Towns the poison wore off, so hunting parties consisted only of men or of women; but sometimes hunting parties would meet in the wilderness, by accident or design. In one of her more drunken moments before she had left for the North Pacific coast, Karl’s mother had told him that his father could have been any one of three men: he had hated her for that. Now, he told the girl boastfully, “I’ve been a hunter five years now, killed eleven ogres.” He realized at once that it was the wrong thing to say, and quickly added, “You mustn’t be frightened of me. I’ve come to help your village.”


  “Oh, I’m not at all afraid of you.” Her smile was the merest upcurving of the ends of her delicious lips. How old was she? Fifteen? Sixteen? All of Karl’s drinking companions were at least as old as his mother or Shem, as were his few lovers and fewer confidants. He had the briefest fantasy of running off with the girl, finding a place in the wilderness to live as the ogres did. Hunters did that sometimes, and were hunted down like ogres for it. And then Anaxander pranced over, blowing fragments of some remembered melody through his little pipe, and the girl shied.


  “Don’t worry,” Karl said. “He’s harmless too, really he is.”


  “But why is the brother with you?”


  “He’s one of you, all right, but stupid, you understand? The brain damaged. All he understands is music; any tune he hears he can play right back like one of the oldtime machines.”


  The girl drew herself up and Karl was suddenly afraid. Her gaze was bright and imperious, like a sudden blade of light in the dim barn. Butterflies swirled around her head like multi-coloured flakes of flame. She said, “You must not talk of such things.”


  “I didn’t mean—”


  “I must go now.”


  “I’m sorry,” Karl said. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”


  “Really, I must go.” Was her gaze softer? “My father and mother must have an early supper. There is a change, this night.”


  “What are they doing to the world this time?”


  “It’s not our place to know.”


  And then she was hurrying away over grass striped with lengthening shadows. And she sang as she went, some atonal complex chant sung in a high clear voice that touched something in Karl even though he understood it not at all.


  And now, as the hunters followed the ogre’s trail through the steeply slanting forest, Anaxander pipingly played fragments of the girl’s song, mixed in with scraps and snatches of other remembered melodies, and Karl mumbled at the edges of his memory of her, trying not to think of the terrible thing which had happened later. No, she wasn’t for him.


  At least the trail was easy to follow. Rather than keep to the clumps of rock which thrust through the rich mould of the forest floor, the ogre had followed a winding path over the soft ground between. It was almost too easy, but then all ogres were old, now. Karl’s mother had regaled him with tales of desperate fights and hard tracking in the old days, and if even half those stories had been true, those ogres which remained were poor relics indeed. The last one Karl had helped dispatch had been quite without speech, a baby no doubt when it had all changed, grown wild in the years since, no more than a frightened animal. It had been a long time since Karl had learnt anything new about the oldtime, and that had been from the babblings of an arthritic half-crazed crone to whom Shem’s knife had been a blessing.


  They were high above the river now, could see an oldtime road like a broken-backed snake amongst the trees on the other side. Karl tried to imagine what it had been like, with autos roaring along in clouds of fire and smoke – that at least was something all the ogres agreed on, the terror and majesty of the oldtime roads. . . . Shem had stopped, was sniffing the air. After a moment Karl caught a trace of the scent, raw and foul in the hot air.


  “Spiders,” Shem said.


  They went on cautiously, and soon Karl saw filthy grey webs swagged from tree to tree ahead, glimpsed a dark shifting movement within their shadows. He shivered. “I wonder what they were thinking of, bringing those things into the world.”


  Shem wiped sweat from his balding pate and said, slowly and seriously, “Everything has its purpose. We aren’t to understand it.”


  “Pity they couldn’t dream up something useful, something that would hunt down ogres.”


  “They have us,” Shem said after a moment.


  “I guess so, and what would we do if we didn’t have hunting? I’d hate to be on one of those labour gangs pulling down the old buildings.” Although sometimes Karl wondered just what was left in the miles of brick and concrete the gangs were slowly turning back into the earth. He sighed and slittled his blanketroll more comfortably. “Well, it won’t have gone through those webs, anyhow. Spiders’ll eat an ogre as happily as you and me, or you, Ax! Don’t get too close now! Let’s look around.”


  After only a brief search Shem gave a low call and Karl crossed to him, jeans brushing through ferns. The older man pointed to the freshly broken sapling, the waffleprint beyond.


  Karl flapped at the midges which danced around his head. “That’s strange,” he said. “The ogre is pretty lightfooted, but here it’s broken this sapling like it deliberately stepped on it. As if it wants us to follow it.”


  “Stupid, maybe,” Shem suggested. “Killed the unicorn, after all.”


  “That was dumb, not stupid. There’s a difference. We’ll go easy, you think? Watch every step. You hear, Ax?”


  Grinning broadly, the idiot changeling shook hair from his white forehead.


  There were other signs as they climbed the slope, slashed branches, red earth scraped free of moss. Karl, following Shem’s example, cut a sturdy sapling and used it as a staff to probe before him, but it was Anaxander who sensed the trap, where the ogre’s trail passed between two lichenous outcrops of rock.


  The point of Karl’s staff sank deep in the litter of broken branches there, and he kicked them aside. Beneath was a freshly dug pit, shallow and perhaps an arm’s-breadth wide, twice as long. A dozen or more sharp-pointed stakes were set at its bottom, whittled points smeared with shit.


  Shem looked at this for a long time. “Survivalists used this trick, long time ago now. All dead I thought. They wanted to fight, not hide. Kids left arsenals by their parents, see. I don’t know. . . .”


  Anaxander was watching them with wide anxious eyes, and Karl said, “Don’t worry, Ax, it’s long gone. This trap, see, it hoped to catch us.”


  Shem scratched his stubbled chin.


  “Now we go real slow,” Karl told them.


  But there were no more traps. The ogre’s tracks, mostly keeping to a narrow deer-trail that wound amongst the trees, led on up the slope, crossed here and there by little streams. Karl’s boots kept slipping on the skim of moss and liverwort over the wet clay. Here and there bushes with dark leaves were in flower, each small white star-shaped bloom as intense as an epiphany in the green shade. Then the trees gave out to scrub and grass and at last the three hunters gained the windy crest of the ridge, saw other ridges rolling away beneath the blue sky. Far out a small shape was crossing the sky from east to west. Shading his eyes, Karl could just see that it was a chariot pulled by a phalanx of huge birds, and he felt a pang of empty jealousy: there was some changeling Lord or Lady and here he was, slogging through the muck of the world.


  The ogre had left a trampled track through the long dry grass. The hunters followed it down the reverse slope, and had not gone far into the trees when they reached the edge of a clearing where an oldtime ruin sagged in a shaft of sunlight, the collapsed shell of a wooden house beside a little brook shaded by dense ferns. There was a ragged black hole at the base of the ruin, a little apron of earth stamped flat in front of it; off to one side was a pile of blackened bones and other rubbish.


  By now the three hunters had established a routine; rather than try to smoke out the ogre, it was safer (even if tedious) to wait for it to emerge of its own accord. Shem crept around to the back of the ruin and found a hiding place in a clump of ferns by the brook while Karl and Anaxander lay in wait in front, watching the ragged entrance to the lair. Once, Anaxander made to draw out his pipe and Karl swatted the idiot’s hand away, whispered to him to be quiet and still. The changeling looked at him with wide eyes, then rolled over to look up through the trees, his lips moving as he mumbled some melody or other. Unwittingly, as he waited, Karl’s mind circled about the memory of the girl in the village, and of what had happened on that night, the night of the reshaping.


  He had taken a hunk of bread from the food she had left, poured himself a hefty shot of cider and retreated into the depths of the barn to brood on the day’s small humiliations. And must have fallen asleep, for he woke with hazy light drifting through the doorway, the warm night beyond. Shem and Anaxander snored at different pitches. His muscles stiff from the day’s ride, Karl stepped to the doorway. The air seemed to tingle with anticipation, small static discharges, and he remembered what the girl had said: a change.


  Outside, the moon rode like a bruised baleful eye in green and yellow scarves of light which washed the whole sky. The little lights of the village shone around the swerve of the lake shore like stars slittled to earth. Although the night air was warm, Karl shivered, wondering what was being worked on the world, what new thing was being brought into it or what was being changed, by the collective will of the changelings operating down in the whirl of elementary particles where what is blurs and widens into a myriad possibilities.


  The lights of the slaughterer’s house were also lit, and by their spilled glow Karl saw a pale shape on the grass near the edge of the water. The girl. His heart beating quickly and lightly, he walked down to her. Halfway there all the lights of the village and the lights behind him went off, but he was able to see well enough by moonlight and the cold flickerings of the aurora.


  The girl sat cross-legged, leaning over the cradle of her knees. She didn’t seem to be breathing.


  Karl said, “I couldn’t sleep either.” There was no reply. When he knelt beside her he saw the whites of her eyes showing under her half-closed lids. “Hey,” he said softly, and dared to touch her shoulder.


  She shuddered, and in the same instant Karl felt a kind of contracting coldness over his whole skin. The change. The girl’s mouth hung open, and he thought that he saw her tongue flick out. No, whatever it was, was like a pair of little whips. Then the dusty wings broke free of her lips and the fat moth flutteringly fell.


  The girl was making a kind of hollow gargling. Something else was pushing past her lips with a slow heaving motion.


  Karl fled, falling once and smearing grass and dirt on the knees of his jeans, getting more dirt under his fingernails as he pulled himself up and ran on. In the stuffy, scratchy heat of the barn, he lay awake a long time, seeing over and over the moth push out of her mouth into the world. And now, sprawled in dusty fern fronds, watching the entrance to the ogre’s lair, he shivered despite the warm air at the memory, a queer cold feeling in the pit of his stomach. His mother had been right when she had said, as she so often did, that the changelings were not human.


  The sun sank lower, brushing the top of the fern clump where Shem hid with brassy light. At last, Karl saw a stirring in the ragged hole at the base of the ruins and the ogre poked out its shaggy head, pausing as if to sniff the air before slowly and painfully crawling into the open. At once Karl stood, and after a moment Anaxander sprang up too, trembling lightly. The ogre brought up its rifle and there was the faintest click. “Damn,” it said in a high cracked voice, and Shem launched himself from his concealment and knocked it into the dirt.


  It was a woman, of course. Karl had guessed as much from the unicorn’s murder. An old, scrawny woman, wrapped in a kind of cloak of badly tanned deerhide over ragged, faded oldtime jeans and workshirt, more darns than cloth, her hair tangled in greasy ropes. But she could talk, and once she realized that she wasn’t going to be killed straight away she grew garrulous, told Karl that the unicorn had chased right after her to lay its great golden horn in her lap. That was when she had cut its throat.


  The wrinkles on her face rearranged themselves around her smile. “Thought it was going to spear me straight off.”


  “It would have, if you hadn’t been . . . well.” Karl felt a cold clear elation, could only just control his eagerness to press out all that this creature knew.


  “A virgin, oh yes! Never was anything but a few of us girls out here, heh heh.” Then she frowned and said, “I hate those things they make. Hate them.”


  She needed only a little prompting from Karl to yield up her life story. Her name was Liza Jane Howard, she said, and she had lived here most of her life. “When the change came Pappy hid me here. He was a biologist, knew he was dying, everyone past puberty was dying, but didn’t know the superbrights had done it. I didn’t either, for the longest time. Changed the bacteria in the guts, see, so they killed any adult. After a couple of years it was all over, and then I guess they changed the bacteria back, so they could grow up, huh?” Karl nodded. He already knew this much from his brief interrogations of the other ogres he had helped to track down. “I stayed up here,” she said, her eyes unfocused, that time of winnowing closer to her than the blue evening. “Kept to myself, that’s how I survived. Oh, I’d talk to a few like me, but never let them know where I lived. Had a little girl here once, in the early days, sick little thing, died of pneumonia inside a month. Never did learn her name, suppose it was a blessing, huh? Haven’t seen anyone for a couple of years now. Soon we’ll all be gone and there’ll be nothing but the superbrights.”


  “Those are the changelings,” Karl prompted.


  “You don’t know, boy? See, back in the old days there was a way of enhancing a baby’s intelligence before it was born, all the rich people had it done. But they didn’t know just how much they changed those damned kids until the kids started changing the world. All the adults going was the first of it.” She peered at Karl. “You didn’t know?”


  “Not the whole story.” His mother had never taught him any history; but his mother had only been a baby when it had happened, an ordinary baby.


  On the other side of the clearing, Shem coughed and spat, as always disapproving of this talk, wanting to finish the job. Anaxander scuffed at the grass, watching the ogre with mingled fear and fascination.


  She said, “Wonder I stayed alive as long as I did, with all the changes going on. Waking up and finding giant spiders hung in the trees, or little dragons hiding under stones, whistling like klittles. And the wolves came back, never sure if that was natural or their working. Heh. Soon enough they’ll have changed the world right out of the goddamn universe, then where’ll you be, eh boy? You ever think about what’ll happen when you hunt the last of us down?”


  Karl remembered the cow killed in readiness for their return, the trusting way it had followed the slaughterer, its sudden unstrung collapse at the touch of his hand.


  The ogre cackled. “Know why they changed it the way they did? You ever read oldtime books? Pappy left me with thousands.”


  Karl couldn’t read, but he had heard about books from one or two of the ogres. His curiosity tingled under his entire skin. He had never before met an ogre who knew so much about the way things were before it changed.


  “You come inside, boy. I’ll show you,” she said. “Show you where it all comes from.”


  “Sure, okay.”


  Shem stood, hand on the sheathed knife at his hip. “Listen, boy, that’s a bad idea, a crazy idea.”


  “She can’t hurt me,” Karl said angrily. He had to know, had to see. Anaxander looked at him, looked at Shem, eyes wide. Karl said to the idiot, “It’s okay, isn’t it, Ax?” But the idiot looked away indifferently.


  “I haven’t a tooth left in my head,” the ogre said, “and you’ve got my rifle there. I just want to show him how it was.”


  Shem pressed his hands over his ears, shook his head.


  “Come on,” Karl said, and pushed the ogre towards the ragged hole.


  It stank inside, a mixture of old urine and sweat and hot tallow from the candles which burned in niches in the crumbling brick walls. A pile of rotting cloth made a kind of nest; more covered the floor, tearing beneath Karl’s boots. He had to stoop beneath the cobwebbed ceiling. Muttering, the ogre rummaged through a pile of rubbish, disturbing insects which skittered away into shadow. At last she held up something big and square, opened it to show still-bright pictures. “See,” she said, riffling the pages in front of Karl’s face, “see?”


  The pictures didn’t move, as one ogre had told Karl, but still they held his entire attention: drawings of dragons, of griffins, of a unicorn with delicate hoof raised in some impossible leafy bower, of a village – He grabbed the book, peered at it in the uncertain candlelight. A cluster of white, thatched cottages surrounded by a high thorn fence, in a clearing in a dark forest. “What is this?” he said. He couldn’t understand how an oldtime book could contain images of the here-and-now.


  The ogre cackled, shadows deep in the lines of her face. “A children’s book. Understand? Something made for children to look at, tales of made-up places to entertain them. When they changed the world, the superbrights were only children, the oldest my age back then. Eight, I think. Hard to remember. Most much younger. This was all they knew, so this was how the world was changed. All out of fairytale books. Only it’s real now, Utopia built on the bones of almost everyone who lived back then. Look at that, let me show you something else.”


  While she rummaged, Karl turned damp, mottled pages, blinking at the fantastic illustrations of the familiar. The ogre turned to him again, and he saw that she held a little pistol. Something in him relaxed. He had been expecting some such trick.


  “My damn rifle might not have worked,” she said calmly, “but this’ll do for you and your friends. No offence.”


  The click as the hammer fell was small in the dank space. No other sound.


  Karl said gently, “It’s Anaxander. He’s an idiot, but he’s also a changeling. He has a power which stops weapons working against him or against his friends. He doesn’t even have to think about it: it’s like blinking.”


  The ogre screeched in rage and threw the pistol at Karl. He ducked and it clattered against brick as she rushed past, scrabbled through the entrance hole. Then silence. One by one the candles resumed their level burning. Karl calmly searched for the pistol and tucked it in his waistband, then crawled outside. Shem stood over the ogre’s pitifully thin body, licking blood from the blade of his knife.


  Much to Shem’s disgust, Karl insisted on burying the body. The older man sat on a boulder as Karl scooped out dirt with a board and said sulkily, “Won’t do any good. Wolves will come and dig it up.”


  Karl furiously attacked the earth and didn’t reply. By the time he had finished the evening light was almost gone. Sweating, he rolled the ogre’s body into the hole, kicked dirt on top of it, stamped it down. Shem watched impassively; Anaxander idly piped fragments of melody. Karl took a pebble and scratched a spell on it, tossed it into the lair. Flame licked out instantly. The only conjurations he’d been taught were those which called up elementals, but they were enough.


  Anaxander leading (glancing back now and then to see the shapes the smoke made as it rolled into the sky), the three hunters climbed through the forest. When they came out of the trees at the crest of the ridge they saw that the sky was alive with slowly writhing banners of light and Anaxander pointed, grinning delightedly. As they went on the changeling took out his pipe and played a slow rolling melody in solemn celebration of the change.


  Shem said to Karl, his voice low, “Throw it away, boy.”


  Automatically, Karl’s hand went to the pistol tucked in his belt.


  “Won’t do you no good. If he Shem pointed at the idiot who pipingly paraded ahead of them—“can stop oldtime things working, any of them can. I should know, huh?”


  “That’s just what they did to you talking.”


  “Maybe so. Can’t see how I’d tell. Don’t want to see you in trouble, boy, is all.”


  “What will happen?” Karl cried out. “What will happen when they don’t need us anymore?”


  Shem shrugged. Further down the trail Anaxander looked around, green eyes luminous, then went on, playing his slow tune. Karl hefted the pistol, real as any unicorn or dragon, then abruptly threw it far into the undergrowth. The loss didn’t matter. He knew now that a part of the oldtime lived still, would always live, in the fabulous conjured beasts, in the very stones, white as bone, of the cottages of the little village by the lake, of all the little villages of the changed world.


  “Come on, boy,” Shem said, and Karl hurried to catch up with him. Together, they followed the changeling down into darkness.
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  Inheritance


  This is Paul J. McAuley’s second story for F&SF; his first, “The Temporary King.” appeared in January 1987. With “Inheritance” he chills us with a harrowing tale of a man who, like so many, goes in search of his roots.


  THERE WAS NO DOUBT about it: he was lost.


  Robert Tolley crumpled the map with an abrupt motion and levered himself out of the rented Volkswagen—no easy task, for he was a tall man running to fat, and the seat low-slung—to get a better look at his surroundings. He had parked the car in an embayment before a gate in the hedgerow, so that he wouldn’t block the narrow, unmarked road. Now he lit a cigarette and leaned against the old-fashioned stile, looked across the rough meadow, and wondered if he shouldn’t simply abandon the search and turn back to Oxford.


  A fine rain hung in the air, the kind, slightly too heavy to be a mist, that the English called a mizzle. Quaint, like calling an elevator a lift, or fall autumn, or the way the peppy red Volkswagen was called a Golf rather than a Rabbit. Like, but not like. The way the fields, vividly green even at the beginning of December, were subtly different from the New Hampshire pastures of his childhood.


  Tolley was about to climb back in the car, when he saw two figures leave the cover of a clump of trees in the far corner of the field and start across it. A dog’s bark lifted across the grass, flat-sounding in the damp air, and the animal, a black-and-white collie, reached him before its owners, wriggling under the gate and dancing about, barking. Tolley shifted back uneasily and murmured, “Good boy, good boy,” afraid that it would jump up against his new Burberry, or worse.


  One of the walkers, a man, climbed the stile and called to the dog. “Don’t fret,” he told Tolley, his voice thick with some northern accent. “He doesn’t bite.”


  “Maybe you can help me,” Tolley said. “I guess I’m a little lost.”


  “Ask away.” He was a wiry man of about sixty, a checkered cap pulled low over springy white hair, an expensive camera slung over the shoulder of his Norfolk jacket. Now he turned and held his wife’s hand as she clambered over the stile—at least, Tolley guessed that she was his wife, a small woman a few years younger than her husband, around Tolley’s age. Her glossy black hair was bound back in a girlish ponytail, and a silk scarf peeking about the top button of her fur-collared coat lent her an exotic, gypsyish air. She raised her hand to her throat and said, “You’re American, aren’t you? We have a son over there, in Boston.”


  “Harvard University,” her husband added.


  Tolley said, “I was looking for a place called Steeple Heyston. You know it?”


  Clearly they did, for they exchanged a look. The man said, “You must have missed the turn. It’s about a mile back, only a rough track and not signposted. Nothing there anymore.”


  “I understood there were ruins. An old manor house. That’s what I’ve come to see; my family on my father’s side lived there. Tolley. The name mean anything to you?”


  Again that exchanged glance. The man said, “There’s still a bit of the old manor house. Visiting on your own?”


  Tolley explained that he was divorced, and had no children. “I guess you could say that I’m the last of the line,” he said, and saw the woman touch her throat again. “I’m on sabbatical now,” he added, “just touring around.”


  “Oh, you must be at a university,” the woman said. “Our son is a professor of biology.”


  “My field is history. The Italian Renaissance, specifically.”


  “That must be difficult, you in America and all.”


  “Oh, UCLA has plenty of documents, and the Getty Museum even more.” Tolley smiled. “I’m afraid we’ve bought up a lot of your past. We don’t have too much of our own, I guess.”


  “Tell you what,” the man said. “When you’ve done at Steeple Heyston, you come back and have tea with us.”


  “Why, that’s very kind of you.”


  “No trouble. We live in South Heyston, just two miles along this road here. Glebe Cottage, two doors down from the pub. You can’t miss it. Come and see us when you’ve done at Steeple Heyston, and we’ll tell you about it.”


  “You’re interested in local history?”


  The woman said unexpectedly, “It’s a terribly sad place, Professor Tolley, terribly sad. The saddest place I know.”


  “She thinks she’s sensitive, does our Marjory,” her husband said, with a smile that indicated that he certainly did not believe such nonsense.


  “It’s true enough,” the woman said proudly. “The seventh daughter of a seventh daughter.”


  “Well,” Tolley said, amused. Surely, here was a fine example of that famous English eccentricity. “It’s kind of you to invite me to your home. But I didn’t catch your name?”


  “Beaumont, Gerald and Marjory.” The man stuck out his hand, and Tolley shook it. “You best be getting on,” Gerald Beaumont told him.


  “It’s not a good place to stay after dark,” his wife added.


  They watched as Tolley fitted himself into his rental car and awkwardly turned it in the narrow road, stalling once, because he wasn’t used to the stick shift, before he was off, the pair and their dog dwindling down the perspective of hedgerows in the rearview mirror. “Not a good place to be after dark,” Tolley said to himself, smiling: superstition and religion had no place in his world. After all, he’d done his thesis work, and subsequently published a book (which had gotten him his tenure) on the influence of the Renaissance philosopher Pietro Pomponazzi, who believed that all phenomena could be attributed to natural causes, admitting no miracles, no demons or angels. Of course, Pomponazzi hadn’t dared to take the next logical step, which was to eliminate God, but it seemed to Tolley that the light of science had penetrated every corner of the universe, right down to the buzzing wavicles of the fundamental particles, without any evidence of an Epicurean creator overseeing all. And as for ghosts . . . well, Steven Spielberg was welcome to make millions from films about them, but that was as far as their reality went.


  He found the turn and steered the car, its springs complaining, down the rough, unsurfaced track, which ended in a space of long grass with trees on one side and an unkempt hedge on the other. Tolley switched off the motor and clambered out. He could hear water running somewhere in the distance, and the lonely winter sound of rooks hoarsely calling across bare fields. The car motor, cooling, ticked behind him.


  There was a gate in the hedge, sagging on its posts and held shut with a loop of orange twine. With the feeling that he was trespassing, Tolley lifted the loop and pushed through. Beyond was a wide, rough meadow, on the left bounded by a copse of bare trees, on the right sloping down toward the river, presumably the Cherwell. Ahead was an embankment, and, as Tolley watched, a train drove out of the misty distance and slid past, the lights of its passenger cars like a string of yellow beads, the roar of its passage dragging behind as it dwindled toward Birmingham.


  Tolley dipped his chin inside the collar of his Burberry and started across the grass. There had once been a narrow road there, a continuance of the track, but now it was quite overgrown. Humps on either side marked where houses and cottages had stood. Not a stone showed now.


  He went on toward the copse and, as he walked past the first clump of trees, realized that he was amongst the ruins of the manor house his family had once owned. But curiously, the realization struck no chord in him, for all that he had looked forward to the moment.


  Perhaps it was because there was hardly anything left. Here was a low hummock, narrow and straight, all that remained of a wall; there was a huge brier patch that might once have been a rose garden. Beyond the trees was the only part of the house still standing, ragged shoulders of wall either side of a great chimney, a cluster of octagonal stacks that must have been Elizabethan. Here and there were heaps of stone blocks covered with ivy and grass; nothing else. Tolley took a few photographs in the doubtful light with his pocket Olympus; only when he had finished did he notice the building standing a few hundred yards beyond the ruins, a small, undistinguished church with a low, square tower. The hedge around its graveyard had grown wild, long whips of briers trailing from it like unkempt hair, and the headstones stood in waist-high grass obviously untrimmed since spring. Yet the gravel path was free of weeds, and a hand-sized pane broken from one of the stained-glass windows had been patched with hardboard; obviously, the church was still cared for, although its congregation had long since deserted it, or lay under the long grass. Tolley stood at the wicket gate, then turned away. It was growing dark, the sun a smear in the clouds low over the cold fields; too dark, he told himself, to examine the gravestones, to look in the church for relics of his family. He would come back tomorrow.


  Perhaps it was just as well his grandfather had squandered the family fortune: these grassed-over ruins were not much of an inheritance. He wondered how it had come to such a state. The end of the line. Well, he might as well see everything, he thought, and walked down to the river. It was divided by a long, narrow island that lay in the shadow of the railway bridge; just opposite the place where Tolley stood were the remains of a big, square building. A mill of some kind, he guessed, for the far stream dropped in a glassy rush over a weir. One wall still stood, surrounded by a clump of scrubby trees. As Tolley framed this in his viewfinder, it seemed that someone was standing in the shadows there, a man with an oddly shaped head. Or no, he was wearing a tall hat—


  A freight train trundled around the curve and crossed the bridge with a hollow roar, sounding a two-note horn. Tolley glanced up, then took his photograph. But the figure, if it had ever been there, was gone.


  A tumbledown farm, a string of concrete-block council houses, and then a cluster of picturesque cottages around a tiny village green, a church steeple rising against the evening sky behind them. Tolley found Glebe Cottage easily enough, although he would have preferred a stiff drink to the tea the Beaumonts had offered; but the pub was closed, and Tolley hadn’t yet mastered the arcane English licensing laws to know when it would open.


  Gerald Beaumont didn’t seem surprised to see him, and showed him into what he called the lounge, turning down, but not off, the big color television that was showing some old B-movie. All through the strange conversation that followed, the television flickered and mumbled in its corner like some idiot child.


  Seated in an overstuffed armchair, Tolley began to relax, feeling a little like a fledgling cuckoo as the Beaumonts fluttered about, plying him with hot, milky tea and a stack of biscuits and little buttery cakes. They were eagerly attentive to his descriptions of the States and, in particular, of Boston, as if he could somehow evoke their lost son. Gerald Beaumont was a mining engineer who had taken early retirement, and they had moved to be near their only child when he had been working at Oxford University; but then he had become another statistic in the Brain Drain and had left them stranded and alone in the soft Oxfordshire countryside. To hear them talk, it was as if they were exiles in a foreign land.


  “Well now,” Gerald Beaumont said at last. “What did you think of Steeple Heyston?”


  Tolley licked his buttery fingers; he’d eaten all the cakes and most of the cookies, no, he remembered, biscuits). “You were right when you said that there isn’t much to see. Or at least, not in twilight. I must go back and look at it properly, take some more photographs.” He had forgotten until that moment the glimpsed, foreboding figure—perhaps it had been nothing more than a figment of his imagination, conjured out of shadow and suggestion, but he still felt a shiver, an undeniable frisson, at the recollection.


  Gerald Beaumont said, “It’s a good place for photography. Wait a minute.”


  “Oh Gerald,” his wife said as he rooted in a cupboard. He drew out a large, loose-leafed book and passed it to Tolley.


  Large eight-by-ten prints, black-and-white, one to a page. The church. Its serried ranks of gravestones, all sunlight and shadow. Weeds thrust up against a lichened stone. The rough scape of a frosty field, with the chimney standing against a bleak sky.


  “Very professional.”


  “My wife doesn’t approve,” Gerald Beaumont said, shyly pleased.


  “You know how I feel about that place,” Marjory Beaumont said firmly. A lavender cardigan was draped over her shoulders like a matador’s cape, a big Victorian brooch pinned to its lapel. The paste jewel flickered in the light of the open fire.


  Tolley said, “You were going to tell me the story of Steeple Heyston.” She looked at her husband, who nodded fractionally. “Well,” she said, leaning forward as if delivering a confidence, “you saw the railway a little past the ruins. That’s the old Oxford-to-Birmingham line, and it was about a hundred years ago that the tragedy happened.”


  “A hundred and six,” Gerald Beaumont said.


  His wife went on: “There was a passenger train on its way to Birmingham going in one direction, and a freight train in the other. Well, one of the cars of the freight train jumped the tracks and pulled others across the line just as the passenger train was about to meet it. They used to say that you could hear the shriek of brakes in Oxford, that the sparks from its wheels set fire to a quarter mile of the embankment. Well, the freight couldn’t stop in time, and hit the passenger cars. The first major railway accident that was, killed over forty people. But not so many would have died if the people of Steeple Heyston had been able to help them. The squire there wouldn’t let them, you see. He had been against the railway from the start, because it came so close to his house. When the other passengers carried the injured away from the wreck and called on the villagers for help, the squire told his tenants that they were not to go near. ‘Let them use their blasted railway to save themselves,’ he’s supposed to have said. Well, it was more than two hours before a relief train arrived, and by that time, many had died who might otherwise have lived. You can see where they’re buried, in the churchyard. The squire tried to prevent that, too, but the diocese overruled him. Two graves under the old yew hold bodies that never were identified, a man and a woman. They say you can see them on the anniversary of the accident, searching the track.”


  Tolley smiled. “And have you seen them?”


  “I wouldn’t go there on that night, or any other. It’s a sad place at the best of times. I have a feeling of something wanting, in need, not at rest.”


  Gerald Beaumont said, “I’m not given to believing in ghosts and such myself, but it’s true that Marjory fainted there once, won’t go there again.”


  “It’s the woman, I expect,” Marjory Beaumont said softly, as if to herself. “It usually is.”


  “You didn’t know about this, Professor Tolley?” her husband asked.


  “Not a thing. My grandfather never said a word about what happened to the manor house. That he came from Steeple Heyston, I know only because my father saved his naturalization papers. That’s about all he left the family.” There had been money, but most of it had been squandered before Tolley had been born, the rest lost in the Wall Street Crash. All Tolley had inherited was an appetite for luxury and a careless attitude toward money: his ex-wife’s accusations of profligate spending had stung when her other charges had not, because Tolley knew that it was true. He had always wanted more than he could afford.


  “Do you know what happened after the accident? No? It seems,” Gerald Beaumont said, “that ten years after, there was a great fire in the manor house, and at the same time the mill burned down, too. That was the only reason the village existed, the manor house and the mill, and people drifted away afterward.”


  “I guess that was when my family came to the States. My grandfather was about eighteen then. Don’t know anything about his father: he would be your squire, right?”


  Abruptly, Marjory Beaumont got to her feet. “I’ll make another pot of tea. You’ll have a cup before you go.”


  “Why, thank you.”


  “Traffic’s bad this time of night,” Gerald Beaumont said as he carefully laid away his photograph album. “In half an hour the worst of the rush hour will be over.”


  “I appreciate it. I’m still not used to driving on the wrong side of the—”


  The collie, which all the while had been dozing in a corner, scrambled up, looking at the door of the lounge and growling in its throat. Then there was the sound of crockery smashing. Gerald Beaumont hurried out, and Tolley followed.


  Marjory Beaumont was standing in the middle of the small kitchen, her hand at her throat. Her husband asked what the matter was, and she pointed at the window. Her hand trembled. Backed by night, the glass had steamed over, and in the condensation had been traced two letters, an O and an R linked together.


  “I saw it happen,” Marjory Beaumont said in a small voice. The lavender cardigan had slipped down from her shoulders and lay on the floor. Her husband put an arm around her, and she added, “I didn’t ever think it would come here. I’m sorry, Professor Tolley. I think you ought to go now.”


  Driving back to Oxford, Tolley thought that it would have been easy for the woman to have set the whole thing up: the story, the excuse to leave the room, deliberately dropping a cup and acting out a pretense of shock. Crazy English, he would have nothing more to do with them. He lit a cigarette and switched on the car radio; as one after another headlights of returning commuters flashed past in the darkness, the car filled with the solemn tones of the BBC news. Steeple Heyston, the ruins, the shadowy figure, seemed far away.


  Early the next morning, Tolley found an express photographic developer that promised to have his slides ready that afternoon, then walked to the Bodleian and bought a visitor’s ticket, solemnly swearing not to injure any volume or light fires in the library, and spent a couple of hours browsing in the local history section, utterly at home amongst the serried shelves of leather-bound books, the little desks walled off from each other. The librarian brought several accounts of the railway accident, all more or less confirming Marjory Beaumont’s confabulation, and Tolley ordered references to the history of Steeple Heyston as well. It had been mentioned in the Domesday Book, but had seemingly declined in population ever since, a process Tolley’s ancestors had speeded up by shrewd use of the enclosure acts of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. By the middle of the nineteenth century, Steeple Heyston was no more than a hamlet dependent upon a small paper mill; then there had been the fire Gerald Beaumont had mentioned, the beginning of the end. The last cottage had been demolished after the Second World War, although the church was still occasionally used.


  Tolley pocketed his notes and left, joining the press of laden shoppers slowly swirling past long lines waiting for the double-decked buses to take them back to the suburbs. Street performers strummed guitars or juggled in shop doorways; at the crossroads a Salvation Army band was playing carols beneath a huge plastic Santa Claus strung in the cold air.


  Tolley found a McDonald’s and hungrily devoured a cheeseburger with all the trimmings, washed it down with a milkshake. Looking through the plate-glass window toward the tower of ChristChurch, poised like a spaceship beyond the town hall, he thought: The hell with all the mystery; I’m on vacation, right? He spent the next couple of hours checking off the minor colleges he’d missed the first time around, and only reluctantly fought his way through the crowds to the photographic shop.


  When the assistant handed him the envelope, he opened it straightaway. There were the slides he had taken at Stratford-upon-Avon, and the few of Oxford he had taken before leaving for Steeple Heyston, but that was all. He asked, “What about the others?”


  The assistant, a teenager with streaks bleached into her hair, shrugged. Tolley looked into the envelope, found a strip of milky film, asked her what the problem was. She didn’t know, and didn’t seem to care. He waved the ruined film, protested, “It looks like you’ve made some kind of mistake.”


  “I dunno, it’s all done by computers and stuff. Maybe your camera’s broke.”


  “Let me speak to your manager, if you won’t help me.”


  “He won’t be in the shop until the day after tomorrow. It’s Christmas, see.”


  “Not really,” Tolley said, but this wasn’t the first time he’d come across such willful unhelpfulness in England. He paid and left to look for lunch. Anger always made him hungry.


  That afternoon, his stomach comfortably distended by steak and kidney pie, his anger tempered by several pints of bitter, Tolley returned to the hotel, intending to take a nap. But when he pushed open the door of his room, it stuck halfway. Something was lying on the floor behind it; the case he’d set on the folding frame. He reached around and shoved until the door opened far enough for him to be able to squeeze past. And then the smell hit him: a dense stench of burning, thick as molasses. Yet there was no smoke. His case and its contents, mostly underwear, lay on the floor behind the door, and the bedclothes had been pulled off. Tolley opened a window to get some fresh air, and dialed the reception desk. His first thought was that the room had been burgled; but his camera was sitting on the night table, next to his Walkman and Bach tapes. And as the dialing tone burned in his ear, he noticed the carpet. Scraped into the pile were the letters O and R, linked in just the same way they had been on the Beaumont’s kitchen window. Just as the clerk answered, Tolley set the phone down.


  There were two explanations, he thought, as he drove the rental car up the Banbury Road out of Oxford. Either the Beaumonts were hounding him for whatever crazy reason, had broken into his hotel room, maybe even bribed the photographic shop to ruin half his film . . . either that, which was so utterly unlikely, or what Marjory Beaumont had told him was true. And he couldn’t believe that, either. But he wanted to go back to Steeple Heyston: in full daylight this time, and preferably not alone.


  Gerald Beaumont looked surprised when he opened the door, but after Beaumont had ushered Tolley inside, his wife came out of the lounge and said, “I thought you might be back, Professor.”


  Tolley managed a polite smile, told them that his camera had broken and couldn’t be repaired here . . . but he would like some pictures of Steeple Heyston and wondered if Gerald Beaumont would mind . . .? He’d thought this up as he had navigated the country lands—not a very good excuse, but better than telling the whole truth. If the couple was behind this, perhaps he could lull them; perhaps they’d commit some obvious error.


  “Is this important to you?” Marjory Beaumont asked.


  “Well, I promised myself I’d take some pictures back of the old ancestral home. I’ll pay for the film, of course.”


  “I’d be delighted,” Gerald Beaumont said. “We’d best hurry to catch the light.”


  Tolley saw the look his wife gave him, stern yet at the same time worried. “Be careful now,” she said. “Do be careful.”


  “Stuff and nonsense,” Gerald Beaumont told her amiably. He said to Tolley, “She had quite a shock last night, I’m afraid.”


  “I’m sorry if it had anything to do with me,” Tolley said disingenuously.


  Marjory Beaumont touched her throat and smiled; Tolley saw for an instant the vivacious girl she had once been. “I know it was nothing conscious on your part, and we invited you here after all. So you believe it now, Professor?”


  “I admit to being kind of skeptical before,” Tolley said tactfully. He was wondering, What is she trying to con out of me? Is it something to do with her son?


  She followed them out to the car, watched as Gerald Beaumont fussily slittled his equipment on the backseat. “Take care,” she said, then turned and hurried into the cottage.


  As Tolley shifted the car into first gear, he said, “I hope I haven’t upset your wife.”


  Gerald Beaumont was fiddling with the seat belt. “She doesn’t mean anything by it. High-strung, you see, and after last night. . . . I’m not what you’d call a spiritualist, Professor; I’ve always believed that there’s an explanation behind everything, if you look hard enough. Being an engineer, you see. But last time we went to Steeple Heyston, you know, a couple of years ago now, she fainted. Sensitive to atmospheres. D’you think there’s something to the idea that places might be printed by things that happen there, if you follow me? That would be your ghosts, you see. Perhaps you acted like a catalyst, your family being from there.”


  “That was a long time ago.” Almost, but not quite, Tolley was tempted to tell Beaumont about his ransacked hotel room, the stench of burning, the initials in the carpet pile. But that might blow the whole thing; instead, he pretended to be intent on driving. Soon the car was bumping down the track, and he pulled up in the same place as the previous afternoon.


  The air was cold and sharp. Frost still lay in hollows, and a light mist floated above the water of the divided river. Tolley felt a little frisson, pure anticipation, when he saw the ruined stub of wall amongst the scrubby trees on the island. He had Beaumont take a couple of photographs of it, waiting patiently as the older man fussed with his camera and (of all things in this electronic age) a light meter. The frost made the contours of the ground easy to read, and Tolley could make out the long strips of the ancient field system beyond the hummocks where the village had been. Everything was quiet and still, the solitude emphasized when a train passed.


  “It’s a lonely place,” Beaumont remarked, uncannily echoing Tolley’s thoughts. “But it’s not as bleak as this in summer. Buttercups all over the place, boats on the river there. People like to picnic here.”


  “Yeah? You know, I wish the title to the land were still in the family. This would be a great place for a hotel; just think of those ruins as a feature in the grounds.”


  “It’s nice enough as it is,” Beaumont said stiffly.


  “I’m sorry. I forgot you English don’t like things to change.”


  “And you Americans don’t know anything else; that’s why you think the past is quaint instead of real.” Perhaps it had been intended as a rebuke, but the man was smiling; and after a moment, Tolley smiled, too.


  They were amongst the scattered remnants of the manor house now. Beaumont laboriously framed and took a picture of the chimney, then turned up the collar of his Norfolk jacket and asked, “Did you have a look at the graveyard?”


  “Just a glance.”


  “They still use the church a few times a year, you know. Come on, I’ll show you the gravestones. Some of the inscriptions are rather funny.”


  But first he led Tolley beneath the spreading shade of the yew tree behind the church, where two gravestones stood apart from the others, their brief inscriptions blotted by lichen. “Them are the buggers that are causing the trouble, according to Marjory.”


  “I thought your wife said it was the woman?”


  “Who knows? Seems daft to me, talking like this. It’s this place, Professor Tolley, if it’s anything. Not anyone who was buried here. Down in the mines, you know, there are galleries you don’t like to be alone in, old workings with a funny feeling to them. Miners are as superstitious as sailors; like it or not, I suppose a bit of that rubbed off on me. About places, though, not ghosts.”


  Tolley thought of the initials scrawled in the steam on the kitchen window, and then thought of his room. How could a feeling, a sense of place, do that? He said, “Let’s take a look at those inscriptions you mentioned.”


  Rather than funny, Tolley found them prim and touchingly pious, almost wishful. Death had not been an end to those people, but an interval, a sleep. He left Beaumont photographing them, and stepped inside the little porch of the church. The iron handle of the door was stiff; then it gave, and the door creaked open.


  It was colder than outside. Tolley shivered, looking at the brief row of pews either side of the aisle, the plain pulpit and the draped altar beyond. The windows were narrow, their slots edged with dogtoothing; Norman perhaps, although the glass was Victorian. Below, tablets were set in the rough stone walls, one listing the names of those killed in the Great War, a dusty poppy wedged in the iron holder beneath it, another mentioning a Victorian incumbent of the parish. The next was in memorium of Alfred Tolley, squire of this parish, and his wife, Evangaline, both dead in the same year, 1886. Was that when the manor house had burned down? Beyond were other memorials of his family, and, as Tolley began to examine them, he thought he heard the door creak open. He asked, “How old is this place, Mr. Beaumont?”


  Silence. Tolley looked around. He was alone. The door was closed.


  It was then that he heard a distant, drawn-out metallic screeching, a frantic sound keening toward the edge of disaster; and then it cut off. He smelled the same gritty, sulfurous stench he’d encountered in his hotel room, and a voice said out of the air, “You’ll none of you help them! Let their damned engines come to their aid!”


  Tolley grasped the edge of a pew, and the prick of a splinter in his palm brought him to himself. His first step turned into a stagger, and then he ran, wrenching the door back and bursting out into the bleak daylight. Gravel scraped under his shoes, and he stopped, gasping, air achingly cold on his teeth. The church door hung ajar on the merest sliver of darkness; with an effort, Tolley turned away from it. Near the gate in the overgrown hedge, Gerald Beaumont was preparing to photograph yet another headstone. Tolley called, “Did you hear something just then?”


  Click. Beaumont looked around. “What was it?”


  Tolley’s hands were shaking; he couldn’t stop them shaking, jammed them inside the pockets of his Burberry. He thought, for a moment only, a tape recorder maybe, a hidden speaker. . . . He said, “I don’t know. Like . . . no, forget it. Shall we go back now?”


  “There are memorials to your family in there; did you see them? I’ve my flash attachment; I could—”


  Tolley began to walk toward the gate. “No, that’s O.K. Let’s go, huh?”


  Beaumont fell in beside him. “Are you all right? You look as if you’ve had a shock.”


  “No. No.” I’m not crazy, he thought; I’m not. Suppose this guy is trying something on, him and his weird wife. But that’s as crazy. He said, “Just a touch of indigestion. Can’t get used to your heavy breakfasts.”


  “Staying at a boarding house? I know: greasy tomatoes and a great doorstep of fried bread.”


  “I’m at the Randolf Hotel, but it is a little like that. Too much for me.” Tolley looked at the ruins amongst the trees as they passed them, looking for a shadowy figure. Nothing. Urgently, he wanted to escape, and in the car startled Gerald Beaumont by popping the clutch and spinning the wheels of the Volkswagen as if he were a teenager laying down rubber in the drive of his girlfriend’s house.


  Outside the Beaumonts’ cottage, Tolley thanked the man for taking the photographs, and promised to send him copies.


  “I’ve my own darkroom: I could develop the film now, if you like.”


  “That’s very kind, Mr. Beaumont, but I can get it done in town.”


  “Well, come in and wait while I unload the camera. Marjory’ll make you a cup of tea, if you like. Good for the stomach.” Beaumont twisted the key in the lock and pushed open the door, saying, “I’ll write my address on—” And then he saw the dog scratching at the closed kitchen door at the end of the hall. “Bill! Bill, what’s wrong, boy?”


  The dog glanced back and whined, then resumed its patient scratching, pressing its nose to the joint of the door. Beaumont reached over it and twisted the handle; the door gave, but only a little. Tolley felt a cold mantle grow over his skin. Beaumont pushed harder, grunting, and then the door scraped open, and both men saw what lay beyond. The dog barked and bounded inside to lick his mistress’s hand where it lay outstretched on the floor.


  After Marjory Beaumont had been taken from Emergency to a ward, her husband following the porter who wheeled her stretcher toward the elevators, Tolley asked at the desk whether he could get something to eat, and was directed through a long hall and up a flight of stairs to a snack bar set up in the blind end of a corridor. But the cheese roll sat like a cannonball in his stomach, and the coffee, faintly greasy and with grains of undissolved powdered milk floating on the surface, was undrinkable.


  He sat for an hour at the little Formica table, listening to the chatter of the people around him but not taking any of it in. Once, he absently traced the letters OR in spilled sugar grains, then hastily erased them. The mark had been all over the kitchen, scraped in pools of flour and salt on the floor, in drying tomato sauce (they’d first thought it was blood) on the appliances and on the windows. Whatever had done it seemed to be single-mindedly trying to communicate something. Someone’s initials? Its own? At any rate, Tolley no longer believed that the Beaumonts had anything to do with it. It was something else.


  At last, Beaumont pushed through the swing doors; Tolley stood and met him halfway. “How is she?”


  “Sleeping now. They gave her something.”


  “Do you know what happened?”


  “She said that she thought she glimpsed someone through the kitchen window, but she can’t remember anything after that, next to waking up in the hospital.”


  “Who? A man?”


  “She can’t remember, and I didn’t press her. She needs her rest.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “There was something else. Just as she was drifting off, she said something, a name. Orlando Richards. Mean anything to you?”


  “O.R.!”


  “That’s what I thought. And then she said, ‘One wants rest, and the other wants worse.’ ”


  “Well, two people were killed, after all.” Tolley held the door for Gerald Beaumont before following him into the parking lot. The air was cold and dark; sodium streetlamps dropped pools of orange light amongst the rows of parked cars. Tolley said, “But I remember your wife saying that the woman is stronger, when it comes to ghosts. Isn’t Orlando a man’s name?”


  “I suppose so. These are deep waters, Professor Tolley.” The man looked across the top of Tolley’s rental car. The lines on his thin face were accentuated by orange glow, deep vertical creases seeming to pull his mouth downward, his eyes shadowy pits. He said, “I don’t suppose by any chance you are a Catholic?”


  “I’m not anything. What are you thinking, exorcism? Come on, the pope banned all that, didn’t he? The best thing to do is forget this.”


  “How can I now, with my wife in the hospital? It’s all very well for you: you can just run away. We have to live with whatever you’ve disturbed.”


  “Me? I didn’t do anything but come here.”


  “Aye, well,” the man said truculently.


  “Look, if you go to a priest and tell him that your wife was attacked by a ghost, do you really think that he is going to believe you, in this day and age? Let it go, Mr. Beaumont,” Tolley said, and unlocked the car.


  During the fifteen-minute drive back to South Heyston, the two men hardly exchanged a dozen words. Gerald Beaumont’s silence was downright accusatory, but rather than guilt, Tolley felt a growing anger. Why should it have anything to do with him, except because of his ancestry? Marjory Beaumont was the believer, not he: why should he be blamed? Still, outside the cottage, he was moved to ask, “Will you be all right?”


  “Leave it be,” Beaumont said shortly, and got out of the car, then dipped his head and added, “Maybe without you, things will calm down.” Then he shut the door firmly, before Tolley could reply.


  One wants rest, the other worse. It ran through Tolley’s head like a maddening jingle as he drove back to Oxford. Worse, presumably, meant revenge. It had torn up his room, let him know its name through Marjory Beaumont . . . and next? The best thing to do would be to leave for London a day early; surely he would not be followed there.


  But at the hotel he was unwilling to return to his room, the menacing disorder. He took an early supper in the dining room, lingered over a couple scotches at the bar. But at last he could put it off no longer; he had to pack, and if he didn’t make a move, he wouldn’t find a room in London in time. At the door the noise of the key turning in the lock was loud in the deserted corridor. He waited half a minute, then pushed the door open.


  He had a nasty moment groping for the light switch, remembering an account, surely the world’s shortest ghost story, of how someone had awoken with a start and groped for matches to light the candle . . . and felt something place them in his hand. The light came on.


  The room was as it should have been: his case on its stand, the bedcovers neatly stretched over the mattress, one corner turned back and a chocolate mint wrapped like a gold medallion on the plumped pillow. Of course, the maid had been in. Even the initials scraped into the carpet pile had been erased by vacuuming. He crossed to the bed and picked up the phone to call the desk.


  And, twenty minutes later, set it back angrily. He had tried to get a room in the hotel he’d booked for tomorrow: no luck. And no luck either at the half a dozen others he’d tried. The desk clerk had suggested that he try a bed-and-breakfast place, and Tolley had lost his temper.


  “I want proper accommodation, not someone’s second-best bedroom. Why is that such a problem?”


  “It’s Christmas, I’m afraid, sir.”


  “Don’t tell me,” Tolley said, “no room at the inn.” And slammed down the phone. Well, perhaps he’d be safe here. He checked that the window was locked, and went down to the bar, spent a couple of hours in conversation with a married couple from Idaho—she had majored in architecture, and was in her element, while her husband grumbled half seriously about the bad quality of service, the appalling plumbing, the litter everywhere . . . in short, the lack of all the comforts any truly civilized country could afford in this last quarter of the century. Tolley agreed with all this, while wistfully eyeing the deep valley visible between the woman’s breasts (thank God that décolletage was back in fashion), and thirstily drinking half a dozen double scotches. At last, dizzy with drink and suppressed lust, he staggered back to his room, remembering only as he was crawling into bed that he shouldn’t be there. Warmed through with dutch courage, he even switched off the light.


  And woke with the phone warbling beside his bed. He groped for the light switch, picked up the instrument. “Call for you, sir,” the desk said, and then there was a click, and Gerald Beaumont’s voice said, “Professor Tolley?”


  “Sure.” It was half past six in the morning. Tolley’s teeth felt as if they had been rubbed in ashes; there was a burning edge to his stomach.


  “Look, Professor, I didn’t want to ring you, but there’s no one else I can turn to. And you’re involved, after all, you understand.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “It’s Marjory. She left the hospital.”


  “She’s been discharged? Isn’t it kind of early—”


  “Not discharged. Gone. Vanished. When the nurse brought her breakfast half an hour ago, she found that Marjory was gone. She’d taken her clothes, too. I think I know where she’s gone, Professor, and so do you.”


  “Shouldn’t you call the police?” He was abruptly clearheaded.


  “And tell them she’s possessed by a ghost? They’d put me away. But I might have to tell them something, if I don’t get any help, and I still have those photographs of Steeple Heyston. You’ve got to live up to your responsibility in this, do you see?”


  “I understand what you’re trying to tell me, Mr. Beaumont.”


  Beaumont’s voice said, “I’m sure that when I find her, she’ll come out of it. It needs someone familiar, that’s all.”


  “If you really think that’s where she is, I wouldn’t like you going to look for her alone.”


  “I’m going over there now. I’ll hope to see you.”


  “I said I’ll come, goddamnit!” But there was only the buzz of the disconnected line.


  More than Beaumont’s feeble threats, it was the residue of the past evening’s binge that got Tolley down to his rental car and onto the road north out of Oxford. By the time he was bumping down the rough lane toward Steeple Heyston, fear was beginning to cloud his light-headed recklessness, but it was too late to turn back.


  There was already a car, a little hatchback, parked in the space at the end of the track; no one else was in it, and the gate in the hedge stood open. Tolley called out to Beaumont. The night took his voice: swallowed it. His skin prickling, he picked his way over the ground, frost crackling under his shoes. It was bitterly cold, dawn a curdled gray limning the railway embankment.


  Tolley quartered the hummocky ground where the village had once stood, but there was no sign of Gerald Beaumont. He was about to turn back, when he glimpsed movement amongst the trees ahead, the trees around the ruins of the manor house. He froze, his blood knocking heavily in every corner of his body: but it was only the Beaumont’s dog. It came to him uncertainly, its tail low.


  “Good boy,” Tolley said. “Where’s your owner, huh?”


  The dog whined, then started toward the trees; when it saw that Tolley wasn’t following, it danced back, barking. Tolley called again.


  “Beaumont!”


  Night. Silence. Tolley’s breath plumed in the air.


  And then he heard, faint and far off, a harsh squealing, metal on metal. Every hair on the back of his neck rose, as a kind of tide of coldness swept across his skin. He turned and saw, against the advancing light of dawn, a black figure on top of the embankment. It was still for a moment, then seemed to swoop down the steep slope, moving as swiftly as a gliding bird. Already, Tolley’s line of retreat was cut off; he turned and began to run, the dog following for a moment before breaking back toward the trees.


  Tolley ran on, breathing hard and hardly daring to look back, nothing in his head but the thudding of his pulse and the blind imperative to flee, flee before the thing was upon him. He blundered through the church gate, gravel scattering under his flying feet. The door, the door. . . .


  It gave. Tolley stumbled through and leaned against it. A great wind got up around the church, howling and howling, rattling the panes of stained glass. Tolley fumbled inside his coat for a book of matches and, by the light of one, found the great iron bolt and pushed it home just as something crashed into the door on the other side. The wind was even louder now: the hardboard that had patched the broken window flew in with a clatter, and a thick stench of burning began to fill the dark space of the church. The match stung Tolley’s fingers, and he dropped it, instantly lit another. To be alone in the dark was intolerable.


  Whatever was on the other side of the door began to turn the handle back and forth. Tolley retreated, and something struck the back of his knees before toppling to the stone flags. A bench. A pile of little books that had been stacked on one end spilled across his feet. Prayer books. He picked one up, its limp red cover fanning like the wings of a dead bird. Dead, dead and buried. He understood that it was his only hope.


  First, he had to have light.


  He lifted one of the thick candles from the altar and used several matches to get it alight, and balanced it on the rim of the pulpit. All the while the wind howled and keened, and the hammering at the door never let up, underscored by scrabblings like fingernails on the stained glass of the broken window. Tolley saw with horror one fragment and then another fall, brief twinkling meteors, and scrabbled through the thin pages of the prayer book until he came to the Service for the Burial of the Dead, and began.


  The wind did not die as he read the psalm, but the banging of the door became staccato, and no more fragments of glass fell. When he reached the middle of the lesson, the banging ceased. Tolley read on, a weight seeming to lift from his chest, the wind dropping around the church, a mumbling moan that seemed at the edge of words. Danger, danger. And as he read, it seemed that he was no longer alone in the church, that a dark shadow occupied the middle of the front pew. He dared not lift his eyes from the page lest he stumble in his recitation, yet the shadow tugged at the corner of his vision, undefined, insubstantial, but definitely there.


  And then, his throat dry, Tolley came to the end of the lesson, and realized that he would have to read the last part at the grave. He hesitated, and the wind rose again; the candle flame flickered. There was nothing for it: the forms had to be gone through.


  The shadow melted from the pew as, holding the candle before him, Tolley walked down the aisle and fumbled with the heavy bolt. It slid back, and he turned the handle.


  Wind blew in his face.


  The candle guttered but did not quite go out.


  There was nothing outside but darkness.


  As he walked amongst the gravestones toward the isolated pair beneath the yew, Tolley felt a kind of pressure at his back, a presence as insubstantial as a shadow. He steeled himself not to look around, and faced the grave of the unknown man, by the light of the candle began to read the final part of the service, saying firmly, “Forasmuch as it hath pleased Almighty God of His great mercy to take unto Himself the soul of Orlando Richards, here departed, we therefore commit his body to the ground. . . .” As he read, the words became more than words: every one a weight that had to be lifted and laid, each a single brick in the solemn edifice that he was constructing. He came to the final prayer and, despite his aching throat, read it loudly, almost triumphantly. After the final amen, he heard, far off in the winter dawn—for it was dawn now, although still so dark that he could distinguish no colors—a cock crowing, the traditional end to a night of magic. Tolley blew out the candle and, with the blunt edge of the base of its holder, inscribed the name Orlando Richards on the headstone. Done.


  Every step was light on the frosty ground as he walked away from the church. It was over, he thought, his hands trembling lightly with relief. Over. I’ve done my duty, atoned for what my great-grandfather did. As he skirted the ruined chimney of the manor house, the dog came bounding toward him, barking frantically, dancing around and running back toward the ruin, turning and barking. Tolley followed it.


  “What is it, boy? Quiet now. Where’s your master? Where—”


  And then he saw where Gerald Beaumont was.


  The body was slumped where the fireplace had been, amongst a tangle of briers. The face was entirely gone, a mass of blood and bone, but Tolley recognized the Norfolk jacket, the checkered cap that lay a little way off. He turned aside and vomited, though there was little to come. As he straightened, wind blew around him out of nowhere, shaking the bare branches of the surrounding trees. Tolley began to run, the dog at his heels. Wind bent the frosty tufts of grass, once whirled leaves into the shape of a human figure before collapsing and blowing on, always in front of Tolley, who was now only stumbling as best he could, his terror leached by exhaustion. All he could think of were Marjory Beaumont’s words about female ghosts, that they were stronger than those of men. And their hate stronger, too, strong enough to last a century even after the object of her hate had fled its first malignant flowering, strong enough to destroy Beaumont, poor bastard, who had been only at the edge of things. The ghost of Orlando Richards had not been the danger; perhaps he had even tried to warn Tolley of his companion. And now Tolley had laid him to rest.


  Panting, Tolley pushed through the gate, saw with dull shock the figure waiting beside his car. For a moment he thought that his heart would stop; then the dog bounded ahead, and he realized that it was Marjory Beaumont, and wondered how he could tell her about her husband. And then she spoke, her voice halting and heavy; her voice, but she was not speaking it.


  “I’ve waited so long for this. So long.”


  The last thing Tolley saw was the ax she carried.
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  The little death, the black instant when his mind was neither in his body nor in the Bronovski circuits of the surveyor, passed. Like a hand pushing into a glove, as a man rushes incontinently into his lover’s embrace, Lucian Singer entered into full link. Hell poured into his senses.


  He checked that the machine’s coating nozzles were flowing, and executed a 360-degree scan to orientate himself. Silicon crystal-forms, sprung from seed matrices in the friable soil, shattered under his treads. No more alive than viruses, they grew, or so Singer believed, in response to the fluorosilicones shed by the surveyor. Lines of them marked eroding tracks in the floor of the sinuous fault valley. On either side, slopes littered with shattered rocks of all sizes bellied up, distorted by the jelly-like air. Other senses informed Singer that the cloud base was at 48 kilometers, that the temperature here in the highlands of Ishtar Terra was 710 degrees Kelvin, and that the wind was gusting to 80 kilometers an hour: comparatively, a mild spring zephyr. Through the dull red murk above, lightning flickered in constant delicate filigrees, and the sun was a belt of faint light that girdled the horizon, concentrated in one place like a bleary eye.


  Lucian Singer unfolded his extensors. It was time to begin work, for all the rescue mission had inserted itself in orbit and was closing on his station. He was determined to prove that he was as good as the new operator, the cyborg brain-in-a-box. Better. This was his world.


  He’d been working a low cliff for two weeks now, following thin fossiliferous seams of shale a centimeter at a time, visual sensors popping in and out of full magnification so as not to miss anything. Once exposed, the fossils corroded quickly, and he worked in a continual mist of the same short-chain fluorosilicones that coated and protected the surveyor. Even so, the little, delicate spirals and cones and ridged rods lasted no more than a few minutes, and he flipped each into the analyser port for holography, which spat it out even as he was prying away another crumbling layer.


  The surveyor was tireless; Singer’s mind was not. Every half-hour he retracted the extensors and moved back, treads gripping flaking shards. It was during one of these breaks, every sense drinking in the world he had come to love in his exile, that he saw a line of violet light scratch across the louring sky. Ionization track! Pushing his optical sensors to their extreme limit, he glimpsed a sphere wrapped in glowing plasma, lost it in the warping air. Then it was overhead, the heat shield tumbling away from a broad-based delivery capsule as a huge silver parachute blossomed above. Singer tracked it until it vanished. Theoretically, the same trick of refraction that distorted and fixed the sun should have made any part of the planet visible, a bowl rising to infinity. In fact, light scattering in the dense atmosphere limited vision to less than half a dozen kilometers. But the surveyor’s computer had plotted enough of the trajectory to be able to calculate the approximate place of impact: less than twenty kilometers to the east, out on the lava plain.


  Raped, Singer thought angrily, and initiated the procedure that would send his mind back into his body. Amid a rising black hum, Venus vanished.


  After the accident that had killed Singer’s two companions and stranded him, it had taken two years to put a rescue mission together, and another six months, following a long, slow, energy-conservative Hohmann orbit, for the ship to reach Venus. After so long, Singer had become accustomed to solitude, and despite Alice Rackham’s pep talks and, latterly, the brief conversations with his rescuers (he had once trained for a year with the commander, Bobby Sarowitz, but that mission had been scrubbed), the thought of other people in orbit around Venus was as distasteful and strange as contemplating a wife’s infidelity. As for someone else working on the surface . . . in the end, he’d taken to switching off whenever Rackham raised the subject, and by and by she’d taken the hint.


  But although celestial mechanisms grind slowly, their consequences are inevitable. The rescue mission had neatly inserted into orbit two days ago, and in one more they would rendezvous with Singer’s ramshackle station. He had assumed that they would wait before sending the cyborg’s machine down, but had never talked about it with them; hence his sense of outraged betrayal when he had seen the ionization track.


  Blackness, as the analogue of the electrical and chemical flux of his mind was played back into his brain and new memories transcribed. And then the little constellations of telltales above the couch that cradled his body and kept its autonomic functions ticking while he was downlink. Singer pushed back his dreadlocked hair and unhooked the big master cable from the socket at the back of his neck, punched the buckle release, and with an economical push of his wasted legs arrowed neatly through the hatch into the communications shack.


  It took several minutes for his signal to reach Earth, several more for the JPL computers to hunt down Dr. Alice Rackham. Singer sipped orange juice from a squeeze bag, the cold righteous anger of the slighted, the unjustly wounded, building like a static charge in his head. When the screen finally cleared, he said without preliminaries, “You didn’t tell me that she was going down to the surface today. You didn’t tell me that she would be trespassing right on my doorstep. That’s my area, at least! I’ve explored it over and over; there’s nothing left for her to discover.”


  Rackham was lounging on a couch in her yard, her face half-hidden by sunglasses. During the lag while Singer’s accusations crawled at light speed to Earth, were channeled through the JPL net, and Rackham’s reply came crawling back, each watched the other steadfastly, a polite convention that had solidified into habit. Rackham’s glittering mask was unsettling, insectile, giving nothing away. Finally, she said, “We chose that area of Ishtar Terra precisely because you have explored it. You should look at your files more often, Lucian: they contain a full update. Lord knows you won’t talk to me about it.”


  It was true, but he wouldn’t admit it. And he hadn’t looked at his files because, ever since the rescue mission had left Earth orbit, they had been filled to overflowing: appeals from UFO cultists to expose the “official lie” that Venus was a superheated hell, jargon-riddled letters from space freaks, political appeals, a list of projects in need of an advertising figurehead, someone wanting to do a biography. . . . He couldn’t be bothered to wade through all the kipple to find the updates.


  “Anyway,” Rackham went on, “you don’t own Venus. No one does.”


  “Tell her to keep away from me,” Singer said. Patiently waiting, he watched her and the ordinary California day beyond. A green fountain reared into the unnaturally blue sky: an avocado tree. Spiralling lines of silver water droplets flung across the lush lawn by a sprinkler. A plane drew its contrail (violet line dragged through seething red cloud: raped) from left to right, like an artist’s signature, before Rackham replied.


  “You tell her, Singer. I’m your mission controller, not your psychiatrist. Pull yourself together, you’ll be on coast-to-coast news in a day or so.”


  “Twenty-eight hours, fourteen minutes.”


  She smiled. “Well, you’re on top of that, anyway. How are you feeling, Lucian?”


  “Nervous as hell.”


  “Look on it as the first step of your journey back.”


  “I can never return to Earth, you know. My heart would give out.”


  The pause was longer than necessary for transmission. Eventually, Rackham said, “It’s true you’ll have to undergo . . . quarantine at Armstrong Station, but you’ll get full medical coverage.”


  Singer had commissioned his own medical profile, knew well enough that the calcium leached from his bones, his enlarged heart and weakened arteries, and the dozens of different effects on his muscles couldn’t all be reversed. He had been too long in zero gee, hadn’t exercised as he should have. After rescue he could look forward to being, first, a medical curiosity, and second, a cripple.


  He said, “Look, I have work to do, okay?” and switched off the transmitter. He heated a meal and took it to a port, raised the blind, and squinted out at Venus while he ate. He was over the nightside now, nothing visible but occasional scratching of lightning against the ashen light. But he watched for a long time before he went to his cubby and took a sleeping pill, sealed himself into his cocoon.


  He always needed medication to sleep, and despite his years in zero gravity, his dreams were still filled with the sensations of flight or falling. He dreamed of the accident that had killed both his crewmates, but this time he was in the command module, alone, feeling the thrust tremble as the main engine malfd, the ship tumbling uncontrollably, a routine mission to dump mapping satellites turned into nightmare. It had taken a week for the orbit to decay, and Singer, in the science and life-system package, had been unable to do anything to help. He dreamed now that he was falling through smogcolored clouds, pressure closing on him like a giant hand, acid and heat searing his lungs, and woke up shivering, a halo of sweat around his splayed dreadlocks, unable to remember anything of the dream but its terror. It was the day the rescue mission made its rendezvous with his station. It was time to start work again.


  The crushed disc of the sun hung where it always hung; as always, whips of lightning flickered ceaselessly in the industrial light. Singer could hear their static across the broadband, a constant scratching pulse as if the planet were trying to speak to him. He activated all his systems, and the surveyor rolled forward, treads crushing the little colonies of crystals that had sprung up around it. And stopped.


  A long series of numbers had been scratched into the cliff.


  Although they were already eroding in the hot, acid atmosphere, they were still legible, and Singer recognized at once what they were: a loran grid reference. He called it up, saw that it was only a few kilometers down slope, at the edge of the small, recently extinct caldera. Let her stay there, he thought, but after he started work, chipping out fossils and holographing them and spitting them out, the thought nagged at him. As if she were broadcasting a low-level signal, an itch in the analogue of his mind.


  He backed away, shovelled loose rock into the intake where the components for the protective coating would be extracted. And thought, why not? Why not see her? Make it clear that she was to stay away from him. Strike a bargain, down here where they couldn’t be overheard.


  The valley widened to a vast boulder field that, although it actually sloped down, always seemed to rise all around because of the refraction, as if he were a ball bearing in a cup. Here and there clusters of crystal glinted—blood garnets, dirty rubies—amongst the rubble. Some of the boulders were bigger than the surveyor; a few were as large as the station where his untenanted body lay. As he rounded one of these, he saw the intruder no more than a couple of hundred meters away, her outline softened by rippling waves of heat.


  He called out on broadband, and she responded at once, a tickling voice that seemed to speak from his center.


  “Colonel Singer, I presume!”


  “Dr. McCullough.”


  “Dianne, please. Isn’t this an incredible place?”


  Her effusiveness surprised him.


  Her surveyor was a little bigger than his, its snout bristling with attachments, the drill probe at its tail sunk in the ground. A beetle, he thought, an ovipositing beetle. And he a slightly smaller member of the same species, a tentative suitor. If she was at all unused to the climate of hell, she showed no sign.


  “I’m just finishing a core for some UCLA geologists,” she said. “A chore, I should say, but I have to pay some price to be here. This is such a—Well, of course you know all that. Listen, I wasn’t going to visit you, but once I was down, it seemed the right thing to do. I hope it was. It must be strange to have someone down here. After so long.”


  “Strange, yes.” He was scornful of her enthusiasm, but also afraid of it. When he’d spoken to her before, while the rescue mission was still a million kilometers out, she had struck him as cold, remote, indifferent. Brain-in-a-box. But she was no longer there, trapped. She was here.


  She said, “I think that what they want to do is a damn shame. I don’t ever want to leave. There’s so much to explore: a whole world. I thought that over and over on the trip out. I’m only just beginning to realise what it means.”


  “Most of it is flat, stony desert,” he said. “This area is atypical.”


  She raised her drill probe and began to feed the core into a slot in her glistening body with a smooth, almost lascivious motion. “It seems to me . . . everything is strange, every boulder. I could spend the rest of my life examining the boulders, it seems.” Her laugh was like a raster of static. “I’m sorry, I’m running away with excitement. But after all this time, the freedom . . . Not being told what to do. Not being monitored all the time. Solitude. It’s bliss.”


  “Listen, Dianne, I came to say that I would be happy for you to stay away from the area I’m working. At least allow me that.”


  “Why are you still studying those fossils? I read some of your work. You seem, well, obsessed.”


  “I do? You don’t think they are important? For one thing, they prove how common life may be.”


  “But they are all gone now; billions of years ago, when the sun finished its development and the greenhouse effect ran away, the oceans evaporated and everything died here. It’s all history, they can’t come back. You look at those and not the crystals?”


  “The crystals are not alive.”


  “Some people say that they are. They grow and reproduce.”


  “They are simply a product of the special conditions here. Or has there been new work I don’t know about?”


  “All those arguments confuse me. They seem alive to me.”


  “Come on,” he said, openly mocking.


  “I can feel it. In the crater to the east there are millions of them. You can hear them singing.”


  “Millions? There were only a few when I surveyed this place.”


  “I’ll show you,” she said, and neatly swivelled, turning within her length. Singer followed, his treads printing lines parallel to the tracks Dianne McCullough left on the baked ground. As they travelled, she kept up a ceaseless chatter, but Singer, uneasily feeling the first prickling of betrayal, said very little. They were replacing him with this untried, untested woman? She wasn’t even a scientist: before her accident, she said, she had been a diving engineer. True, she handled the surveyor well enough. He admitted this grudgingly, knowing that already she was as adept as he. As if the low-slung machine were her natural body instead of a tool. Once, she ran it in a little dance while she was waiting for him to catch up, waving probes and extensors in exultation while lightning crackled through the murk above.


  “I can hear them already,” she said, “can’t you?”


  He went along with the game and asked for the frequency, but even at maximum amplitude he caught only a faint chirring that could have been static from some storm on the other side of the planet, botched by discharges of nearer lightning. Ahead he could see the rim of the caldera. Although only recently extinct, its sides had already eroded to a broad flat-topped bank that seemed to warp upward to the right and left.


  “Oh, be careful, please be careful,” Dianne McCullough said. “You’re running right through them.”


  There were not many at first: unfaceted, not really crystalline, more like melted lumps of quartz. But when they gained the top of the bank, he saw that the slopes of the caldera were covered with them, newly grown single-tons glittering amongst pebbly accretions of older formations, low spires and twisted towers stretching away into the sullen distances.


  “I haven’t been here for two years,” he said. “There must have been a change in the wind pattern, bringing precipitate in from the active volcanoes.” He gestured southward with several limbs, at the point where, at the fading edge of visibility, tipped sideways by refraction, low distorted cones sat amongst whorled lava fields.


  “When I was resting,” she said, “some formed around me, small ones no bigger than my thumbnail. When I had a thumbnail.”


  “It’s the protective coating. They seed in it like paramecia in a hay infusion.”


  “I think they’re singing some incredibly complicated song. Did you ever hear whales singing? The same song, the same story, lasts for hours.”


  But the chirring was as faint as ever. All around, hell simmered.


  “I never want to leave,” she said.


  “The surveyor won’t last more than a dozen years.”


  “They’ll be sending me another one at the next window, and perhaps a remote to explore the upper atmosphere. There’s so much to explore.”


  “You’re staying here? The expedition is staying here?”


  “They’ll leave all that remains of me in orbit. But I’m not going back to it. You made the first step; I’m going a little way beyond.”


  “Damn Rackham!” Angrily, he began to disconnect even as Dianne McCullough began to speak again. Her voice faded, and he swam through an instant of blackness to his feeble body, felt it shudder on the couch. But when he opened his eyes, he saw a shadow eclipsing the constellations of telltales, a man regarding him steadfastly.


  “Hold still, Singer,” the intruder said. It was Bobby Sarowitz, commander of the rescue mission. “Hold still now. Man, how did you ever get to looking so bad?”


  The next few hours passed in an uncomfortable melee, confusing and exhausting Singer. He felt himself at a remove from his rescuers, even as they spent two hours cutting away his tangled dreadlocks and washing the remaining hair, trimming his beard, preparing him for the staged confrontation that would go out across the networks: the handshakes across the tunnel that joined Singer’s station to their ship, the smiles, the backslapping, and even cigars, which left a raw taste in Singer’s mouth and which were doused as soon as the cameras were switched off and mission control had given its opinion that it had been a great show.


  Afterward, the two intruders were reservedly polite toward Singer, neither quite sure what to make of him. Bobby Sarowitz shook his head over the variety of gimcrack techniques Singer used to keep the station running, while the science specialist, a young man named Lawrence Donnell whose skin was several degrees blacker than Singer’s, seemed a little in awe: as if Singer were some relic from the past, a combination of John Glenn, Chuck Yeager, and Neil Armstrong. Both annoyed Singer, Sarowitz’s professional cynicism, Donnell’s respectful sidelong glances. But what annoyed him most was the continual presence of their meaty, clumsy bodies: both assiduously exercised in a centrifugal segment of their ship at the beginning and end of each working day. They would not be cripples when they returned.


  Singer stayed in the station, in his own territory, and after a while the others began to leave him alone. Almost the first thing Sarowitz had done was pull the control key of the link. And wouldn’t return it, no matter how much Singer argued that he had to finish his research, that he could be of help to McCullough. He complained to Rackham about this further betrayal, but she simply said, “That’s the way things have to be, Lucian. You’ve got to accept that you’re coming back.”


  “You’re treating me like some sort of addict, making me do cold turkey.”


  “Just cooperate with Sarowitz and Donnell. They have a lot of work to fit in before departure. Why don’t you help them?”


  “The best thing I can do is keep out of their way, which is what I’m doing.” It occurred to Singer that the plug would remain pulled until the rescue mission departed, just in case he decided to stay or take refuge on the surface in the surveyor. He said, “I’m not going to pull any stunts. I’m no cyborg. I have to keep coming back or I’d lose memory when I was retranscribed.”


  “I’m sorry, Lucian. I have my orders.”


  And so did Sarowitz and Donnell. No amount of sweet-talking could convince them of the necessity of using the link. As his initial politeness faded, Sarowitz barely hid his contempt at Singer’s plight. He could understand the rebellion—most astronauts are in a continual state of foment against the armchair fliers of mission control—but he was of the old school, had come up through the Navy, and believed that you made your own luck. And besides, he despised the way Singer had let his body go. Donnell was more sympathetic, but he had his own problems.


  “She hardly talks to me anymore, keeps going off on Mickey-Mouse trips of her own,” Donnell complained.


  “She’s enjoying herself down there,” Singer replied. He tried to imagine what it would be like to be let out of the bottle. After the elective surgery, all that was left of her crippled body was her brain and a coil of spinal cord, a few glands, her heart, and a pared-down blood system. Everything else, all that made her human, had been flensed away. Her blood was a synthetic compound oxygenated by a cascade filter, a dialyser swept out the wastes and balanced her electrolytes, and her nerves were connected to computer interfaces.


  “She keeps going on about the crystals, like an idee fixe, you know. An obsession. Mission control reckons that she’s still within parameters, and she does all her scheduled tasks, but she won’t talk, hardly.”


  “So when she comes up here, hold her awhile. Like you’re holding me.”


  “Hell, she doesn’t have to come up.” Donnell tugged at his neat, pointed beard. “That’s the way it’s designed.”


  Singer pressed for an explanation, and Donnell told him that Dianne McCullough’s incoming memory was skimmed each day and transmitted to the cyborg, read into the chemical balances of the cells of her untenanted brain. “The problem is that it doesn’t work from our end. She doesn’t have to come up, and I can’t make her.”


  “So let me go down, let me see what I can do. It sounds like she needs a touch of reality, that’s all.”


  Donnell shrugged, the gesture turning him slightly. “It would be neat, but I just can’t do it. Stay with it, Singer. You’ll be getting a hero’s welcome back on Earth. There’s all kinds of interest in you again.”


  Singer knew: his files were jammed with appeals from networks for interviews, all of which he’d ignored. He said, “On Earth I’ll be lucky to get about in a wheelchair, if I survive the trip down. No, I’ll be stuck on Armstrong.”


  “Maybe they can do for you what they did to McCullough.”


  “I’m an operator. I’ve no desire to be a machine for the rest of my life.”


  “Yeah. She told me, you know, that I was redundant, that she was the next stage in evolution. One thing you could do is maybe talk to her from here. You’ve been down there, so maybe she’d talk back. You’d be an anchor. You don’t have to go down to give her a touch of reality.”


  “It’s real down there, too,” Singer said softly. He was ambivalent about the idea, and even after Donnell had obtained clearance, he put off calling McCullough for a couple of days. It was a link with the harsh landscape of his love, true . . . and it would also remind him of what he had lost. But in the end, desire won out.


  “I’m glad to hear you again,” Dianne McCullough’s voice said. It was botched by rasters of static, seemed light-years away. In the communications shack of his station, Singer closed his eyes and imagined the simmering, sullen desert, ached for it. He asked how things were.


  “Good. I’m still around the crater.”


  “You still believe those crystals are worth looking at? It’s all been done before.”


  “The chemistry isn’t everything.”


  “What else have you found?”


  “Did you ever notice the way they all interconnect? I can almost understand it. But not quite, not yet.”


  “I wish I could be there.”


  “I don’t mind being alone. Would you ever leave your body for good?”


  “No, I don’t think so.”


  “That’s the difference between us,” she said, and cut contact.


  Still, Singer had been more successful at drawing her out than Donnell, or so Donnell said. He had other conversations with her, and always she was vague and distracted and abrupt, so different from when he had talked with her on the surface. He found that he drew her out most by talking about the crystals. She had the idea that they were linked all the way around the planet, that they might even keep the atmosphere the way it was, so that they grew in optimal conditions.


  He laughed. “That’s teleology. If the atmosphere wasn’t the way it was, they wouldn’t be there anyway. They need heat and acidic conditions and great pressure, lots of electrical activity, free fluorine and so on. Without any one of those, they wouldn’t be there.”


  Laughing at her ideas was a mistake—she withdrew, cut contact. Another time he asked, “Do you miss people?”


  “I always was a loner, you know. That was partly why I became a diver. Used to spend months at a time tending the mining machines. Under pressure like here, but darker of course, and so much colder.” She had worked in the Pacific mines until she had come up too quickly one day and a nitrogen bubble had formed in the artery supplying her spinal cord. After that she had been a quadriplegic until she volunteered for the cyborg program.


  She asked how he took to having company again. “Those two annoyed me, you know. They don’t know they’re redundant, meat machines.”


  “I guess I’m one, too.”


  Her laughter was unnerving, like fingernails scratching tin. “You’re an amphibian, Singer, a lungfish. I can tolerate you.”


  She meant it; she wasn’t talking to Donnell at all, and was falling farther and farther behind with her scheduled tasks. Even Sarowitz was becoming worried; the Jupiter mission he and Singer had once trained for had been revived, and he had a chance at it if this one went well. More than once, Singer tried to use Dianne McCullough’s non-cooperation as a lever for getting back down, but to no avail.


  “Christ, Singer, you know I can’t let you.” Donnell pulled at his beard. “Orders, right?”


  “Well, of course.” Singer knew with heavy certainty that he was barred forever, and thought of his surveyor, its autonomic programs running down, its casing eroding. . . . The next time he talked to Dianne he asked about his machine.


  “It’s okay,” she said after a pause.


  “The maintenance programs are running, then.”


  “I suppose so,” she said, and changed the subject.


  And so it went, until the flare.


  Singer was working on a blocked pipe in the garden. It wasn’t necessary now, but he kept the station’s systems going out of pride. Cobbled together from the life-system and science package of the original mission and half a dozen resupply canisters sent to him after the disaster, it was his place—some of the access tunnels were too narrow for Sarowitz or Donnell to maneuver their bulky bodies, and there was little of the neat order, defining spurious directions of up and down, shown in their ship.


  He had just wrested a filthy clot of Spirella from the pipe when the signal bell rang. He ignored it, carefully vacuuming floating globules of algae-tinted water, refitted the pipe. He was fastening the last seal when Sarowitz caromed into the long, sunlit space.


  He said, “There’s a flare on the way. You better come to the shelter.”


  “You know, I’ve already received enough radiation in the normal course of things to make me sterile.” Singer carefully tightened the seal, switched on the pump. The tube shuddered under his hand as green water pulsed through.


  “For Christ’s sake,” Sarowitz said, “we’re already getting the first particles. Donnell is buttoned up. Now come on.” He grabbed Singer’s arm, his fingers meeting his thumb around the wasted biceps.


  Glaring, Singer shook off the grip. “I’m not an invalid. Not here.”


  “Then come on,” Sarowitz said, embarrassed, and turned to go.


  After a moment, Singer followed him.


  They spent two weeks in the cramped shelter while the radiation of the flare sleeted through the rescue ship and Singer’s station. It was only a minor flare and would hardly disturb radio communications on Earth—although it knocked out spacecraft communications, which were not shielded by magnetosphere and atmosphere—but to be out in it for more than a couple of hours would be to receive a lethal dose. Donnell, fretting about the science program, said that he was beginning to think that Dianne McCullough was right: space was a place for machines, not people.


  Sarowitz sneered. “Survival is an engineering problem. They’ve developed new shields for the Jupiter mission, and when they’re fitted to all spacecraft, we won’t have to sit in a lead coffin whenever the sun hiccoughs.”


  “He has a point, though,” Singer said.


  “You’re falling in love with that cyborg, man,” Sarowitz said, good-humoredly.


  “Come on,” Singer said, uncomfortably. And wondered what she was doing at that moment.


  In the meantime, he found that Donnell played a passable game of chess, and they held tournament after tournament while Sarowitz watched the old flat films for which he had a passion (“That Kathleen Turner, man. She’s all I need on a mission like this!”) or read technical manuals, reviewing his tensor calculus. Two weeks. And when the storm finally died, there were only five days until the mission was due to depart.


  Once it was safe to leave the shelter, the first thing that Donnell did was to activate the radio link with the surveyor. Singer hung at his shoulder while Donnell fine-tuned, changed to another channel, and tried over. At last he flipped off the power in exasperation and silently began to pluck off the access plates and check the circuits. Singer watched with a kind of numb anticipation, knowing that there would be nothing wrong with the radio.


  There wasn’t.


  Sarowitz, hung upside down in the hatch, said, “Want I should suit up and check the antennae? They could have been fritzed by the flare.”


  Donnell turned from the link panel. “There’ll be no need,” he said quietly. “She turned off the update link a couple of days after the flare began; I guess that’s when she turned the radio off, too.”


  “Christ,” Singer said. Without the link, Dianne’s uninhabited brain would receive no memory updating, and she’d been down there too long now; if she returned, she would lose memory, in patches, holes.


  This had to be explained to Sarowitz, who simply said, “I still think I should check the antennae.” And suited up, went out, came back two hours later, shrugging wearily. There was nothing wrong with the antennae either.


  “You’ll have to let me go down,” Singer said. “That’s the only way we can find out what she’s doing.”


  “And risk losing you?” Sarowitz asked bluntly.


  “Come on,” Donnell said, “Lucian has a point.” Behind him, green water pulsed through tubes as thick as his waist; they had gathered in the garden of Singer’s station, the largest open space in the conglomerate structure. Blades of sunlight lanced through the air from between the shutters of the curving, closed blinds.


  Sarowitz glanced back through the hatch where he hung. Arms folded, toes of one bare foot holding him in place, he swayed in air currents like a huge bat. His glance took in the red-lit couch and console of Singer’s downlink, partly visible beyond the communications shack. Clearly, he was wondering if Singer was going to pull some trick.


  So Singer said, “I’m coming back. I’m not like McCullough. I couldn’t live in a machine.”


  “Suppose there is something down there, something about those crystals she was always babbling about.” Sarowitz glared at Singer, at Donnell.


  Donnell said, “When you’re down, I’ll load a parasitic program into your dump memory. If you get that into the system of her surveyor, it’ll activate the retrieval system. We’ll get her back, even if she is partially amnesiac.”


  “Hell,” Sarowitz said, “can’t you load that into her from here?”


  Donnell shrugged, caught at a handhold to steady himself. As always, Singer watched these clumsy twitches of overdeveloped muscles with distaste. He hung quietly in midair, warm sunlight splashing one hip.


  “Well?” Sarowitz demanded.


  “I can’t broadcast it without knowing precisely where she is. Too much atmospheric interference to do it otherwise. She’d only get part of it. Singer can push it right into her.”


  “Call up Rackham,” Singer suggested.


  “Hell no,” Sarowitz said. “We can deal with this ourselves.”


  Singer tried not to smile. He had guessed that Sarowitz would not defer to higher authority. It would go against the code, it would rupture his cool. You didn’t look for help to get your ass out of the crack—you did it yourself or died trying.


  Donnell pointed out, “We don’t have much choice, Bobby. Either wait for Dianne to call in, until it’s too late to do anything, or send Lucian down.”


  “Don’t push so hard,” Sarowitz said, scowling. But he speared two fingers into the breast pocket of his coveralls and fished out the master key to Singer’s link. He flicked it down the length of the garden, a tiny precious fish flashing silver through spaced blades of sunlight. As Singer plucked it out of the air, he added, “And don’t you mess up.”


  “Come on,” Singer said, grinning. “I know Venus.”


  The stretching moment of blackness . . . then sweet rushing fulfillment. Immediately, Singer began to scan the distorted landscape and realised with a shock that the surveyor was nowhere near where he had so precipitately abandoned it, at the edge of the caldera. He checked the loran grid, found that he was some five kilometers south. How had he—or rather, the surveyor—ended up there? Left to itself, the machine possessed only the skimpiest maintenance functions, little more than shovelling up rock, available anywhere, and processing it into the protective coat of fluorosilicones.


  He swivelled again, failing to see Dianne’s machine. Crystals shattered under his treads. They were on the surveyor as well, clustering thickly around the antennae, and he reached back with a fine manipulator and brushed them off. Perhaps the surveyor had moved away from the thickly seeded caldera simply to prevent itself from being overgrown, he thought, feeling relieved at being able to rationalise the mystery.


  He called up the station, and Donnell answered and fed the program to him. “How is it down there? Any sign of her?”


  “Not yet. Switch off, now. She may spook if she finds I’m in contact.”


  “Okay,” Donnell said reluctantly, and Singer was alone. Or, not quite. As he moved off, scanning radio frequencies and failing to raise Dianne on any of them, he felt a faint cold touch, an alien presence within the circuits where his mind nestled, a ghost in the machine.


  But he shook off the feeling as he travelled, revelling in the power of the surveyor, his body, as it rolled across the ground, shards collapsing crisply under his treads as lightning scratched and scratched in the murk above, his twenty senses registering everything around him in the furnace light.


  He’d taken speed a few times when he was a teenager, and being the machine was like that high: every sense sharp yet his limbs lightly sheathed, swaddled. Exultant, Singer rolled on, eagerly scanning all around him for any trace of Dianne Lee McCullough.


  He found her on radar ten minutes before he picked her up visually, a glittering speck on the seeming rise before him, the caldera gleaming beyond. All around, the ground was crisscrossed with fading tracks, each limned by lines and strings of tiny crystals. The surveyor stood at the center of this mandala, a glistening armored beetle bristling with drills and probes, spurs and spires of crystal around the antennae and sensory turret like surrealistic crowns.


  “Dianne?”


  There was no reply. He circled the surveyor, baffled. From the growth of the crystals, he estimated that the newest tracks had been made at least five days ago, but the growths on her surveyor were at least twice as old. Still something nagged at his mind, a tickling residue. He scanned all channels again, and on impulse slittled on the one where she had demonstrated the chirring she had claimed to be the voice of the crystals. The chirring was still there. And, after a while, a faint call.


  Singer?


  “Dianne! Dianne, what’s wrong?”


  Abruptly, her surveyor jerked into life and began to back away, drill probe raised like a scorpion’s sting. He followed slowly, but she put on speed, bumping up the slopes of pitted lava. Behind her, the caldera was a tipped bowl carpeted with spines and spires and twisted outcrops of crystal: an Ernst painting viewed through a dark distorted glass.


  “Singer. So you came back.”


  Her voice didn’t seem to come through the radio, but vibrated within the circuits that contained his mind like an echo in the vault of his skull.


  “Why did you cut contact? Is something broken?”


  “I don’t need the meat anymore.”


  “You sound very sure. What are you going to be instead, part of the landscape?” When she didn’t reply, he said, “I mean the crystals growing on you.” He was relaxed and confident, the parasitic program in his dump memory a shaft with which he could pierce her at any time, pin her down, and send her back.


  “The crystals help me see.”


  “See what, Dianne?”


  “I’ll show you,” she said, “but it would have been easier if you hadn’t knocked off the crystals on your antennae.”


  “I don’t—”


  “Wait,” she said, and suddenly the faint alien presence became real, as if a person were standing just behind him. Some sort of override, he realised, even as its grip tightened. A mist seemed to thicken all around, clouding every sense. He floated within it without panic—for panic is a glandular reaction, and his mind was cut free of his glands; cut free, it seemed, of everything—but with increasing fear. What had she done to him? Where was she?


  “Over here,” Dianne Lee McCullough said, and her voice candled a white vision of a woman sitting on a rock. For a moment Singer thought he saw fairy wings glistening on her back. “My joke,” she said, and vanished like a pricked soap bubble. “I’m sorry, this is difficult to maintain. You really shouldn’t have knocked off those crystals. They help the link.”


  “You put some program or other into my machine, didn’t you? Was it you who moved it?”


  He saw a great flat plain now, stretching under a darkling sky dominated by a patchwork ball that he realised was the sun seen by radio light. Sparkling loops and curves, the magnetic lines that channelled prominences, wove a delicate filigree around it. The rest of the sky was faintly white, the residual microwave radiation of the explosion that had begun creation, and stars hung against it like ragged blooms. Here and there, small and clear, were the curdled spirals of radio galaxies.


  He said, “What are you trying to tell me, Dianne?”


  “This is how the crystals see the universe. The crater is like the bowl of a radio telescope. With others it forms a base line as big as the planet. Every node of crystals is part of a greater intelligence: call it Cytheria, if you like. This place is like a room in it. In one way, it’s a library; in another, a consensus space.”


  Without form, a dimensionless viewpoint, Singer considered. Somehow she had cut free of reality, worked out this hallucination or fugue, had imprinted it on his machine. And then he thought of the crystals growing on her surveyor, and on his: why had they clustered around the antennae when every part of the machine was covered in fluorosilicones?


  She said, “Your machine began to move around after you left, once enough crystals had grown on it. They showed me how to get here.”


  “Can’t they talk to me?”


  “You’re just a lungfish, Singer. You’ve gone as far as you can by yourself. You understand a little more than the meat machines, but only a little. I want you to learn, to think what we can do! I think that there may be other viewpoints living in Cytheria, astronauts sent out as radio packages from other civilizations, sent the way your mind is sent into the Bronovski circuits, the way you become the surveyor.”


  He could feel the limits of the override now, a subliminal image of printed circuitry beneath the glowing radio sky. Searching for the point where it connected with his sensorium, he said, “Suppose you’re wrong, Dianne? Suppose you’ve marooned yourself down here because of a delusion?”


  She ignored this. “We’ve transcended the need for physical bodies. We don’t have to rely on them, or on machines, to support our minds.”


  And then he had it. For a moment the circuitry gridded his vision, and then it all faded. Hell rose again in his senses, the warped bowl of the caldera, Dianne’s surveyor facing his in the simmering murk.


  She began to back away again. “You fought against it. How can I make you understand?”


  “You wanted to share it, Dianne. That’s only human.” He couldn’t say that it wasn’t real. “It isn’t a place for humans, Dianne. It’s too far out. Exploration means nothing unless you can return, unless you can share what you’ve found with other people. To be human is to, well, to need other humans.”


  “Ever since my accident, until the cyborg program, I was stuck in a broken meat machine. Do you understand what it was like? Nothing but helplessness, dependency on other people or on machines, nothing felt toward me but pity. That’s what being human meant to me.”


  He understood.


  “That’s what it will be like for you, if you go back. Here, you can be free.”


  “Until my surveyor breaks down.”


  “I told you that I’ve gone beyond the need for that,” she said. “I can live in the consensus space.” She was a very long way off now, distorted by rippling heat. When he made to follow, she wheeled around, moving away more quickly. “Don’t follow. Go back. Tell them that my machine broke down, that I’m dead. Go on, lungfish, go back to the sea!”


  She was still in range of his transmitter, of course, but he didn’t use the program against her. Not out of pity or sympathy, but because he knew that what she said was true. He watched until she was out of sight, then cut the link.


  And a moment later was beyond the black instant of reconstitution, and lived again.


  Donnell swam through the hatch and caught the edge of Singer’s couch. “Did you find her? Is she still alive?”


  Catching the other’s hand, Singer shook his head.


  It was not difficult to maintain the lie; after all, he was the only one who could disprove it. He went downlink several times more, to complete the scientific program as best he could. Although he searched for it in the little free time he had, he saw no sign of Dianne’s surveyor, but sometimes felt an otherness, a presence in the furnace landscape. On his last trip he went to the edge of the eroded caldera and tried to hear the voice of the crystals, of Cytheria, but the faint chirring could have been anything, or nothing. Still, he left the surveyor on the rim, where she could find it if she needed it.


  During the long slow swing back to Earth, Singer began to exercise in the centrifuge. Donnell tested Singer after each session to make sure he wasn’t overdoing it, and after Singer had finally managed to run three times around the centrifuge torus at half a gee, Donnell asked him if he thought he would ever be fit enough to return to Earth.


  “No, of course not. According to my medical profile, things have gone too far for that. But there will be a maximum acceleration of half a gee on the Jupiter mission, at insertion. I’ll have to be able to withstand that.”


  “You think they’ll let you go on that?”


  “Sure.” Singer was confident about that, at least. Alice Rackham had called him up a week ago, to complain about the mail that was deluging her office. “If you have to stir it up,” she had said, “do it with NASA. I work here, is all.” And when Singer had promised to try: “You had better, mister! I’m knee-deep in it already!” Then she had softened. “Good luck, anyway. We’re all rooting for you here.”


  Singer explained to Donnell, “I’m a hero, aren’t I? Public opinion is on my side, and you know that NASA listens to the public. Besides, I’m the most experienced downlink operator they have. How can they refuse?” He tapped the picture of Jupiter that Sarowitz had fixed to the wall of the commons. “Bobby doesn’t know it, but he’s already gotten his first crewmember.”


  And three years later he was there, ready to descend into the banded world-ocean. He still thought about Dianne Lee McCullough and the debt he owed her. For owe her he did. In recoiling from her rejection of all that was human, he had been given the impetus that had, finally, brought him here despite his handicap. One day, he knew, he would have to return to Venus. Although she had said that she had transcended her body, transcended her humanity, he wasn’t so sure: for, in the hour of her rejection, hadn’t she asked him to go with her? No human action is absolute, is pure. Only by our flaws are we redeemed. And suppose, he thought, suppose she had been right, suppose the crystals were alive, formed some sort of gestalt, reached out across the universe as Dianne had reached out to him?


  Yes, he would go back, stand at the edge of the unknown, and call to her. And see if she would answer his siren song and tell him all that she had learned.
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  The mining colony of Jacob’s Rock did not look as if an insurrection had recently been quelled there. No damage to the refining machinery and cluster of tugs that hung above its docking complex, and no damage inside either; no bloodstains or scorch marks on the walls, no daubed slogans . . . in fact, nothing but a single prisoner. Guilherme Strasser, the foreman of the Rock, was not forthcoming as he escorted Guild Captain Elena Mendana and the family representative to his suite, nor had he been during the exchange of messages as Elena’s ship had driven in from its breakout point. There had been an attempted insurrection, she had been told, and it had been dealt with. There was no problem.


  Yet something was wrong: Elena was sure of it. She could sense the ineluctable black scent of trouble, but could not identify its source. Perhaps it was no more than her immediate dislike of Strasser, a burly unctuous man who kept touching her arm, unwelcome solicitous pats, as he gave her a drink and guided her to a monstrous overstaffed couch that promptly and unwantedly began to massage the small of her back.


  “Welcome to Sirius, Captain,” Strasser said. “For someone who’s never done this run before, you did a nice job of matching our spin.”


  Elena bridled. It might have been a compliment if she had been the usual rookie proving her sigil on the long haul, but she had almost twenty years’ service with the Guild, and she was sure that Strasser knew it and why she had been demoted. He would make it his business to know. “Don’t give me any run-around,” she said. “Just tell me what has been going on.”


  Strasser raised a bushy eyebrow. He was a hairy man: a black tangled mane brushing his broad shoulders, thick black curls fleecing his forearms and the vee of his chest visible within his unlaced coveralls. “It’s all under control. Don’t you worry. Tell her, Seyour Menge-Martin.”


  On another couch, beneath a huge full-length portrait of a woman in ancient costume (surely a fake) the family representative smiled broadly. The ritual scars on his plump cheeks flexed like little mouths. “Guilherme is a good man, Captain. Don’t mind his manner. Our best foreman.”


  Elena said, “I still have to know what has been happening.”


  “The Guild gets its fee, so don’t worry.”


  “I’m sure it’s all under control.”


  Strasser and the representative, Kinta Menge-Martin, had spoken simultaneously. Elena looked from one to the other. Men, their cold closed faces, amusement at her presumption just beneath the skin. “I have to know,” she said. “In case it endangers the ship.” It sounded weak.


  “It is all over,” Strasser insisted. “Contained, finished. A few hotheads, and fortunately they had no backing.” He looked at Menge-Martin. “The astronomer was behind it.”


  The representative shrugged. “The family was against that, but the Federation insisted. What can you do?”


  “And her pilot,” Strasser added, “and my assistant engineer. A couple of others. All dead but the pilot, and he won’t be any good to anyone. Someone out to discredit the family, or maybe a hit-and-run job to get the orthidium. It was all refined by then. But it is over. Your ship, Captain, is safe.”


  “You’ve done well,” Menge-Martin told Strasser, then he turned his bland smile on Elena. “You see, dear Captain. This man is a jewel. My family chooses its men well.”


  “But still, there was trouble. You don’t seem concerned.” The portrait was of a woman in a long white dress; treading a white bear-skin, she gazed serenely above Menge-Martin’s insincere smile.


  “Ah, dear Captain,” he said smoothly, “I trust Seyour Strasser.” Everything about him was smooth: his polished brown pate, fashionably depilated; his gleaming silk coveralls; his broad purplish manicured nails. Elena thought him a fool, vain and stupidly complacent. He had married into the Martin family, and the members had given him this job as a sinecure. He thought that he was good at it, and important, but he was neither. Strasser ran the Rock, and Elena, the ship. Menge-Martin’s job was purely heraldic.


  Elena turned from him and asked Strasser, “You said there was a prisoner—could I see him? I suppose he will be returning on my ship.”


  “I haven’t decided about that.”


  “Surely, he will have to be tried.”


  “I make the laws here. Within the limits the family sets, of course.”


  “Oh, do what you want in this matter,” Menge-Martin said languidly. “I’d still like to see him,” Elena said.


  “Well, why not? But I’m afraid that he won’t tell you much.” Strasser crossed the huge room and pulled out an elaborate panel, all gold leaf and inlaid semiprecious stones. He conferred briefly with someone on the other end, but the speaker was directional, and Elena couldn’t hear what was said. Menge-Martin was smiling at her, and she looked away, at the portrait, at the rough rock walls hung here and there with sumptuous tapestries, at the pool of vivid blue water, bordered with ferns and dwarf palms, visible through an arch. Strasser had his kingdom here all right.


  Menge-Martin had seen her look at the portrait above him and said, “Whistler’s The White Girl. You like it?”


  “It’s a good reproduction,” Elena said carefully.


  “Oh, it’s real, Captain, no reproduction.” He smiled. “My family rewards good work.” And look what the Guild has done to you, his smirk implied.


  On the other side of the room, Strasser folded away the panel and said, “He’ll be brought here directly. In the meantime, here are the loading invoices.” He crossed back to Elena’s couch, held out a data cube. “Point ought eight five three six eight grams of orthidium, five hundred-odd kilos of various fissiles, a quarter tonne of unrefined antibiotics, twenty-seven passengers. Twelve, first-class; the rest, hard-class.”


  Elena took the cube. It was faintly warm. “Antibiotics?”


  “From the jungle.”


  “You see,” Menge-Martin said, “the Rock is entirely self-sufficient. The jungle is at the bottom of the ecology, recycling carbon dioxide and waste water. The antibiotics are a by-product. The family doesn’t like waste.”


  “That’s all you need to worry about,” Strasser said. “Your cargo.”


  “I hope so,” Elena told him.


  He smiled. “You will see.” He crossed to the door, opened it.


  Two men hauled in a third. His arms were bound behind his back. His head lolled; carroty hair bushed around a bandage.


  “He was running away, out in vacuum, after my engineer was killed,” Strasser said. “They were trying to sabotage the refinery. Well, we surprised them and they ran. We hit the engineer’s sled, and his suit was holed. But this one would have escaped us entirely if he hadn’t gotten too close to the light chromatography fields. Induction shot his cerebral cortex to hell.” Strasser lifted the man’s lolling chin with a hairy hand. “How are you today, Seyour Arrellano?”


  “I—I—” The man was trying to focus on Elena, his eyes crossing with effort. Drool glistened on his chin. “Don’t listen, I—” Then he went into a spasm, a dark stain spreading from his crotch.


  “Burned out,” Strasser said calmly. He gestured to the guards, and they began to haul out the still-twitching prisoner.


  Elena watched him go.


  “Well,” Menge-Martin said. “There is nothing to worry about, it seems. You did well, Guilherme.”


  Elena felt a spasm of anger at the representative’s smug complacent obliviousness. Strasser was hiding something, she was sure. Everything was too neat, too pat—nothing to grasp but what Strasser told them. She wondered if there had been any sort of insurrection here at all. But if not, what kind of trouble was Strasser trying to hide? She said, “I should return to my ship.”


  “Don’t forget to take your bodyguards,” Strasser said, following her as she crossed the huge room. “You can see that we don’t need them here.”


  Elena shouldered past without replying. In the antechamber, she told the quartet of stewards she’d brought with her, in the expectation of who knew what trouble, to return. “Tell First Officer Arshenko I’ll be back in about an hour. I want to look around.”


  But once she was out on the terraced walkway overlooking the glittering Galleria, Elena began to wonder exactly what she could do. She walked slowly, watching elevators rise and fall in the cluster of glass tubes that, ringed at intervals with lush vegetation, pierced the center of the oval cavern. The terraced levels on either side held the apartments of the scientists and technicians and pilots and specialists of the Rock, as well as the restaurants, gaming houses, sensoria parlors, bars, and shops (mostly selling entertainment equipment) that serviced their needs. She wouldn’t find anything here, that much she knew. In any enclosed society, Rock or ship, rumor ferments at the lowest levels, just as everything in a jungle eventually passes through the muck of its floor.


  So she passed by the huge maws of the main avenues and took a narrow passage that led down toward the service warren. The lighting here came from widely spaced glotubes; the walls were naked rock, freezing to the touch and sweating with condensation that collected in a central gutter, its stream running against the gentle slope. For as Elena descended, the gravity grew less, from the Earth-normal pull of the Galleria to the languorous floating sensation of about lunar level in the warren. The few people she passed were mechanics or servo-mechs or laborers, and all glanced at her Guild uniform coveralls and the sigil which glittered above her right breast. Well, she couldn’t do anything about the coveralls, but when she reached a likely looking bar, she unfastened the sigil and stowed it away before entering.


  It was a long low-ceilinged room, ill-lit, its floor, benches, and walls all covered in the same rough, matte-black material so she couldn’t quite see where the plane of the floor turned into the curve of a wall or the shelf of a bench. There were only about a dozen people there. All turned to look at Elena, and almost all deliberately turned away, hunching over their drinks like bats. Elena went up to the counter and asked, “What can I have?”


  The fat bartender leered. His left leg, Elena saw when she leaned at the counter, had been replaced with a mechanical contraption that ended in gripping claws. “Whatever you want, Guild. I’m honored, I’m sure. The Galleria not up to your expectations?”


  “I’m just looking for a quiet drink.”


  A slurred voice said, “Aren’t we all, darlin’ ?” He was a tall, bare-chested man, his ragged trews belted with a double loop of wire. He pressed an arm around Elena, then stepped back quickly and laughed at his bravado. “Get her a grosha beer, Mike. I’ll pay.”


  Elena slapped the counter with the handful of scrip she’d drawn before leaving the ship. “I’ll buy my own. And I’ll buy one for you, and the bartender there, for company.”


  “Hell,” the tall man said, “I don’t need Guild to buy me drinks.” He slid off around the counter, heading towards the arched door. “I’d sooner drink at the bottom of the well.”


  The bartender drew two beers, pushed one to Elena. “First time I’ve ever seen that guy refuse a drink. He’s a company rummy.”


  “But you aren’t as particular. No offense.”


  “Running a place like this, you drink with anyone. No offense.”


  Elena smiled, then asked what the bottom of the well was.


  “The Galleria. See, because of the spin, it’s like entering a gravity well when you go up there. Like when you land a ship. I prefer it down here, plenty of rock between me and the vacuum.”


  “And a company rummy?”


  “Someone who drinks his draw. That one’s been on the Rock since it was spun, near enough. Headed for the jungle next renewal, I judge, unless he takes the long drop first. We push our corpses out, see, with just enough velocity so they eventually hit Sirius B.”


  Elena sipped her beer. The mild hallucinogenic bubbled on her tongue, and the dark shapes of the bar seemed to acquire faint polychromatic edges. “I hear a couple of people have taken that trip recently.”


  The bartender shrugged.


  “Come on. Wasn’t there an attempt at revolution here?”


  “Why do you want to find out, Captain?”


  “How did you know?”


  “Things get around, and most things get around to someone behind a bar. Listen, it’s all finished now. Strasser has things tight. Production levels are good, so there’ll be bonuses all around. Everyone’s happy.”


  “But people died, just the same.”


  “Yeah, well, you won’t see Strasser mourning them. That astronomer was like metal filings under his skin, and Hannibal was always on his case about the refinery using too much juice, and, of course, Strasser doesn’t want to shut it down unless some major glitch blows it.”


  “Hannibal?”


  “Hannibal Jones. The assistant engineer. Or was.”


  Elena thought it over. “What about the others?”


  The wrong question. She could see the shutters sliding down behind the man’s eyes. “There weren’t any others, Captain. Just that astronomer, her pilot, and Hannibal. You ask Strasser if you want to find out about it. I’ve got a bar to run.” He stumped around the curve of the counter, his prosthesis whirring.


  As Elena left the bar, a little rabbit of a man brushed past her on his way in. The glotubes pricked at her eyes. She fumbled for her sigil in her pouch pocket and came up with something else.


  A data cube.


  Not the sealed one Strasser had given her—that was tucked away inside her coveralls. This was a cheap kilobit cube, its chrome terminal filmed by much handling. Elena glanced around at the deserted intersection, then stepped around the corner so that she could watch the bar entrance.


  Not quite five minutes later the little man who’d pushed past her shot out of the hole and scurried away. Elena caught up with him easily, shoved him into a deep recess. He goggled at her, white-faced.


  “Why did you give me this?”


  He squinted at the date cube. His eyes were a washed-out blue, set close together over a small, cleft-tipped nose. “What?” he said. “Listen, Seyoura, I don’t know—”


  “Come on.” Elena pushed him deeper into the dark recess. A fan labored behind a high grill; freezing water dripped on her shoulder. “Your friend went out and told you I was here—the rummy, am I right? And you waited until I left so you could drop this in my pocket. What is it?”


  “Plug it in and see. I was just asked to give it to you, Captain.”


  “You know more than that.” The beer buzzed in her head, overriding her usual methodical caution. She scented the blood of this little rabbit, wanted to see him squirm, hear his squeal.


  “Captain, I promised—” He winced as she ground the bones of his thin wrists.


  “I can do a lot more,” Elena told him.


  She got the story out of him in bits and pieces. His name was Luis Baudero, and he had been a mining-tug pilot until, out amongst the Trojan asteroids that orbited the L5 point between Sirius A and B, his partner had gone crazy. “Tried to strangle me with his bare hands. I only meant to knock him out, but he got a concussion and died on me,” Baudero explained. He didn’t look like he could have killed anyone, squirming in the dank dimness in Elena’s grip. “Strasser demoted me to an angel, sent me to the jungle, for that.”


  “Without a hearing?”


  “Strasser runs this Rock. Put me in the jungle, told me I was lucky he didn’t kick me bare-assed into vacuum. Might as well have revoked my return ticket. You know about the jungle? Up at the axis, Captain, no gee or nearly so. Twelve-hour shifts in that, you soon weaken. Bones go soft, muscles atrophy, heart enlarges. Makes you a cripple in six months, Captain, and I’ve a year to go. I want out of here bad, and I want Strasser seen to as well. I admit I ain’t got pure motives for helping her, but I’m helping.”


  “Her? Who?”


  “Lee Hamilton. The astronomer. No, she isn’t dead. Strasser just wants people to think that. Him and his cabal are hunting her down, but she’s safe. She needs your help to get off. Plug in the cube. She’ll tell you.”


  “So there wasn’t an insurrection.”


  “Hell no. Since she and her pilot found out what he’s up to, Strasser wants her dead. She wants to meet you, Captain, tonight, in the jungle. Talk to her then.” He made to push past, but Elena easily held him. Weak, yes, that much was true. “Come on,” he said uncomfortably.


  “You surely don’t expect me to make a rendezvous like that, do you? You can take me to her.”


  “Christ, Captain. That’s too dangerous. I—”


  “If you want off, you take me to her. I’m not walking into the unknown without cover. Otherwise I’ll just take this cube to Strasser.” Some lucid part of her mind, detached and cool behind the sensory blur of the beer, thought that she was crazy to believe anything this freespacer said. But the beer made her bold. “Is that a deal?”


  “Okay, okay. But tonight. Meet you right outside the bar here. Twenty-two hundred.” Then he was gone.


  Elena was hanging in the zero gee of the huge, cold chamber of the lock complex, waiting for a gig to ferry her to the ship (to make docking easier, the locks were at the axis of spin), when Strasser found her. She saw him shoot out of the circular maw of the Avenida das Estrellas like a black unruly comet, swarming towards her over the web that covered the walls, moving with fluid grace, moving fast.


  “Goddammit, Captain!” he yelled when he was close enough. “Don’t you go poking around in something that’s none of your business!” A couple of laborers, maneuvering a pallet of coldcoffins in midair, goggled at him, and he waved a fist. “Get to your work! Go on!” He grabbed a line with one hand, sweat flying from his face, his black mane sticking out as if electrified, as he kicked out to kill his momentum. “What do you think you’re up to, Captain?”


  Elena faced him down, her heart pounding with the effort to remain calm. “What do you mean, Seyour Strasser?”


  “What do I mean?” He thrust his face towards hers, less than half a meter away. “You went into the warren, asking questions, stirring up trouble.”


  Elena countered. “Were you having me followed?” She was wondering if Strasser knew about her meeting with the ex-pilot.


  “The bartender told me. Don’t push, Captain. It’s a company affair, and that means it’s down to me. Menge-Martin had told you I have the full confidence of the family. Believe it.”


  “I wouldn’t dream of questioning your authority. But you seem to take such a serious affair very lightly.”


  Strasser slapped the wall with his free hand, bouncing away with the reaction and pulling himself back. “I’ve never had trouble with other Guild captains. You want I should file a complaint? This is outside your jurisdiction. Stay with your ship, Captain” The scorn with which he forced out the last word betrayed his prejudice: like so many Greater Brazilians, he saw women only as property, as breeding stock. Commodities, not citizens.


  Elena said calmly, “I hope that’s not an order, Seyour Strasser.”


  “Call it a recommendation. Your gig’s here. Attend to your affairs, and don’t worry about mine.” He turned and kicked expertly away, and he was halfway toward the Avenida das Estrellas before Elena had framed a reply. But at least she now knew that something really was wrong.


  When Elena finally reached her ship, she found the first officer hanging around the cargo bay. He started on some long complaint that he had been waiting for her authorization to begin loading, that everything was held up. First Officer Arshenko was a fat, balding man. He was sweating under the bright lights of the bay, dark patches under the arms of his coveralls, rimming his too-tight collar. “I expected you back an hour ago,” he complained. “All the crews are standing around.”


  “You don’t need my signature to begin loading the passengers.”


  “We have to go by the book, Captain. Remember standing orders. The orthidium comes aboard before anything else. For that we have to jointly log the invoices. You have them?”


  “Oh, hell,” Elena said, suddenly weary. The bright edge the beer had laid on her senses was quite gone, burned away during her encounter with Strasser. She pulled out the sealed data cube from her inside pocket and remembered the one the little ex-pilot had given her. “Let’s get this over,” she told the first officer. She noticed that Arshenko allowed himself a slight, sly smile as he stood beside her at the cargo-bay terminal and went through the ritual of logging the invoices. No doubt pleased, Elena thought, to have caught her out, one point racked up for him in the complicated dominance games he played. Little love was lost between Arshenko and herself. When she had taken command, she had put a stop to various irregularities in the day-to-day running of the ship, and some of them had been Arshenko’s personal ways of sweetening the long haul. Unlike Elena, he was there purely through mediocrity. He’d been on it ten years. Of course, he knew all about Elena and her fall from grace, but he knew that as soon as she’d worked off the demerits she’d be back on the better freighter runs (but never again the prime passenger runs, the Guild would not allow that), and he resented her for it.


  When the invoices were logged, he said, “Did something give you trouble? It’s straightforward enough, I think.”


  “I took a look around, on the understanding that in dock I’m not needed for every little thing. I’ve never seen a mining station before.”


  “You’ll soon see they’re much the same. By your second run you’ll never bother to leave the ship.”


  “Thank you for the benefit of your experience. Is Menge-Martin back yet?”


  “I haven’t noticed, Captain. Is there anything else?”


  “Just let me know when the representative does return. That’s all.” The data cube Baudero had given her was burning in her pocket, and she hurried to her cabin, plugged it in, and . . .


  . . . a tangled braid of light appeared. Then the holostage showed an unfocused view of a young woman in a dense bower of leaves, poised like a wild, wary animal. “Hold on,” she said, leaned forward (her hand a bloated white blur), and adjusted something beneath the field of view. When she leaned back, she was in focus. Her hair was matted with twigs and dirt; more dirt was smeared on her face, on her torn suit liner. “Okay, captain of the long haul, this is for you. I’m Lee Hamilton, and I guess you can see that I’m not as dead as Strasser makes out. He killed poor Jones and captured my pilot and tortured him, but he hasn’t caught up with me yet. But he’s trying hard, and I need your help. Captain, Strasser is involved with about five others on the Rock in a scheme to extract orthidium from a previously unknown source. He’s smuggling it out with the orthodox tared supply. I know the names of the people involved on the Rock, and I believe at least one person on your ship is involved, too, though I don’t know who. Be careful. If you don’t believe me, survey this area—” She reeled off a string of coordinates. “You’ll understand then. I’ll be waiting for you in the jungle tonight. Go in at port seven; there, I’ll find you.” She reached forward again. A tangled braid of light . . .


  Elena played it through again, this time noting down the coordinates, then switched off the holo and sat back, looking around at her bleak little cabin as if for the first time. Almost nothing in it was hers. This time she had forsaken the usual clutter she took with her on voyages: she had refused to make her mark on this, her exile, and had stripped herself to her essence. Everything she was, was the Guild. But this was nothing she could play by its rules. She was on her own.


  Well, look what going by the rules had gotten her: the most unwanted intersystems command the Guild could offer. She switched on the holo again and instructed the computer.


  She was rewarded with a segment of raging white rim that threw her shadow across the cabin. “Sirius A,” the computer said. She asked for a shielded view, and the rim was occluded by a dark filter. Tenuous promontories, flames that could engulf the Earth in an instant, slowly, ceaslessly writhed. In their center was a glowing dot, white in the filmy white fire.


  Elena asked for an analysis. After a moment the computer told her, “Spectral spread indicates a fusion flame, and flow vectors in the corona suggest that particles are being channeled into that spot.”


  “A ramscoop! But don’t they need to operate at a considerable fraction of light speed?” She knew of ramscoops only through history: hundreds of years ago, before the discovery of contraspace and the phase graffle, Russia and the United States of America had colonised half a dozen systems using colony boats powered by ramscoop fusion drives.


  The computer said, “In order to operate efficiently, that is correct. Particles are entering at about half the required velocity, but it should be noted that particle density is several orders of magnitude higher than in interstellar space.”


  “That goes without saying. Is there anything else?”


  “Yes. As Sirius A rotates, the device remains in a direct line between it and Sirius B. Orbital analysis indicates that most of the power expended by the device is being used to prevent it from falling into the primary.”


  “Show me Sirius B.”


  The view faded to a starscape, one feeble point bracketed. Elena asked for full magnification, but the computer could give her no more than a blurred circle of pure light. But however insignificant its appearance, Sirius B was the reason for Jacob’s Rock. When it had begun its slide off the scale of the Hertzsprung-Russell diagram, swelling in the initial stage of its metamorphosis into a white dwarf, the star had thrown off shell after shell of material, and some had touched and clung to the asteroids that attended its dance around Sirius A. A residue that included the charged quasi-nuclei, conglomerations of quarks, used as a modifier in the catalfission batteries which powered everything from pin lights to phase graffles. Orthidium. No other place to get it until someone worked out how to mine the very cores of stars. So what was a ramscoop collecting in the corona of Sirius A? Nothing there but hydrogen leavened with elements lighter than iron.


  Elena studied the blurred, enigmatic disc for a while, and then thought to ask the computer, “Where are you getting this from?”


  “I’m patched into the comm net of Jacob’s Rock. The views are taken from navigation drones. I have no way to compensate for the ship’s present rotation.”


  “That’s what I thought,” Elena said and switched off the holo.


  She stripped off her coveralls and spent a long time in the shower, letting hammering needles of water scour away all thought. Presently, the sound of the intercom signal came to her through the noise of the shower. Naked, she padded into the cabin and switched for sound only.


  First Officer Arshenko’s voice said, “Seyour Menge-Martin is back. You wanted to know.”


  “Good. When are we due to depart?”


  “A shade under twenty hours. Loading and unloading is on schedule.”


  “I want a hold on departure. Twenty-four hours.”


  “Captain?”


  “Our schedule will take it. A little R&R for the crew won’t do any harm. I understand they don’t get the chance to go planetside at Procyon.”


  “Of course. But it is irregular, Captain.”


  Was he the one? Elena said, “You have the right to enter a formal objection.”


  “That’s not necessary, Captain. Not as you order it. I had better have the stewards inform our first-class passengers. They’ll be upset.”


  Bastard, Elena thought. She was on the long haul because she had had trouble with a first-class passenger on her previous command, as Arshenko doubtlessly knew. She ran her hands over her short, wet hair, then told the first officer, “I’m sure you can deal with their complaints. Just log the change.”


  Then she dressed and went to look for Menge-Martin. Her conscience and her duty required that she tell him what she had learnt, even though she was pretty sure he wouldn’t be any help.


  When Elena had finished telling him as much as she knew, Menge-Martin said, “This is all quite alarming, Captain. But apart from the ravings of that woman, what hard proof do you have?”


  “That’s why I want to bring her aboard.”


  Menge-Martin permitted himself a small smile. “It is your ship, Captain. I am simply a passenger.” He sipped from a tall thin glass of green liqueur. A similar glass sat untouched on the little pullout shelf beside Elena’s elbow. Menge-Martin’s cabin was as small as her own, and the clutter and floating drapery he’d installed made it as intimate as a tent. His scarified face was only a handspan from her own.


  “But the Rock is your family’s. I need your permission.”


  “Then you have it, of course.”


  “I don’t suppose you’ll help in a more concrete way.”


  “Ah.” Menge-Martin sipped. “You see, Captain, I have this position because I married into the family. It is the least position in the higher tiers of the family’s concerns. I am grateful, of course, but I am not so grateful that I am willing to risk my life in the course of my duty. If you understand.”


  “Oh, I understand.”


  “Please, Captain. I am not a man of action in any event. I could be of no use to you in that respect. But here—” He jumped up, knocking Elena’s elbow, and began to rummage in a small, exquisitely inlaid chest. “I probably shouldn’t show this to you because I shouldn’t have brought it aboard. But you shall have it. Here.”


  It was a sonic ’caster. A pinpoint ruby glowed in the carved gold case, indicating that it carried a full charge. Elena took it reluctantly and was surprised at its weight. The case really was made of gold.


  “Please,” Menge-Martin insisted. “If you are right about Seyour Strasser—and it is so very hard to believe after all the years he has served the family—you are right, you must keep it.”


  Elena joggled the heavy little thing in her palm. Menge-Martin had broken more than a dozen regulations bringing it onto the ship, but she couldn’t check anything out of the armory without the risk of alerting the turncoat in her crew. Especially if that turncoat was First Officer Arshenko. “All right,” she said. “Thank you. But I’ll give it back, when this is all over, after we reach port at Procyon.”


  Menge-Martin smiled. “You are a credit to the Guild, Captain. I will try to secure you a more amenable position, once this is all over. Ah yes, my family has influence in the Guild. Now, good luck. I eagerly await your return.”


  “I’m sure. Well . . . thank you.”


  Menge-Martin widened his smile. She would remember that smile, later.


  Like the ship, Jacob’s Rock kept to the diurnal rhythms of distant Earth. It was after twenty hundred, and the recessed lighting had been turned down to a twilight glow when Guild Captain Elena Mendana passed the guards Strasser had posted in the lock complex (she thought she could guess why: well, she had Menge-Martin on her side now, so let him try to scare her off), and pulled herself into the long stairway of the Avenida das Estrellas. The same twilight glow illuminated the Galleria. People sat in the terrace cafes and restaurants or strolled wide walkways, looking at the brightly lit shop windows. Elena could almost believe she was planetside, not upside down beneath the skin of a forsaken rock whirling in the wake of a white dwarf star.


  The illusion was wiped away when she entered the service warren. There, glotubes shone as harshly as ever, naked rock sweated, and workpeople in grey coveralls were changing shifts. Elena consulted the map the ship’s computer had printed for her, and turned down a narrow shaftway, taking long strides in the low gravity, her weight decreasing with every step she took. She had business to do before she made her rendezvous with Luis Baudero.


  The map led her across a huge cavern where glotubes hung high above, remote as stars, their light, softened by haloes of mist, glistening on the carapaces of hulking machinery. No one stopped her: she saw no one. A long low tunnel descended to a cold rocky chamber. There was no gravity there; she was at the axis.


  There was a single guard at the round, barred entrance to what were quaintly called the correctional facilities, a woman sleeping curled in midair, tethered to a bolt fixed in the rock wall. Elena gave her a light dose with Menge-Martin’s ’caster, enough to keep her unconscious for an hour or so, and stole the key. The lock buzzed and she was inside.


  There were half a dozen cells carved into the rock; only one was occupied. The pilot stirred in his restraints when Elena entered. There was barely room for both of them, and she wrinkled her nose at the stink as she bent toward the man’s restlessly shifting head. Eyes rolling white in the gloom, he spluttered, “Hands, hands, g-get hands.”


  After a moment Elena understood, and she untied the straps which held his hands behind him. He groaned and stretched, then reached out and plucked one of Elena’s pens from her pocket and began to write on the knee of her coveralls.


  CAN’T TALK. CONDITIONED.


  “How?”


  HYPAEDIA. FULL SETTING.


  “What happened here? What is Strasser hiding?”


  The pen pressed her knee, then the pilot gagged and spasmed, his arms flailing. A fingernail ripped Elena’s cheek, and she pushed back, banging her head on the curved ceiling. The pilot was arched like a bow, making strangled sounds. Elena reached into his mouth to check that he hadn’t swallowed his tongue, and held him. After a while he relaxed into snoring sleep, and she retied him before examining her knee.


  The first letter was an O, the second probably an r, tailing off when the seizure had hit him. But it was enough. It took her a long time to find her pen—small objects can be annoyingly elusive in zero gee—then she relocked both doors and left the guard to sleep it off. She had an appointment to keep.


  “Christ, I didn’t think you were going to make it,” Luis Baudero said, his nose wrinkling nervously as he hopped and skipped to keep pace with Elena. “We go right here. What happened to your face?”


  Elena dabbed at her cheek, looked at the smudge of blood on her fingertips. “I went to see Hamilton’s pilot. He had a fit.”


  “Arrellano? How did you fix that? Strasser has him locked up tighter than the orthidium.”


  “There was only one guard. I had no trouble.”


  Baudero scratched his head. “Maybe Strasser pulled them off; he’s making a serious attempt to catch Lee. Anyway, Arrellano can’t help you; Strasser had him fixed.”


  “So I discovered. But he told me enough to make me believe your story. When he had his seizure, he was trying to tell me about orthidium. Since Strasser captured him before my ship arrived here, it means your story is not simply something you concocted with Hamilton to get yourselves out of trouble.”


  “Of course it’s true!” Baudero clutched at the greasy black ringlets of his hair. “You’d better believe it’s true, Captain. If Strasser finds you going into the jungle, he won’t stop to ask you why. He knows Lee is hiding in there; it’s the only place to hide.”


  “Then why hasn’t he caught her? He strikes me as an efficient man, in his way.”


  “He is. But the jungle is something else. Ten cubic klicks under fractional gravity, all of it wilderness, maybe a hundred ways in and out. Besides, she has help.”


  “And she also needs mine?”


  “She’s been helped by the angels, Captain. They have the jungle, but they’ve been too long in it to be able to leave. Come on.”


  Baudero led her down a tunnel of cold rough rock. Their weight lessened until they could pull themselves hand over hand using a guideline stapled to the wall. And then the way ahead was suffused with a buttery glow.


  “Okay,” Baudero said, “this is where you go on alone. I’ll wait at the entrance here, just in case.”


  “But how do I find this woman?”


  “Oh, you’ll see.” Baudero’s grin was weak, but it was there. It occurred to Elena that he was almost paralysed with fear, yet she felt almost nothing. Even her anger at Strasser had died back. Beyond the comfortable limits of the Guild, she was a tabula rasa awaiting a text to which she could respond.


  “Go on, Captain,” Baudero said. “She’s waiting.”


  The glow expanded to a circle of warm yellow. Moist heat and a rich compound stink of decay slapped Elena’s face when she reached the rim at the tunnel’s end.


  And stopped.


  A long time ago, in the same history course where she had learnt about ramscoops, Elena had come across an ancient print encapsulating an otherwise forgotten pre-spaceflight cosmology. It had shown a robed man, some kind of monk, kneeling at the rim of the known world, peering through a break in the sky (bearing the sun and moon and a freight of stars) at the circles and spheres and cogged wheels of the mechanism which drove the universe. She had forgotten that print, until now.


  The tunnel ended halfway up a rocky cliff that plugged one end of the enormous chamber perhaps half a klick in diameter. A long line of light ran down the middle air, a plasma tube floating at the exact center of the rock’s axis of rotation. It stretched away from Elena like a perfect exercise in parallax, the other end lost in misty distance. Below her, vivid green treetops crowded together as they climbed the great curve on either side, meeting high overhead.


  Elena floatingly clung to the rim. It was as if the universe had been turned inside out: all outside the sustaining mechanism for this, the true center.


  Then a movement below caught her attention. The rock face was crisscrossed with creepers and lianas running every which way. Something was swinging rapidly up this web, a small monkey. It overshot the tunnel’s rim and caught a trailing creeper with its tail, hanging upside down above Elena (but when she turned to look at it, the coordinates of the universe rotated, too, and suddenly the monkey seemed to be clinging to a vine above a sheer drop to the jungle canopy). The monkey returned her gaze with liquid brown eyes and said, the word blurred but distinct, “Come.”


  At her back, Baudero said, “It’s all right, Captain. Go on, now.”


  The monkey kept glancing over its shoulder as Elena followed it unhandily along the web of the canopy, leaves in her mouth, in her eyes, in her hair. The minimal gravity now clutching at her irrationally reinforced her fear of falling; she flinched from glimpses of a dark spongy floor as she was led along wide mossy branches drenched in leaves and light. She was grateful enough when the monkey said, “Stay. Wait.” Then it was gone.


  Elena crouched on a smooth-skinned branch, in a little clearing the size of her cabin back on ship. The leaves here were stiff and broad, glistening roughly. She ran a finger over one, tasted. Salt.


  “Just stay still, okay?”


  Elena froze, her fingers still touching her lips. She felt a hand patting her pockets, felt the ’caster being withdrawn. Someone moved back. “Okay,” the voice said. Elena turned.


  The woman, Lee Hamilton, said, “So Baudero got you here. I didn’t think he could. I guess you want to know what’s been going on.”


  “It would help.”


  “Let me ask: why? It isn’t the Guild’s business.”


  “Not exactly,” Elena admitted. “But we are carriers for the owners of Jacob’s Rock. And let’s say I’ve formed an unfavorable opinion of Seyour Strasser.”


  “Join the club.” Hamilton pushed long greasy hair from her face. Her feet were bare; one toenail was broken off. There was a starved yet determined look about her, a grim set to her narrow jaw. “I guess you want to know where Strasser is getting his orthidium. You know much about binary systems? Systems involving white dwarfs?”


  “Maths, mostly.”


  “Well, look this up if you don’t believe me. When Sirius B turned white dwarf, it shed a lot of matter, some of it orthidium. A portion collected on the asteroids at the Trojan points. That’s why we’re here. But an awful lot fell into Sirius A. That’s a big star, a lot of pull. We know this because its absorption spectrum shows a lot of heavy-metal lines that shouldn’t be there. So orthidium must have fallen in, too, and theory says it should have fallen through to the core. Well, it didn’t. I came here to measure the solar wind of Sirius A, to see how much crosses from its Roche lobe to that of Sirius B. If enough falls into the white dwarf, it will go nova and eventually blow off the accumulated material. The shock waves would set off Sirius A. There’s a system where that happened. Stein 2051.”


  “I’ve been there,” Elena said. “On an exploration party two years after I joined the Guild. We were looking for orthidium. But there weren’t even any asteroids.”


  “No. A nova is a lot more catastrophic than a normal collapse. It would affect Sol system if it happened here.”


  “And is it going to happen?”


  “What? Oh, no. The flux is too small.” Hamilton shifted the ’caster from one hand to the other. “But that wasn’t all I found.”


  “The ramscoop.”


  “You had it analysed. Good. Yes, the ramscoop. Sitting in the corona, right where it is distorted by the tides caused by Sirius B. That’s the secret, you see. Light pressure in Sirius A stopped the captured orthidium from falling in too far, and the pull of Sirius B stirs the outer layers like a spoon. The ramscoop collects the traces of orthidium that are ejected. When Joao and I were measuring Sirius A’s solar wind, we found the ramscoop by accident, and then we had an accident of our own. I think Strasser was worried we’d stumble onto his secret, so he jiggered the drive of our ship. But we survived and we got back. And when we tried to enlist some of the miners, to protect ourselves more than anything else, Strasser went after us. He only has a few men, but he was effective. The assistant engineer believed us—he already suspected something—and he was killed when he was looking for evidence that Strasser was using the light chromatography refinery to process the contraband orthidium. And Strasser captured Joao, did something to his head. He didn’t kill him because he hopes I’ll attempt a rescue.” Lee Hamilton’s blue gaze was steady and clear. “Much as I want to, and I can’t do that.”


  “You’ll be under Guild jurisdiction on the ship. You’ll be safe.”


  “It will have to be done secretly, Captain. And thank you. But if Strasser knows I’m on your ship, I believe he’ll try to destroy it.”


  “A Guild ship? He wouldn’t dare.”


  “What would he have to lose? This is his Rock, Captain. No one would dare stop him, and he would have enough time to escape. I tell you this because I want you to know the risks before you offer any help.”


  “I’ll help. You have an idea?”


  “I’ve had little else to think about. Strasser is watching the lock complex and the gigs, of course, but if I can get out onto the surface through one of the auxiliary locks, one of your ship’s gigs could pick me up. I’ll need a pressure suit, though, and I can’t get at the stores here.”


  “I’ll get one in, somehow. But what I’d like to know is how Strasser is processing the orthidium. Surely, he can’t have subverted the refinery computers?”


  “That’s what Jones, the engineer, was trying to find out. I don’t think he’s using the refinery, if only because none of his men work there. And I don’t know how he collects the stuff sent by the ramscoop without traffic control registering it. There are—”


  The monkey flew into the bower, climbing Hamilton’s back and tugging at one of her ears. “Go now!” it said thickly. “Go!”


  “Strasser’s search party, I guess,” Hamilton said and casually tossed the ’caster to Elena. “Show the captain back,” she told the monkey, parted the leaves behind her as if they were a curtain, and was gone.


  The monkey darted away, and Elena followed as best she could, sweating in the humid stew of the air. Once they crouched together as someone thrashed past a few meters away; a hoarse male voice called, and another answered from a distance. Then there was silence. Elena looked into the monkey’s wrinkled face, and it showed its teeth in a parody of a grin. “Bad hunters,” it said, and led her on over interlaced branches until the cliff which sealed this world loomed through leaves. Elena pulled herself hand over hand up a hairy creeper to the rim of the tunnel, and the monkey dived away, scarcely touching the web of creepers as it dwindled down the cliff, crashing through the green canopy, gone.


  Elena pulled herself into the tunnel cautiously, called to Baudero. No answer but a faint echo, but she thought she saw him in the dim distance and went on. He was there all right.


  Both arms were flung out, each hand pinned to the wall by the bolt from a piton-gun. His head lolled, his mouth gaping to show the bloody ruin where his tongue had been. Elena didn’t need to touch him to know that, mercifully, he was dead.


  Awkward in the fractional gravity, she fled.


  The Galleria was almost deserted now; it was almost midnight, here as in Greater Brazil on Earth. Elena found a deserted automated cafe and used its terminal to page her ship, her fingers shaking so much from reaction that it took her three attempts. She wanted to make sure that a gig was waiting for her when she reached the lock complex; but instead of the Guild colophon, a notice in ornate gothic script flashed up, informing her that all external channels were unavailable. And then the words wavered and dissolved.


  Strasser grinned at her.


  “Please, Captain, remember that this is my domain, not yours. You cannot roam around at will. I’ll catch up with you soon, just as I’ll catch up with Hamilton. My men are waiting at the locks. There’s no way out. So run while you can, Captain. I’ll enjoy the chase.”


  “I know what you’re doing, Strasser.”


  “Of course, you do. And now I’ll have to deal with you as I dealt with Seyour Luis Baudero. You’ve betrayed a trust, Captain.”


  “So have you,” Elena said. She killed the terminal and left the cafe, hoping that he hadn’t had time to trace the connection.


  She was deep in the maze of the service warren, on her way back to the jungle, nowhere else to go, when she realised that she was being followed. She took random turns, sprinting between intersections, but each time she stopped to listen, she heard footsteps behind her hesitate and stop, too. Whoever was following, he didn’t want to catch her. Presumably because she was supposed to lead, like a Judas goat, directly to Lee Hamilton.


  As she had the last time, Elena realised. But how had they known where she was going? She was sure that she hadn’t been followed when she made her rendezvous with poor Baudero—he had been so jumpy that he would have noticed if a cockroach had been skittering after them. Yet Strasser had known where to find Baudero, had somehow known where Elena and Hamilton had met in the tangle of the jungle.


  And then Elena understood. Someone on the ship was a turncoat, but not necessarily a member of the crew. She hurried on until she found a deep airshaft and dropped the ’caster into it. She was gone before it hit bottom, running as she turned left and right and left, ever deeper into the warren, her blood singing in her head. When she stopped at last, out of breath yet exhilarated, a pure adrenaline high, she could no longer hear the hesitant echo of following footsteps. She went on toward the jungle.


  There were almost a hundred tunnels and service shafts and crawlways leading into the jungle. Elena chose one at random and waited for an hour or more on a branch hung over a sheer drop to the dark floor until she saw a monkey regarding her as it clung to the slender tip of a branch high above her own.


  “Take me to Hamilton,” Elena called, but the monkey plunged down out of sight without a word. Soon even the sound of its passage was gone.


  Minutes later the screen of leaves in front of Elena rustled and a man, emaciated and naked but for a breechcloth, pushed through. “You come with me,” he said.


  “Where?”


  “You want to see Lee Hamilton, don’t you? Trust in the angels, Captain. Come on.” He began to clamber down the latticework of branches, and Elena followed: at first a difficult descent through close-packed greenery and then an easy passage from bare branch to bare branch parallel to the jungle floor. It was almost like flying: they skimmed high and fast above rich stinking mulch, above fields of white mushrooms, above colonies of fan fungi as convoluted as the surface of a brain.


  At last rock rose up, a jamble which the construction crew hadn’t bothered to level. Trees grew over and around it, their branches hugging the rock planes and completely encircling protrusions with swollen scar tissue. It was dark here—the canopy of leaves screened out all but a fraction of the artificial light—and Elena failed to notice precisely when her guide vanished.


  She stopped, then went forward hesitantly. There was a narrow crevice; she scraped her elbows and knees as she eased herself down. And then there was light, and hands reached up to help her into the chamber.


  “Welcome,” Lee Hamilton said.


  She was seated on a natural chair of stone. Around her, a dozen men and women, all scrawny-shanked and almost naked, lounged or sat on ledges or on the rock floor. The two who had helped Elena down pushed her forward. Light came from a glotube upended on the floor; turned down to fractional output, it cast huge shadows over the walls, obscuring rather than revealing the crude figures daubed there. Farther back, Elena saw monkeys huddled in high crevices, outnumbering the humans by at least three to one. She asked, “What is this?”


  “Somewhere safe from Strasser. You come all the way from the bottom of the well; this here is the top of Jacob’s Rock, where the angels dwell.” Her guide had spoken; he smiled, showing a mouthful of rotten teeth. “As for this place, it belongs to the monkeys. A kind of temple.”


  The figures, Elena realised, were crude representations of humans, poised in various representative and emblematic tasks like a child’s version of a Brueghel.


  The man said, “No one in the Rock bothers much with the monkeys, or the rest of the jungle. Only us. Strasser sent us here as punishment for something or another. Criminals, all of us. You’re welcome here, Captain.” The others murmured and nodded.


  “I don’t know if you’ll think that when you hear what’s happened,” Elena told him, and sketched the bare bones of what had happened after she had left Hamilton.


  “That’s bad,” Lee Hamilton said when Elena was done. Abstractedly, she combed at her filthy hair with her fingers; in the low gravity, it took a long time to slittle around her pinched face. “So now you’re a criminal, like me.”


  “I wouldn’t say—”


  The man who’d brought Elena gappily smiled. “Like I said, we’re all criminals here, Captain. Under Strasser’s law, anyhow. You’re welcome to stay.”


  “You might even win your wings,” someone else called, to much laughter.


  “All I want is to get back to my ship.” Out of this anarchic stew. Back to the grey order of the Guild.


  “Eat. Sleep. Then we’ll see.”


  They brought her concentrate biscuits and cold milky tea, and Elena ate, out of politeness at first, then out of discovered need. The exhaustion of the last few hours pressed down on her bones, but she was too wired to sleep. For a while she talked with Hamilton, learning that the monkeys were descendants of those brought to help the construction crews fit out Jacob’s Rock. Their main task now was to collect the leaves of a gene-melded mangrove that concentrated the salt which would otherwise accumulate at the bottom of the ecological cycle and kill off the degraders, the bacteria and fungi which recycled nutrients back into the system.


  Elena asked, “And do they really worship these people? The angels?”


  “Why not?” Hamilton smiled wryly. She sat close to Elena; a sweaty, ammoniacal tang rose from her. The glotube had been turned down farther, and her face was a mask of shadow. Except for the guide, slumped snoring in a corner, the angels had left. The monkeys mostly slept too, filling the cave with a rustling compound sighing. Hamilton added, “I guess if these people are angels, the monkeys are cherubs. Crazy upside-down cosmology. They can’t leave the jungle though, no more than the angels can. This is all the help we can expect. So we’re both trapped here, I guess.”


  “Only until I can contact my ship,” Elena said. “Strasser has cut off the public channels, but there are other ways. That’s why I came back. How well do you know this Rock?”


  “I was stuck here a week before Strasser would let us fly our mission. I suppose he was fixing up our ‘accident,’ but I thought then that he was simply being obstructionist. I looked around some. And afterward . . . well, I hid in all sorts of places.”


  “There must be a communications center somewhere.”


  “Sure. The comm shack. Up near the Galleria. Handles all the internal traffic as well as the arrays that keep in touch with the mining tugs. But there are always two or three on shift there. If we try and take them, there’ll be trouble.”


  “Oh, I don’t want to take over. Just subvert something. Can you take me there, take me to the service area or wherever the cables are?”


  “That’s how I get around. I meet Baudero there. Used to meet.”


  Both women were silent for a moment; both had forgotten that the little ex-pilot had been killed. Eventually, Hamilton said, “Let’s sleep first. If I’m going up against Strasser, I need to rest.”


  But Elena found it difficult to sleep, on the rock floor of the cave, in the negligible gravity in the center of Jacob’s Rock. She kept waking from fuguelike dreams of tangled pursuit to the dim light of the glotube and the murmurous sighs of the sleeping monkeys. She was almost glad when the guide brought a poor breakfast, more biscuits and cold tea.


  The light and heat of the jungle were unchanged. The guide led Elena and Lee Hamilton over the web of branches to a concrete silo in the muck of the floor. He undogged the hatch on top of it and grinned. “I wish I could go with you. Luck, now.”


  “Luck to you, too,” Lee Hamilton said warmly, and surprised Elena by embracing the man before clambering through the hatch. Elena followed, and the hatch clanged shut behind her.


  The service shafts were like a secondary map of the corridors ramifying through the rock, lit by dull red lamps that made Elena fantasise that she and Hamilton were threading the dried-out blood system of a giant. For the most part they could walk, gravity subtly increasing with each step, but sometimes junctions of pipes or airways forced them to crawl on their hands and knees, sometimes on their bellies. Once, where big looped pipes carrying hot water (part of the thermal system, Hamilton said) blocked their way, they had to leave the shafts entirely. Hamilton was nervous as they scurried down the brightly lit corridor to find a new hatch, and so was Elena, now that she had no weapon. She wondered if the ’caster had been retrieved, and if its case really had been made of gold; ridiculously, she couldn’t get that thought out of her mind.


  They climbed a long metal ladder past braided cables, ascending to a cramped mesh platform. “That way is the locks,” Hamilton said. “And this way is the comm shack.”


  “You really do know your way around.”


  “I hid here first, but after a couple of close calls I lucked out in the jungle. There’s no food or water here, either. I was living on garbage.”


  I couldn’t have done it, Elena thought. Alone, hunted, without resources: I would have given up. She squeezed past a duct, ripping her coveralls at the elbow. Hamilton touched a finger to her lips, bent close, and whispered, “We’re right above it.” She indicated a grill. Elena looked through and saw, beyond a slowly turning fan, a man with his feet up on a console. She heard his snore and smiled, then set to work finding the cable to the external communications net, which was easy enough once she had discovered a diagram some mechanic had tacked to a wall for reference.


  As Elena peeled back the cover of the junction, Hamilton whispered, “How can you talk to them? It’s fiber optics.”


  “There’s a little laser every so often, to boost the signal.” Elena put the cover back. “But it isn’t here. Let’s follow this.”


  They retraced their footsteps, Elena running a hand along the cable so as not to lose it amongst the hundreds of others, until she found the booster. When she took off the cover, the flickering light of the laser was like a tiny twinkling ruby. With a thread pulled from her torn coveralls, Elena began to interrupt the light in short and long pauses.


  Hamilton watched, suddenly said, “Morse code!”


  “Uh-huh. This’ll be like static over every channel. One of my crew should notice it sooner or later. I’m asking my first officer to meet me.” She repeated the message for half an hour, then straightened her aching back. Her sight was speckled with fuzzy afterimages from the laser.


  Swimming amongst them, Hamilton said, “What happens now? I’m in your hands, Captain.”


  “We wait and see if it’s worked. If not, we try over.”


  But they didn’t have to wait long. They sat either side of a ventilation grill overlooking the tunnel of the Avenida das Estrellas, and presently Hamilton nudged Elena, who saw First Officer Arshenko’s squat figure swim past. She had arranged to meet him in the Galleria, figuring the more public the place, the less Strasser could do about it. When she slipped into the seat beside the First Officer, his eyes widened. She’d never seen him surprised before. “Captain! What have you—”


  “Too long a story.” She indicated the cafe-creme he was nursing. “Go get me one of those.” To her relief, he obeyed with the minimum of fuss, and she gratefully sipped the scalding liquid, thinking guiltily of Lee Hamilton squatting in a service shaft. She told Arshenko, “I want you to bring a couple of p-suits onto the rock. But don’t use the conventional docking lock. I want you to leave the gig and go out onto the surface and come through one of the emergency locks. This one here.” She pushed a piece of paper across the table.


  Arshenko prodded it with stubby fingers. “This is highly irregular, Captain. Highly irregular. We have no jurisdiction on Jacob’s Rock.”


  “You will find in my cabin a recording of Menge-Martin giving me permission. I think that’s enough excuse.”


  Arshenko swallowed the last of his cafe-creme and scowled. “All right, Captain. But I hope you’re right.”


  “Don’t worry. I’ll take full responsibility if this goes wrong. Anyway, I’ll probably be dead if it does; there’s something rotten here. That’s why I have to get off the Rock this way.”


  “And the other suit?”


  “A witness, if you like. That’s what makes it dangerous. If Strasser finds us before you get back. . . .”


  “I understand, Captain.”


  “I hope so. And find out about Menge-Martin. I want to be sure he’s still aboard.”


  “It’s a lot to ask.”


  “I’m sure you’ll do your best. If this works out, I’ll give you credit. Maybe you’ll end up on a passenger run, yes?”


  “Or maybe scraping tubes on the Luna hop. I’ll try, Captain.” He pushed his way through the clutter of empty tables. Elena waited a minute and then followed him out into the early morning pedestrian traffic.


  The emergency air lock Lee Hamilton had chosen was high above the huge docking complex, in a hollowed ledge reached by a winding passage. Anyone coming that way would be heard a long time before he was seen, allowing enough time to escape through the service shafts. Or that was the plan. Elena huddled beside the metal hatch, shivering slightly in the cold, occasionally standing up and looking down at the brightly lit cavern where technicians and laborers came and went using the web of lines that covered the walls, and always two men—Strasser’s without a doubt—hovered near the docking tubes. Hamilton sat silently on the other side of the air lock. Both women had run out of things to say. There was almost no hope for them if the first officer didn’t bring the suits, and they didn’t want to talk about what they could do if he didn’t come. Each waited, lost in her own thoughts, until the indicator light above the door changed from green to red. Someone was cycling through.


  Elena sprang to her feet. Something clanged inside the door, and it slid back to reveal a figure in a bulky yellow p-suit. Its hands were empty.


  Elena stepped floatingly forward. “What about the suits? Where—” And the suited figure slammed into her.


  It recoiled as she shot backward in the zero gravity, then grabbed her waist with one gloved hand and the high railing at the edge of the drop into the lock complex with the other. Relentlessly, it pressed her up. Elena kicked as she felt the top bar of the railing slide down her back, but she could find no purchase; in a few moments she would be past the railing, floating by helplessly in the high air for Strasser’s men to see. The bar scraped her buttocks. The metallic fabric of the suit, freezing cold, burned her skin; she could see her agonized face reflected in the anodized eyeball of the suit’s helmet. Her one thought was that she had been wrong after all: the first officer was the traitor. And then the pressure lessened; Lee Hamilton was pulling at the life support pack on the suited figure’s back. There was a flare of sparks, and the figure jerked back. Elena had the presence of mind to grab the bar and bring up her knee, then Hamilton was pounding on the helmet, bouncing with each blow and coming back to strike again. The figure was down on its knees as vapor plumed from the ruptured hose at its neck. By degrees, it went over.


  Together, freeze-burning their fingers, the two women unlatched the helmet. It came away. Menge-Martin screwed up his eyes in fear.


  “You bastard!”


  Elena couldn’t help herself. She slapped the man, tried to hit him again, but he dodged the blow, and she scraped her fingers on the neck of his suit.


  “Who is this?” Hamilton was sucking her palm, seared by electrical discharge.


  “The family representative. He gave me that ’caster I had, remember it? It was bugged. They could follow me anywhere. I suppose they hoped I’d lead them to you. If it wasn’t for your monkey friends, I suppose they’d have succeeded, too. Bastard!” She was quivering, with anger, with spent fear.


  Hamilton, more clear-headed, pulled a shiny cylinder from Menge-Martin’s belt. “Magnetic bottle, see?”


  “Well, Seyour. And where were you going with that?”


  Menge-Martin looked from one to the other. “You let me go, we can all benefit from this, really we can. There’s enough for everyone. I won’t tell Strasser. Trust me.”


  “So you were taking the contraband orthidium aboard. Strasser has you running errands, has he?”


  “Captain, I mean what I say. There is more than twice as much orthidium in there as has been mined in the conventional way.” Menge-Martin had regained a little of his pompous dignity, but not much; even he couldn’t be pompous, sprawled on the floor in a p-suit with Hamilton pinning one arm and Elena the other—they weighed almost nothing, of course, but he couldn’t get up enough momentum to shift their mass. He licked his lips. “Strasser and I are partners, but perhaps it is time the partnership was dissolved.”


  “Where is Strasser?”


  “Ah, Captain you wouldn’t expect—” Then Menge-Martin let out a squeal as Hamilton laid the point of a knife blade next to his eye. Elena, who hadn’t even seen where she had drawn it from, nodded. Menge-Martin said, “He’s at the processing plant, the light chromatography unit.”


  Elena said to Hamilton, “I thought that engineer—Jones—found that Strasser wasn’t using the refinery.”


  Menge-Martin licked his lips. “No, not the family’s. Our own. He’s shutting it down now. With all the excitement of looking for Seyoura Hamilton, he’d dropped behind schedule.”


  Now Hamilton put the knife away—in a sheath at the back of her neck, Elena noted—and scrabbled at Menge-Martin’s suit belt again, held up a little disc. “Is this the transponder that tells you where to go, up there?”


  Menge-Martin looked at her. Then he said, “Yes, yes. Plug it into any gig or sled. It’ll take you right to him. You see, Captain, I am cooperating.”


  “You’re going after Strasser?” Elena asked.


  “I’m going to do my best.”


  Elena prodded Menge-Martin. “Whose idea was all this? Yours or Strasser’s?”


  “Both, Captain. Oh, I admit Strasser had the original idea, but without me he wouldn’t have had access to the extra equipment he needed or a means to dispose of the resulting, ah, product.”


  “And how are you getting rid of the orthidium?”


  “Oh, there are certain . . . Your own ship, Captain, large as it is, is only just large enough to warrant carrying a fusion plant for its power. Smaller ships must use catalfission batteries, and that means orthidium, its supply regulated by the Federation. There are people who need ships, small ships. . . . But you are not interested in helping, so I must reserve further information. I must have some bargaining point.”


  “You won’t have any need for it, once your family gets hold of you.”


  “They are not my family. All they gave me was this damned sinecure, not something commensurate with my talents. As for their revenge, the Federation will look after me. It will want to know about the groups I have dealt with.” He smiled. “You see, Captain, I have it all worked out. Even when I lose, I do not lose everything.”


  “I’m tempted to turn you over to your family directly.”


  “But you will not, I think. It is against the law, and a Guild captain will not break the law.”


  “I’ve been doing all sorts of strange things lately,” Elena said, and she was pleased to see Menge-Martin’s uncertain, half-fearful look.


  “Someone,” Lee Hamilton said, “is trying to get into the lock.”


  Elena looked at the flashing light. “My God, Arshenko!” She cycled the door, and a minute later it slid open in a cloud of freezing air. A figure in a p-suit stepped out, holding like the trophies of some hunt the skins of two more.


  First Officer Arshenko was not surprised to see Menge-Martin. He had discovered that the representative had left the ship hours earlier, and Arshenko had seen someone enter the air lock ahead of him. “I thought it was best to keep out of sight, Captain. I’m glad you had no trouble.”


  Elena looked at Arshenko’s bland jowly face. “We had trouble, but now we have him. You can take him back to the ship. He’ll go quietly.”


  “Of course I will, Captain,” Menge-Martin said. He still lay prone, watching them all, and Hamilton was watching him, her narrow jaw set.


  Elena kicked the magnetic bottle. “And take this, too. Put it in the maximum security store.”


  “Captain, you are not coming back directly? I thought—”


  “I’ve changed my plans a little; now I can discover where Strasser is refining his contraband orthidium. I know how to find him.”


  “I must protest, Captain, about this personal vendetta!”


  Lee Hamilton said, “You don’t have to come. I don’t even know what I’m going to do. What I can do. It isn’t your fight.”


  “Strasser wants me dead. I count that as a personal affront.”


  “Captain, you realise that you are directly contravening Guild regulations. Your first duty is to your command. You are repeating your mistake of the Illusion Dancer. I urge you to come back, now.”


  “I didn’t think you cared, Arshenko. But I’m going after Strasser with Lee here. Write that any way you want. Come on, Lee.”


  They clambered into the p-suits in the small, cold air lock, checking each other’s systems before popping the seal, the evacuating air like an encouraging pat on the back. Then they were on the surface, with Arshenko’s gig moored nearby and the coupling tubes of the lock complex a hundred meters away. This end of Jacob’s Rock was a complex crater scarred by the fusion blasts which had spun it up; the jagged rim wall was a solid shadow against the whirling starscape. Directly overhead, mining tugs hung in the launch scaffolding, the great bowls of their collectors like so many moons in eclipse; farther out, the long prickly spine of the refinery glittered with running lights. A mining tug, caught in a skein of cables, was having its collector scoured by slow, spidery mechanisms.


  Elena looked for, but could not see, her ship; Lee Hamilton touched her shoulder and guided her to a tethered sled. Neither woman used her radio, but once they were standing on the sled’s mesh platform, strapped to its frame, Hamilton touched her helmet to Elena’s and her voice came through, muffled yet intimate.


  “I knew Strasser was processing the stuff somewhere out here. Now let’s see where.”


  She plugged in the transponder and actuated the sled. Its jets plumed briefly and they rose, past the moored gig, past the coupling tubes. Elena glimpsed the sphere of her ship distantly dawning beyond the refinery, and then the sled turned end for end, killing spin. Now the stars were still, and the dark scalloped crater was turning below. The main jet thumped, and the sled began to fall past the length of the rock.


  Touching helmets, Hamilton asked, “What did your officer mean, about the Illusion Dancer?”


  Elena sighed. “It was my previous command. One of the passengers started a fight with another, cut him up pretty badly. So I had him put in hard-class. He didn’t survive it: one in two thousand don’t.”


  “Oh. The Guild sent you on the long haul for that?”


  “The man with the knife was the ambassador for Novaya Rosya to the Re-United Nations.”


  “Oh,” Hamilton said again. The asteroid ponderously rotated beyond the mesh platform on which they stood, tumbled fields of rock punctuated with blebs and scars of ancient bombardment. The astronomer said, “I guess the Guild might thank you for breaking this thing up. It has to pay a high premium for orthidium, isn’t that right?”


  “I’m not doing this for the Guild. And besides, it’s more likely to strip me of my commission than thank me. It likes its officers to follow regulations.”


  “That’s a hell of an attitude.”


  Elena didn’t reply, watching the dark slow rotation of Jacob’s Rock with a bleak sense of things unravelling. When had she started down this road? When she had decided to meet Hamilton? When she had gone to the bar? Before that? She tried but failed to remember the precise moment of decision, the trigger for it. Strip me of my commission. . . . It codified the end of her ambition, the eighteen-hour days when she had studied for officer training after working her trick as a rating, the whispers behind her back in the officers’ mess when she’d been the only woman there, the chauvanistic patronising New Brazilian (eighty per cent of Guild officers were New Brazilian) bullshit. She’d come through all that . . . into what?


  And then the sled overshot the end of the rock, the retros fired, and the stars were spinning again. Below was a flat landscape riven here and there with long, parallel crevices. Click. Hamilton said, “The other end, so damned obvious. Hold on now, I think we’re going down.” The sled touched and clung. “According to this, we’re right above the transmitter,” Hamilton told Elena as she plucked out the little disc transponder.


  They unbuckled and cast around, shuffling slowly across the rock in the zero gravity, the stars hurtling dizzyingly, endlessly, from close horizon to close horizon. At last Hamilton guestured, pointing into the inky shadow of a crevice.


  Elena followed Hamilton down cautiously, her wrist lights splashing bright shards on rock scored by cutting machinery. Despite the zero gravity, she fought a constant fear of falling: Alice down the rabbit hole. A faint glow dawned ahead, Hamilton’s suited figure outlined against it: a passageway, the walls daubed with patches of faint phosphorescence. A turn, and the passage ended. Elena crouched down beside Hamilton, looking out.


  It was a long, low-roofed chamber, most of it taken up by the spine of a light chromatography refinery and the associated machinery, a chiaroscuro of light and knife-edged shadow in the vacuum. Here and there, check lights of control boards glittered in tiny frozen constellations.


  Hamilton touched helmets. “The field’s down. You follow me in about a minute.”


  Elena grabbed the woman’s arm. “Look, we know where this is, and we have Menge-Martin. What he’s willing to say will seal Strasser’s death warrant. If we leave right now, we can be on the ship, boosting out, in an hour. Strasser won’t know until they come for him.”


  “If the ship leaves and he can’t find any trace of us, he’ll suspect something. No, I’m not going to risk it.”


  Elena couldn’t see Hamilton’s face behind the silver visor. “It’s not worth either of our lives. Suppose Strasser is armed?”


  “Maybe he is, maybe not.” Hamilton shrugged free of Elena’s restraining touch. “I’m going in with or without you, Captain Mendana. Do what you will, but if you want to help me, wait a minute after I’m gone, then create a diversion. Something that’ll flush Strasser out.”


  “All he has to do is switch on the refinery. The induction’ll do to us what Strasser pretended it did to your pilot.”


  “His name is Arrellano. Joao Arrellano.”


  “I only—”


  “Sixty seconds,” Hamilton said. “And switch your radio to general frequency so you know what’s going down. Luck.” And then she was gone, skimming headlong over the floor. To Elena, it seemed for a moment as if Hamilton was falling down a cliff, dropping into a maze of cables and machinery.


  Elena followed more cautiously, inexpertly sliding one foot then the other, kicking over a waist-high cable, and belatedly remembering to chin her helmet radio.


  to get you, Strasser!” It was Lee Hamilton’s voice, distorted and shrill. “Come on out and get me!”


  A diversion. Hamilton’s voice ringing in her helmet, Elena swept a gloved fist over the settings of a control board, grabbed one of the cables that wove out of it, and pulled. Sparks spat straight trajectories for an instant. She went on, twisting valve after valve so that orange coolant fizzed into the vacuum, looked back, and saw how far away the passageway was now.


  Something glittered in the shadows under the chromatography tube, and she turned just as the suited figure smashed into her, knocking her up and back, lights and machinery tumbling beyond her visor until she slammed into a fretwork of thin girders and clung. Below, her attacker spun in the opposite direction. If he had braced himself for the recoil, he could have ruptured Elena’s suit by sheer force; as it was, her ribs ached as she struggled to catch her breath. Her attacker grabbed a pipe, and with sudden clarity Elena saw what he was going to do. So she pulled her line from her belt, clipped it to a girder, all this with Lee Hamilton’s imprecations ringing in her head. She watched the clumsy figure, its comical fishbowl head, as it launched itself at her. She pushed away, feeling the line tighten and snap her round, swarmed back down onto the figure’s back, and smashed its helmet into a strut. The figure jerked away as its arms flailed, and a plume of vapor and already boiling blood burst from the shattered visor. Her pulse loud now as Hamilton’s threats, she gasped, “I’ve got him! I’ve—” The suit lazily tumbled, showing the ruined face within, its thin blond beard clotted with bubbling blood.


  Before Elena could say anything else, a familiar voice cut the crackling carrier wave. Strasser said, “Ah, Captain. I have already told you, you have no business here. This is my Rock. Especially here.”


  About twenty meters away, a figure stepped from deep black shadow in the rock wall, and something shattered in red sparks less than a meter to Elena’s left. She ducked down, and the damned line came up short just as Strasser’s second shot smacked into her left foot. There was a bright instant of pain, and then the suit closed on her knee and fired nerveblocker into her thigh. She felt pins and needles shoot through the muscles below the joint, then a cutting cold, then nothing at all. The shot had creased the suit at her ankle, slicing material and the flesh beneath; Elena glimpsed a bubbling wound and looked away. Strasser had vanished. His mocking voice said in her ear, “I’ll come for you later, Captain. You’re unlucky. That shot was meant to kill.”


  Then she saw him, scaling the high curve of the chromatography tube, hand over hand across the ribbed cooling fins. And she saw Hamilton crouched above him, the long glint of the knife in her clenched glove. Strasser saw her, too.


  Elena could never remember, later, who moved first. Logic told her that Lee Hamilton must have thrown her knife before Strasser fired—her arm could not have outraced laser light—yet it all seemed to happen at once: the crimson sparkle of refracted laser light as Hamilton’s helmet burst, the absolutely true trajectory of the knife, connecting with Strasser’s belly and spinning him around; and the pistol flying away end for end, lost in shadow and light, as Strasser clutched at the rent in his suit.


  Elena unclipped her line and pushed toward the wall. Her wounded leg trailed and spoiled her balance so that she landed short. She lifted herself up, her heart hammering and copper in her mouth, and saw, as she had guessed, that the deep shadow from which Strasser had emerged was a ragged doorway. She grabbed an edge of rock and swung through.


  “There’s no way out of there,” Strasser’s voice said in her ear. Elena turned and saw that he was pressing a patch to the ripped belly of his suit; his labored breath mixed with her own as she dragged herself around the dogleg turn and found herself in a small unlit control room overlooking the chamber.


  “I’ll find the pistol, Captain, then you’re dead,” Strasser’s voice said. He was skimming down the side of the chromatography tube, hardly slowed by his wound, unkillable. Elena glanced around wildly, saw the shielded door, and understood. She dragged it closed just as Strasser kicked toward her, lurched to the control board, pushed all the slide controls to maximum, flicked up the guard of the main switch, and thumbed it.


  The lights flickered, and she thought for a moment that the field had caught her. But then they steadied. Through the pane of armored glass above the control board, she saw Strasser’s suited figure spasm and crash into the rock wall, lazily recoiling, its helmet glinting as it rolled in midair.


  The first officer was not pleased, not pleased at all. From her bunk, Elena told him, “File all the reports you want, but Menge-Martin is going hard-class and so is Strasser.”


  “It’ll make no difference to Strasser, Captain: he wouldn’t even know if you put him through the air lock. In fact, it would be a kindness. But Menge-Martin is the family representative until we reach Procyon. You haven’t the authority—”


  “We’re ten days to the breakout point, more than a week in transit, and two weeks to dock after that. Until we reach Procyon, I’m captain of this ship, and I don’t want him roaming around.”


  “I can confine him to his cabin. But—”


  “After all he’s done? Look, I don’t care what the regulations say. Put him in hard-class.”


  “Until we berth, his status cannot be revoked.” Arshenko said doggedly. “I can keep him in his cabin because he brought a weapon aboard, but I can’t—”


  “Cool him down. I assume you’re taping this, so I say for the record that it’s my responsibility. Seyour Arrellano is taking his cabin. He can’t stay in the medical bay the whole trip. I know he’s supposed to go hard-class. I’m changing his status, too. Okay?”


  “Under your authority, then,” Arshenko said.


  “Do that.” Elena punched the switch and tried to sit up straighter, wincing as the pressure cap on her thigh-stump moved slightly. The medic had had to cut high: it had taken her three hours to get to the sled and back to the ship, and despite all the suit could do, the vacuum damage had crept upward all the time.


  Sitting across the tiny cabin, Arrellano said, “Thank you.”


  “The hell with it all. Now tell me how you’re getting on.”


  Arrellano ran a hand over his shaven head, avoiding the crusted skin around the insert over his right ear. “I can talk, that’s the best part. Not about, n-not—” He grimaced, hit at his thigh, hit again. “Not yet, but your doctor thinks she’ll have me back to normal by the time we berth. Christ, the medical facilities you have here!”


  “Our first-class passengers pay for it gladly.”


  “Yeah, well, the brain”—again he touched his shaved head—“was hurt. It took a day to get me talking, but it will take longer to undo the damage. They have to spin pseudo-neurons in the damaged area of my cortex. I’m a freespacer, Captain; I couldn’t afford this kind of treatment normally. I can’t think how to thank you—”


  “I need your testimony.”


  “You’ve got it, of course.” The smooth brown skin of his forehead creased. “I’d talk anyway. For Lee.”


  “Of course.”


  “She was a hell of a woman, Captain.”


  “You can tell me about her when you’re a little better. I want to hear about her. Christ, I hardly knew her, and when the crunch came, I followed her without a thought. Went in there with her and hardly knew her.”


  “Yeah. She was something, Captain. I mean, she got me to risk my ass. A freespacer, right, and there I was, fighting for truth and justice.” His tone was sober. “A couple of days, she’d have had half of Jacob’s Rock on her side. If Strasser hadn’t. Well.”


  “She had the angels.” Who, when Elena had offered to take them off, had all refused. Their leader had explained that they were used to the jungle, and Elena, loggy from surgery, hadn’t argued. She told Arrellano, “You get well, now, then you can help me.”


  “Captain.”


  “I’ve broken just about every procedural rule there is. Not to mention technically abandoning ship.” A big step, yes. She thought of the angels, rulers of their microcosm, gods to monkeys while all the unplumbed universe lay outside. She said, “When we reach Procyon, they’ll give me a new leg and make me out to be a hero, but they won’t want me to stay in the Guild.”


  Arrellano said slowly, “But if you were a hero, you would not have to leave. Unless you wanted to.”


  She didn’t answer him directly. “The method Strasser discovered, refining orthidium from the fire of a star, will change everything. The price of orthidium will drop through the floor once all the mining companies start using it. The Martin family won’t be able to keep it a secret—hell, they’ll probably license it. And the cost of intersystems travel will plummet as well. I used to be a pilot, intrasystems, before I got my commission. I’m a little rusty, but I was good, very good.”


  “Captain, I don’t—”


  “When this is over, I’ll come find you, and you can help me find my way as a freespacer. I don’t know much outside the Guild. I want to learn.”


  Joao Arrellano nodded, then grinned and reached out, and clasped Elena’s hands with his own, a moment of shared understanding, the first touch across the gulf.


  Apprentice Luck


  Karl Spielbrunner had been apprenticed to Otto von Stumpf for six months now, more than long enough for him to realize how much he hated the antiquarian book trade. Karl had a fatal combination of vanity, ambition and intelligence, and he knew well enough that unless his luck changed all he had to look forward to was ending up with his own poky little shop, as bent and crabbily reclusive as von Stumpf. Of course, there were far worse fates in Middenheim, the great and terrible City of the White Wolf. If Karl’s dead father—the only family Karl had, apart from some country cousins he had never seen—had not been a drinking companion of von Stumpf’s, no doubt Karl would be just another orphan trying to scratch a living on the streets now, a likely victim for drug pushers, racketeers, pimps or cultists.


  Far worse fates, yes, but not by much, Karl thought, as he stood at the dusty window and watched the shabby, narrow street and the occasional passer-by. It was summer, and stiflingly hot in the shop. A fat bluebottle buzzed in one corner of the window; the husks of others were scattered on the leatherbound tomes which leaned against each other in the window.


  There was so much going on in the world, and Karl was stuck here in charge of a lot of tattered dusty books. A wizard had moved into some rooms down the street, for instance, a tall mysterious foreigner. Some said he was a necromancer; everyone said he was up to no good. And something was rumoured to be stirring in the myriad tunnels that undercut the rock on which the city was founded. The Watch was on maximum alert, and only last night the body of a goat-headed man had been found near one of the main sewer inlets.


  For a moment, Karl saw himself at the head of one of the elite patrols, a grim-faced Watch Captain armed with a glittering sword, maybe a decorative scar on one cheek. Then the bluebottle buzzed loudly at the dusty window and Karl’s daydream collapsed stillborn. Musty smell of crumbling paper, shadowy ranks of outdated books looming into shadow: this was his fate. His only consolation was that as usual his master was away at the Wolf’s Grip, the grim little tavern which drained most of the shop’s profits. Otherwise Karl would certainly have been put to some useless task or other, recataloguing stock or sweeping away the sticky cobwebs which festooned the crumbling plaster of the low ceiling—and no doubt von Stumpf would be giving him a lecture in that nagging, whiny voice of his, telling Karl how lucky he was, to be apprentice to the venerable firm of von Stumpf and Son (Karl didn’t know what had happened to the Son, but he guessed that he had run away as soon as he could). And if von Stumpf had been there, Karl wouldn’t have been able to take his chance when his luck suddenly changed.


  It arrived in the unlikely form of Scabby Elsa, a bent, hooknosed old crone who specialized in reselling rags stripped from the corpses thrown from the Cliff of Sighs. Just as Karl was settling to a forbidden snack of black bread and cheese, she pushed open the door and hobbled laboriously over the uneven floor with something clutched to her shapeless bosom. The bluebottle left off bumbling at the window and spiralled around the greasy shawl wrapped over her head, attracted by the sour, rank stench of her layers of rotting rags.


  “A little something for you, young master,” Scabby Elsa said, and set what she had been carrying on the scarred rubbish-strewn table which served as a counter.


  It was an old, old book, text handwritten in an upright clerkly style on octavo parchment, bound in fine-grained leather with gilt stamping on the spine, the front somewhat buckled and stained. Karl took only a moment to realize it had to be valuable; much as he hated the book trade, he had taken care to pick up the necessary knowledge and tricks. Now it looked as if that care might actually be about to pay off.


  “I’ll take a gold crown for this fellow,” Scabby Elsa said. Her smile revealed blackened gums, and the stench of her breath almost knocked Karl down. “No less, now, but no more either. That’s what I needs, and that’s what I takes.”


  “Ten shillings,” Karl said quickly. “The cover is damaged, no one would offer more.”


  “It fell a long way, like its owner. Lucky it fell on someone else, or it would look a lot worse. Fifteen, then.”


  “Twelve, and that’s my final offer.”


  “Done,” Scabby Elsa said.


  Karl kept what little money he had managed to save tied in a corner of his shirt. He undid the knot and counted out the price. Scabby Elsa scooped up the coins with a surprising deftness and hobbled out of the shop, pursued by the bluebottle, which had fallen in love with her—or at least, with her smell.


  His heart beating quickly and lightly, Karl pulled down the window shades and locked the door. With luck, von Stumpf wouldn’t be back until at least the end of the afternoon. He had plenty of time to examine his prize.


  The book was a grimorium, a handbook of magic, and written in old-fashioned but plain language, too, not some kind of code. From the style of binding and the yellowing of the edges of the parchment pages, it had to be at least three hundred years old, from the time of the Wizards’ War perhaps, or even before. Karl leafed through crackling pages. A spell of bafflement. A spell of binding. Hmmm. He would take it to the shop of Hieronymus Neugierde, the largest antiquarian shop in the city. He was bound to get the best price there . . . maybe enough to escape his apprenticeship.


  Karl began to examine the book more closely. He would need to know as much as he could to get the right price. He realized with a start that the leather cover was not made of tanned animal hide, but human skin; he could make out the pores, even little hairs. It felt clammy to his fingertips, as if somehow still alive. He opened the book again and laid it face down, peered down the spine; there were often clues about a book’s origin and age to be found in the binding sheets. Sure enough, there was a scrap of paper inserted there. When Karl fished it out, an insect, a shiny-backed beetle, came with it, scurrying across the table and falling to the floor before Karl could crush it.


  Some kind of map had been drawn on the scrap of paper, the ink fresh and no use in dating the book. All the same it was interesting, a carefully marked route snaked through intricately labyrinthine passages, avoiding all sorts of traps and deadfalls and pits, to a sealed chamber marked with a single word written in red. A treasure map, maybe, although there was no indication of what the treasure was.


  Karl studied it for a long time before he realized that it must be a map of part of the system of tunnels which the dwarfs had long ago cut through the rock on which the city stood. When he had riddled all he could, he put it in his pocket, then went into the back room where he slept and hid the book under his pillow. He would examine it further tonight, and tomorrow sell it for the best price he could and then thumb his nose at von Stumpf and live the way he wanted, not at some old fool’s beck and call. He might even be able to sell the treasure map to some gullible adventurer—and there was no shortage of such people in the city—foolish enough to venture into the dangerous tunnels beneath the city.


  Karl was thinking of all he could do with a pocketful of Gold Crowns as he let up the blinds. And then he jumped back in shock. The foreign wizard was peering through the dusty glass, his face only inches away from Karl’s own. When he saw Karl he straightened up and pushed at the door, and although Karl hadn’t unlocked it, the door opened at once.


  “I am looking for a book,” the wizard said.


  “Well, we have all sorts of books.” Karl’s mouth was dry. The wizard was very tall, and despite the summer heat wore a sweeping black cloak, its red lining embroidered with all manner of weird signs of power. His face was long and white, framed by untidy black hair and a black beard. A pair of small round spectacles perched on the end of his long nose; they magnified the wizard’s fierce blue eyes as he peered down at Karl.


  “A very particular book. A book that may have been brought to you, or may be about to be brought to you. A large handwritten volume, with an unusual binding. I will pay very well for such a book.”


  “You would have to speak to my master,” Karl managed to say. He was thinking furiously. If the wizard wanted the book, then it was even more valuable than it looked, and he would certainly get a better price at Neugierde’s than from this itinerant hedge-wizard.


  “Your master, eh?” The wizard drew himself up. He was so tall that his head almost brushed the cobwebby rafters of the ceiling. “Very well. You give no choice but that I come back. I hope your master will be more helpful. I will call again tomorrow. And remember this, young man.”


  The cloak flew up and Karl jumped back, but the wizard was too quick. His cold hand fastened around Karl’s wrist, pulled. Then Karl was leaning half across the table, his face only inches away from the wizard’s.


  “Remember this,” the wizard said, softly.


  “I don’t forget anything,” Karl managed to say. He met the wizard’s gaze, trying not to be intimidated. But there was an odd tingling between his eyes, as if he was about to cry, and after a moment he had to look away.


  “Things may be more than they seem, or less.” The wizard let go of Karl’s wrist, drew his cloak around himself. “Good day to you, young man, and good luck.”


  Somehow, Karl managed to behave as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened when Otto von Stumpf came back in the evening, although the old man had drunk so much of the Wolf’s Grip’s vinegary ale that he probably wouldn’t have noticed if Karl had grown another head. After a meagre supper of boiled barley flavoured with fatty scraps of mutton, von Stumpf had Karl help him up the winding stairs to the filthy garret where he slept. Then Karl curled up on the mattress in the stockroom behind the shop and gloated over the book and the map by the light of a tallow candle. But it had been a long day, and soon enough he fell asleep.


  He woke with a start to moonlight falling through the room’s only window, thinking someone had touched him on the hand. But it was only a beetle clambering over the hollow of his palm, its antennae waving furiously. Karl flicked the insect away, and then realized with alarm that the book was gone.


  He managed to get the candle lit, and saw that the book was lying in the curtained doorway between the shop and the stockroom. Shadows seemed to scatter from it as he went over and bent to pick it up. Nervous, and fully awake, Karl went into the shop and listened at the crooked stairs that led up to von Stumpf’s garret, and grinned when he heard the old man’s rasping snore. Still befuddled by sleep, Karl was about to go back to bed when he happened to glance out of the window, and saw a black-cloaked figure moving past, towards the door. It was the wizard.


  In an instant, Karl was through the back room, fumbling at the bolts of the door to the yard. He managed to get it open just as the lock of the shop’s door sprang with a heart-stopping click. And then he was over the wall of the yard, almost falling on top of the figure that stood in the alley below.


  For an instant, Karl thought that the wizard, who obviously had found out about the book, had somehow magicked himself from one side of the building to the other. But then the man pushed back his hood and said, “Come with me—be quick now.”


  Karl was about to ask who the stranger was and why he should follow him when an eerie blue light flared on the other side of the wall. Without a further thought he took to his heels, clutching the book to his chest.


  The stranger ran as though his feet were skimming an inch above the cobbles, his cloak streaming behind him. After dodging through the alleys, they came out on the bustling Burgen Bahn, where bands of students roved noisily among crowds of ordinary citizens. By this time Karl was panting hard, but the stranger hardly seemed to be breathing at all. His eyes glittered as he looked about alertly, one hand on the hilt of a long sword; he was a young smooth-skinned handsome man wearing baggy corduroy trews and an embroidered leather vest under the cloak—curious, old-fashioned clothes. Seemingly satisfied that they weren’t being pursued, he turned and looked down at Karl, who shrank a little under that glittering unforgiving gaze.


  “You have what we came to take back,” the swordsman said. He had an odd, harshly buzzing accent, probably from some country district or other. That would explain the old-fashioned cut of his clothes, too.


  “If you mean the book, I came by it fairly. I’m a bookseller, and I bought it,” Karl said, more defiantly than he felt. After all, he was telling the truth. More or less the truth.


  “We pay,” the swordsman said, “even though it was stolen from us.” He effortlessly plucked the book from Karl’s grasp, then dropped a heavy drawstring purse to the ground. Karl pulled the purse open as the swordsman paged through the book, and gasped when he saw that it was crammed full of Gold Crowns. Then his gasp turned to a frightened squeak as the swordsman grabbed the front of his shirt and lifted him clear off the ground. “The map,” the swordsman said, his face inches from Karl’s own. His breath was sharply acid, and his eyes glittered crazily in the light of a nearby street-lamp. “We want the map.”


  “Put me down and I’ll tell you where it is,” Karl managed to gasp, and then his heels struck the pavement hard as the swordsman let go. Karl tugged at his dishevelled shirt, hotly aware of the group of students who had turned to snigger at this contretemps.


  “Where,” the swordsman said.


  “Back at the shop,” Karl lied, knowing it was in his pocket. He had seen an opportunity to make even more money, enough to set him up for life, maybe. A purse full of Gold Crowns could be spent in a night, if you were foolish enough. But if the map led to buried treasure, and there were legends of all sorts of dwarfish hoards hidden in the catacombs and corridors of the city beneath the city, then anything was possible. And although Karl was clever, he was also inexperienced enough to harbour the belief that no matter what, he wasn’t anywhere near to dying.


  So he added quickly, “But we don’t have to go back there, and face that wizard. He was the one who stole the book from you, wasn’t he?”


  “His apprentice,” the swordsman admitted. “We nearly caught him, but he jumped over the edge of the Cliff of Sighs, and when we got down amongst the trees and found his body, the book was gone.”


  “But now you have the book, and fortunately for you, I am at your service. I found the map, and looked at it long enough to memorize it.” This was the truth; Karl had an exceptional memory for things that might be useful to him. He said, with more confidence than he felt, “I can take you past the traps, lead you to the treasure, once we are close enough.”


  “Treasure,” the swordsman said. “You wish to share this treasure.”


  “Let’s call it a finder’s fee.”


  The swordsman closed his eyes and began to mutter to himself—or more precisely, buzz and chatter in his odd dialect. Obviously he was thinking hard, and obviously thinking hard did not come easily. At last he said, “We are agreed, then. You help, for a fee.”


  “On your word that you will give me ten per cent of what we find, and not harm me in any way,” Karl said, as steadily as he could.


  “We give our word,” the swordsman said, with an alacrity that made Karl wish he had asked for fifteen, or even twenty per cent. He added, “Now you will lead us to the nearest entrance to the sewers, where we will begin our journey.”


  Karl smiled. “It’s easy to see you’re a stranger to the city. The main sewer entrances are guarded by the City Watch. Even a swordsman like yourself will not be able to outfight the Watch. Er, what is your name, anyhow?”


  “You may call us Argo.”


  “Well, I’m Karl. But don’t worry, I know another way, although you may have to pay a kind of admission fee. There’s a tavern down in the Ostwald district, the Drowned Rat, which has a way into the sewers in its cellar. You just have to pay the landlord, that’s all.”


  “You have all the money, now.”


  “Do I? Oh, I see. Well, I suppose it is a kind of investment. Come on then, Argo. The place I’m thinking of is on the other side of the city.”


  Karl wasn’t as confident as he had sounded. He knew about the Drowned Rat and its secret passages into the sewer network only by rumour, and he had made up the story about the entrance fee on the spot. As he and the swordsman made their way deeper into the narrow streets of Ostwald, what little confidence Karl had soon evaporated.


  There were no streetlights in Ostwald, and the mean, crowded streets were illuminated only by what light fell through heavily curtained windows, or the red flames of torches a few people carried. Karl kept as close to the swordsman as he could—not an easy task, because the man strode along at a rapid pace, the darkness and the ill-favoured crowds slowing him down not at all.


  There were probably no more drunks here than along the Burgen Bahn, but while on that prosperous street drunkenness was merely the end result of too much high spirits, here it was due to a kind of savage desperation. Men far gone in their cups staggered along shouting curses at the world in general, and from more than one alley came the noises of fighting. Beggars with every kind of disfigurement and disease bawled out for alms, ignored by the poorly-dressed labourers and better-dressed thieves alike, their cries scarcely louder than the shrill cries of the whores who shouted down at potential clients from upper-storey windows of the close-packed timber-framed buildings.


  Karl looked for the sign of the Drowned Rat with increasing desperation. For all his pretended knowledge of the city, he had rarely been in Ostwald, and didn’t like it. He wanted nothing more than to find the tavern and get into the sewers beneath these dangerous streets, forgetting for the moment how much more dangerous the sewers could be. But when at last he did spy the sign, the last of his confidence seemed to ooze from the soles of his boots.


  It was a tall, narrow ramshackle building, set a little apart from its neighbours, its filthy windows glowing sullenly, its door in deep shadow. Even as Karl and Argo approached it, a man staggered out, clutching the top of his head. Blood streamed down his face, suddenly bright as he staggered through the light of a nearby lamp set in the window of a whorehouse. He turned and bawled out, “Cutthroats! Lousy thieves! Sons of diseased mutant whores!” Then he groaned and clutched his head again and staggered on.


  Argo, hardly seeming to notice the man, strode through the shadows and ducked beneath the tilted lintel of the tavern. Karl had to hurry to catch him up, slipping through the door just as a couple of heavyset thugs pushed it closed.


  The main room of the tavern was almost as dark as the street outside, and hazed with yellow-grey smoke which gathered in thick reefs just beneath the sagging ceiling. Wolfish looking men sat at half a dozen rough tables scattered along the walls, and all were staring at the swordsman in unnerving and hostile silence.


  Argo crossed to the counter, his boots rattling the loose floorboards, and said softly to the large, bearded man behind it, “We wish to enter the sewer system. We will pay whatever is necessary.”


  One of the ruffians behind Karl chuckled and dropped a huge, scarred hand on Karl’s shoulder. “Your friend is a bold enough fellow, laddie. I always do like ’em bold.”


  The landlord spat into a glass and smeared the spit around with a grey rag. “We don’t like strangers coming in here, friend. On your way now. I can’t help you.”


  “We’ll just have a word with ’em,” the man holding Karl said. “Straighten ’em out, like.”


  “Whatever you want, lads,” the landlord said indifferently, turning away as the second ruffian, his head brushing the ceiling, stalked towards Argo, a weighted cosh dangling from one paw. Karl started to shout a warning, but a foul-smelling hand clamped over his mouth and nose. Argo turned, his cloak flaring, as the cosh swept towards his head . . . and then suddenly he was to one side of the man, his sword flashing through the smoke. Something hit the floor with a thump, blood pattering after: it was the ruffian’s hand, still holding the cosh. The wounded ruffian shrieked, and then Argo’s sword flashed again, and the ruffian fell to the floor, his throat spraying blood.


  The thug holding Karl started to back towards the door, ignoring the apprentice’s struggles. There was a tingling pressure between Karl’s eyes, at the bridge of his nose. For some reason he remembered the wizard’s humiliating stare, and when the ruffian let go of Karl’s mouth to pull at the latch, Karl managed to shout out the spell of bafflement he’d seen in the book. It was the only thing he could think of, but to his amazement it worked.


  The man let go of him and scratched at his head, his pig-like features twisted in confusion. He didn’t seem to notice his companion, fallen on the floor in the centre of a widening pool of blood, or Karl, or Argo, who pushed Karl aside and ran the ruffian through with his already bloody blade, its steel scraping against ribs as he drew it out. For a moment, the man didn’t seem to notice his mortal wound either, but then he gave a bubbling groan and toppled full-length, his fall rattling every flagon in the room.


  Now the silence in the room had a different edge to it. Karl discovered that his nose was bleeding, and dabbed at it with his sleeve. He pulled the dead man’s knife from his belt while everyone was watching Argo. The latter stepped around the body of the ruffian who had first attacked him, kicking aside the severed hand, and up to the counter. He pulled at the landlord’s beard, lifting the big man half over the counter and repeating his request to be allowed into the sewers, as if nothing at all had happened.


  The landlord’s eyes crossed in disbelief. For a moment, the sound of his beard coming away at the roots was the only sound in the room. “The cellar,” he managed to say at last. “Of course. You just follow me.”


  The cellar was reached by a steep winding stair, its stone steps slippery with water that dribbled down the walls. Things moved in the darkness beyond the light of the landlord’s upheld lantern. Rats, the landlord said, but the thing Karl glimpsed was twice as big as any rat he’d ever seen, and seemed to scurry away on more than four legs. Argo, indifferent to any danger as usual, followed the landlord into the darkest recess of the vaulted cellar without hesitation, past rotting casks and heaps of rubbish and broken furniture.


  There was a low door set deep in the wet stones of the wall, barred with iron and held shut by massive bolts, which the landlord threw back with some effort. A rush of hot malodorous air gushed out as the landlord pulled the door open. Argo started through, and Karl said loudly, “We’ll need light.” He didn’t want to go down there, but he could hardly expect to be allowed out of the tavern alive any other way. If he was going, he wanted to be able to see.


  Argo turned and plucked the lantern from the landlord, then ducked under the lintel. As Karl followed, the landlord swore and slammed the door shut on their backs, yelling through the wood that they’d never get out, he’d see that they didn’t. There was a rattle as he threw the bolts home. And then there was only the drip drip drip of water from overhead, and the faint rush of water somewhere below.


  A winding stair led down to one of the sewer tributaries, a smelly brick-lined tunnel scarcely tall enough for Karl to stand up in, through which a stinking stream of brown liquid gurgled. In turn, this gave out onto one of the main channels, where high stone walks ran either side of a fast-running, filthy stream.


  Argo raised the lantern, peered at Karl. He brushed a cold finger over the drying blood on the apprentice’s upper lip, and put it in his mouth. “The price of magic,” he said, after a moment.


  “It was only a little spell, something I read in that book. I didn’t even think it would work, but there was nothing else I could do.”


  “You are modest. But do not try and use your Art against us, I warn you. We are not bound by it.”


  Karl looked up at him, a shadow behind the lamplight, eyes glittering. “I didn’t even know the spell would work,” he said again. “Really. Now, where do we go?”


  “We will take you to the beginning of the maze,” Argo said. “Then you must lead the way.”


  Karl thought hard. “The map showed that there was a kind of big round room from which the maze started. There were drawings of statues all around its walls.”


  “I know it. That is where we must begin.”


  Black rats scampered away from the light of the lantern Argo carried. Looking back, Karl could see a hundred pairs of little red eyes watching from the safety of the darkness. Sometimes, tantalizingly, he could hear the noises of the streets above, the cries of beggars or food sellers, or the rattle of wagon wheels over cobbles. But soon Argo led him away from the main channel, down a rubble-strewn slope that dropped steeply through the living rock, down into the necropolis beneath the living city.


  Karl soon lost all track of time. He knew only that he was tired and hungry and frightened . . . and thirsty too, for the tunnels that wound ever deeper into the rock were surprisingly dry, their floors coated with dust as fine as flour. With every moment he was growing more and more afraid, and he was beginning to wish that he had never seen the book, or tried to cheat von Stumpf of its price.


  Worst of all, he kept thinking that he heard footsteps in the darkness at his back, a steady even pace that always stopped a moment or two after he stopped to listen. Although dwarfs still lived in certain parts of the underground tunnels, most were rumoured to be inhabited by mutants and worse. Anything could be out there in the darkness, anything at all, and the knife he had taken from the dead thug in the tavern seemed little enough protection. But Argo ignored Karl’s fears, and, rather than growing tired, the swordsman seemed to gain strength as they descended through the tunnels. As if he were at home in them, as if the darkness and the weight of rock above—the weight of the whole city—were comfortably familiar. Certainly, he knew the way to go, although that was strange, too, now Karl thought about it. Hadn’t Argo said that he was a stranger in the city? There was much more to the handsome young swordsman than met the eye.


  Most of the tunnels were narrow and low-ceilinged, and once or twice they had to stop and backtrack when they came upon a cave-in that had blocked the way forward. On one occasion they disturbed a colony of bats which exploded around them in a fury of leather wings. Argo stood his ground, unperturbed, but Karl huddled on the floor until the creatures were gone. On another, they passed through a high ruined chamber, fungi of every description growing over the wreckage of a wooden floor. Some toadstools were taller even than Argo, and bracket fungi stepped up the rock walls, glowing with a virulent green light. On the way across, Karl stepped on a round growth which exploded in a cloud of spores that burned his nostrils like a dose of boiling hot pepper, making him sneeze uncontrollably. Argo, who didn’t seem to be affected, had to wait until Karl could go on.


  As they ducked through the narrow crack that led out of the chamber, Karl heard stealthy padding footsteps, many of them, all around in the darkness and coming closer and closer. Argo raised the lantern, and Karl saw a hundred or more small shadowy figures creeping along high ledges, stepping down slopes of rock scree. None was taller than three feet, and all were naked but for loincloths, their warty green skin smeared with dirt, their wide fanged mouths grinning, their pointed ears rising above bald pates. They were armed with pointed staves and crude hammers or axes. A tribe of dwarf goblins.


  In the time it took Karl to realize what the creatures were, and to draw out the knife he had taken from the dead ruffian, the first of the goblins scuttled towards Argo, who drew out his sword while still holding up the lantern. The creatures hissed with fear and started back—even as Argo cut off their heads with a level sweep of his weapon. Others higher up began to pelt him with crude bombs stuffed with fungus spores. The poisonous dust fumed thickly around him, crackling in the flame of the lantern, but seemed not to affect him at all. He split one goblin almost in half, lopped off the arm of another. Two jumped on his back, and he ran backwards and crushed them against the rock wall.


  Meanwhile, others were advancing on Karl. He managed to stick one with his knife, but it fell backwards, squealing in dismay, and pulled the haft of the knife from Karl’s hand. Its companions grinned widely and raised their crude weapons higher, their slitted yellow eyes burning upon him. Karl backed away until stone hit his back, watching with dismay as the lead goblin, no bigger than a child but with the face of a psychotic toad, raised its notched axe. Karl felt the tickling pressure between his eyes again, and before he knew what he was doing he had thrown up his hands and gabbled out the spell of binding he had read in the book.


  Instantly, every goblin in the chamber froze. One or two toppled off-balance and fell stiffly to the floor. The pressure between Karl’s eyes became a knife blade prying at his brain. He fell to his knees and felt blood gush from his nostrils, as rich and hot as fresh gravy.


  Argo calmly sheathed his sword and helped the apprentice to his feet. He ordered Karl to follow, and set off amongst the frozen goblins as if nothing had happened. Karl staggered after him, so weak that he could hardly stand, but frightened of being left in the dark with the goblins, who surely wouldn’t remain bound by magic for long. The front of his jerkin was soaked in his blood, and he couldn’t seem to stop the flow completely, although he pinched the wings of his nostrils shut, and later stuffed cobwebs up them. The price of magic. It was lucky there hadn’t been any more goblins, and that they had been small, too. Otherwise the magic needed to bind them might have burst his body like an overripe tomato.


  At last, they reached a huge round chamber, tall statues standing around its walls. In the centre was a kind of altar, a stone table ringed with skulls, its surface cut with channels and bearing the torn remnants of some obscene sacrifice. An animal, Karl hoped, and didn’t look too closely in case his worst fears were realized. On the far side of the chamber a statue taller than all the rest was carved out of the living rock wall, half man, half beast, so tall that it was beheaded by darkness. Its right hand clutched a dozen snakes; its left held a staring human head by the hair. Between its hoofed feet was the narrow entrance to the maze.


  “Now you will lead us,” Argo said, and handed Karl the lantern, his eyes glittering in the light.


  Through the red veils of his exhaustion, Karl called up his memory of the map. It was still in his pocket, but he didn’t dare draw it out. Argo could take it from him and leave him there, alone in the dark, prey to whatever was following them.


  The passageways of the maze were high and narrow, carved roughly out of granite as dark as obsidian. The rock absorbed the light of the lantern rather than reflecting it, so that Karl had to find the way by only the feeblest of glows. Still, considering the circumstances, he thought that he was doing well enough, turning right and left and right again, avoiding passages that turned into steep slippery slopes dropping to water-filled shafts, slabs set in the floor that would tip the unwary into deep pits, a dozen sorts of mechanical trap that couldn’t be revealed by magic.


  Perhaps he was overconfident; or perhaps he was simply tired. In any event, he didn’t realize his mistake until one of the paving stones gave slightly with a fatal click under his foot, like a bone breaking. There was an ominous rumbling above, and then a steel grip snatched him back as the massive weight slammed down, fitting the passage precisely. The wind of its falling blew Karl’s hair back; the noise of its impact half-deafened him. When Argo let go of his shoulder, he fell to his knees. “You are a fool,” Argo hissed in his ear.


  “You can bet I’ll try and do better,” Karl said. The smooth stone of the deadweight was only inches from his tender, bloody nose. He was so shaken that he almost took out the map to make sure of the way, but he remembered that if he did Argo would take it and leave him here in the dark—with his head cut off too, as like as not.


  Right and left, deeper into the bowels of the rock. The crushing weight of it seemed to press all life out of the stale black air. Karl had no room in his head for his fears or what he would do when they reached the treasure, no room for anything but remembering the route. Right and left, deeper and deeper until they reached the heart of the maze.


  It was a square chamber, with no way out but the passage which led into it. But dimly outlined by the glow of the lantern which Argo held, sketched in faded paint, was an ornate doorframe, the way to the treasure.


  Argo threw back his head and opened his mouth amazingly wide, and let out a chattering, inhuman cry. Karl’s heart froze. Striding out of one of the dark passageways behind them came three skeletons, yellow bones gleaming in the lantern-light, feet clicking on the stone floor, eye sockets holding fell red glows. Each carried a notched, rusty sword, and one wore a golden helmet that an age ago had been cleft by a fearsome blow.


  “Our brothers,” Argo said, and whirled on Karl, his smooth, handsome face without expression. “Now you will tell us the password.”


  “P-p-password?”


  “You know it. Either you speak it now, or we will kill you and have your corpse speak it for us, when it has rotted enough for the magic to take hold.” Argo’s breath smelt like crushed ants; his eyes glittered more fiercely than ever. “Now, boy—”


  There was a flare of blue light. Argo collapsed and the three skeletons burst apart, bones crumbling to powder even before they hit the floor. Blinking, Karl saw the wizard step out of the shadows of the passageway, his white face grim.


  “A strange place to find a bookseller’s apprentice, and strange companions for him, too,” the wizard said. “Do you have any idea of how deeply you have meddled, my boy?”


  Karl could only shake his head. Blue spots still floated in his vision.


  “My apprentice was killed by this creature of Chaos,” the wizard said, nudging Argo’s body with the steel-shod toe of his boot. “He was bringing to me a map which led to a certain ancient treasure, treasure that in the wrong hands could do untold harm. He had hidden the map in a book of simple spells, the kind of thing a wizard’s apprentice would carry. But still, somehow, he was found out. He managed to gain entrance to the city, but before I could come to his rescue, he was cornered, at the Cliff of Sighs. He was a brave boy, and knew what would happen if the map were taken.”


  “So he threw himself from the cliff, and was torn to pieces by the trees far below. Before I could rescue the book, and before this creature could lay his hands upon it, one of the scavengers found it, and brought it to you.”


  “You knew I had the book,” Karl said.


  “Oh yes. Never lie to a wizard, boy. Let that be your first lesson in your new life. I lent a little of my power to you, and waited until the creature found you. When you used the spells in the book, I was able to follow you by the traces of magic you left. Luckily enough for you, I arrived here just in time to use a simple necromantic spell to unbind the magic which held the skeletons together.”


  “And Argo? Why was he—” And then Karl understood. “He was undead too! That’s why the spell of binding that I used on the goblins didn’t affect him. And why their spore bombs didn’t affect him either.”


  “Indeed. Some poor man whose corpse was revived through necromancy.” The wizard pulled at his long black beard. “And now, you will want to see this treasure, no doubt. You may speak the password.”


  “I’ve had enough nosebleeds, thank you.”


  “The magic was laid down by the efforts of someone else, long ago. The word merely releases it.” The wizard held up the scrap of paper he’d somehow taken from Karl’s pocket. “If you won’t say the word, then I will.”


  So Karl said the word of unlocking, and a wooden door suddenly appeared in the sketched doorframe, and flew open with a thud that brought a cloud of dust from the ceiling.


  “The first thing you’ve done right,” the wizard said, and stepped forward.


  Karl followed—and then was struck from behind, and thrown across the chamber. As he got to his hands and knees, he saw that Argo had thrown his cloak over the wizard’s head, pinioning his arms and cutting off his breath at the same time. Without thinking, Karl picked up one of the rusty swords and swung at Argo’s legs.


  Blunt though the blade was, it cut through to the bone. But instead of blood, hundreds of small insects gushed out of the wound. Argo wailed and let go of the wizard, tried to staunch the flow. Beetles were everywhere; some had even taken to the air, and were battering at the lantern, maddened by its light. Their wings glittered just like Argo’s eyes. Argo fell to his knees; he seemed to be shrinking inside his skin. And then the wizard managed to gasp a spell, and the swordsman’s clothes and skin flew apart, revealing a seething mass of beetles still clinging to the skeleton within. The wizard said another spell, and there was a sudden acrid smell in the chamber, and the beetles all stopped moving. A thousand brittle little corpses rained from the air.


  “My fumigation spell,” the wizard said, picking up his spectacles and examining them. “Who would have thought I needed it against one of the undead? Those insects must have been acting as one organism, using the skeleton and a false skin to give them human form.”


  “He always said we,” Karl ventured, “never I.”


  “Indeed. When I used the spell of unbinding, they must have been only temporarily discommoded, and soon knit the bones back together again. Chaos spawns more kinds of evil than we can ever imagine.” He set the spectacles on the end of his long nose. “Now, let’s get to the treasure. Bring the lantern.”


  Together, they stepped into the room beyond the door. Karl held up the lantern eagerly . . . and then groaned aloud. All around, on shelves carved into the rock, covered in dust yet still giving off that familiar sweet musty smell, were hundreds, thousands, of leather-bound books.


  “Not all treasure glitters,” the wizard said. “This is the library of Fistoria Spratz, the greatest dwarf wizard in the last thousand years, preserved and hidden here by the last of his magic. You understand why the forces of evil should not gain hold of it. And now, my boy, I must prepare a teleportation spell that will take us and these marvellous books back to my rooms in the city above. It will take a little while, time for you to consider if you would become my apprentice.” He held up a beringed hand. “Think carefully. I will say that you have what it takes. The door would not have opened if you did not have some trace of the power, nor would you have been able to channel the power I lent you so easily. You are a trifle vain and arrogant it is true, but you are also brave, and more than a little lucky. Be quiet, and think.”


  But Karl did not have to think. He was ready with his answer long before the dark rock faded around him, and he found himself together with the wizard and stacks of dusty books in a bedroom overlooking the familiar dingy street where Otto von Stumpf’s bookshop stood. Karl took a deep breath, and said the one word that would unlock a long life of adventure.


  1990


  Exiles


  When Sepuldeva and Rayne arrived at the field to meet their partner, down from orbit at the end of his shift, there was a small but noisy demonstration blocking the gate. A ship from Earth had arrived two days before, the first to reach Novaya Zyemla since the revolutionary government had begun the embargo, and its presence had inflamed the already feverish supporters of the People’s Islamic Nation Party. The Greater Brazilian embassy had been ransacked and daubed with slogans; there had been a rally at which effigies of members of the trade council of the Federation for Co-Prosperity of Worlds had been burnt. And now this, fifty or sixty people chanting in front of the gate in the high fence which surrounded the field.


  Rayne wanted to push on through. He said, “Just listen to those bastards. What do they think, it’s our fault? Man, we’re hurting worse than they ever will.” He and Sepuldeva had drunk the last of their credit in celebration of Stefan’s return, and he’d skinpopped something on the ride out, too. His pupils were pinpoints in his vivid blue eyes; the mix of drugs overlaid a fine tremor on his motor control. He jittered from foot to foot, squinting into Procyon’s searing light. He said, “They got no right to be here.”


  Sepuldeva said, “The cops will be on their side. You want to spend a few years in jail?”


  “We’re already in fucking jail,” Rayne said. His long black hair was brushed back from his forehead, done up in bead-strung braids. Crystal, ivory, copper, jasper, jet, they rattled and chimed about his face.


  He and Sepuldeva were standing in the shadow of the port complex’s overhang, near the oval runnel which pierced its green glass wall. Inside the fence, port cops looked on calmly as the crowd chanted a single phrase over and over. Most of them were women, dressed from head to foot in black. Black light printed slogans in the air above their heads, lines running around and through gross caricatures of the President of the RUN, of the Greater Brazilian ambassador to Novaya Zyemla, of half a dozen other declared enemies of the state that Sepuldeva didn’t recognize. The holographic images bobbed and weaved in sympathy with their hand-held projectors. And a huge crescent and star floated high above everything else, vivid red in the morning glare.


  The field stretched away beyond, bafflesquares and fluxbarriers like a vast flock of grey sails. The nose assembly of the ferry which had brought the maintenance crews down reared above them half a kilometre away. Only a handful of ships out there, and only one of those intersystem, the freighter which had broken the fifty days old embargo, its arrival sending colliding ripples of rumour through the stranded freespacer community.


  Rayne said, “I don’t know how much more of this shit I can take.”


  “Just think about the credit Stefan has earned.”


  Rayne said, “Every day, believe it. We’d let him take first turn of the trick we’d have known to trust him without paying his keep.”


  Sepuldeva said, “Stefan’s fine. We have to trust each other here.”


  Rayne pushed back beaded braids. “You’re so fucking straight it’s unbelievable.”


  “But I’m right.”


  “I guess. Those bastards there are getting to me. I’m damned glad I don’t understand what they’re shouting.” It was the nearest Rayne could get to an apology.


  “The owners need us,” Sepuldeva said. “As long as we stay together we’ll see it out.” Truth was, the chanting was making him nervous too. The grosha beer he’d drunk half an hour ago was coming on now, a tingling expansion of his whole skin. Everything seemed separate and clear and distant, moments strung like Rayne’s beads.


  Rayne said, “And suppose the goddam government clamps down further.”


  “The embargo is the only way they can hurt the Federation. But sooner or later they’ll have to start mining orthidium again, or they won’t have an economy left.”


  Rayne had turned away from the crowd; now Sepuldeva turned too. Two Guildsmen passed behind green glass curtain wall, their uniformed figures flickering through distortion as if deep underwater. “We were Guild we wouldn’t have these worries,” Rayne said.


  “For me it would be easier to go straight. We’re freespacers, we’re in the life—”


  “This goes on there won’t be any life left,” Rayne said. “Damn, I’ve this bad feeling about Stefan. I mean, he’s just another Red, like everyone else on this rock.”


  “There are some differences between Novaya Rosya and Novaya Zyemla. Religion, for instance.”


  “I don’t know about that. He speaks the language, man, he could just melt into the countryside with our goddamn credit.”


  The crowd was making more noise, and Rayne and Sepuldeva turned round. The high gates were opening.


  Rayne said, “Come on, the cops have got to let us through. Suppose Stefan’s let out somewhere else? He’d be gone, we’d never know it.”


  “Stefan wouldn’t do—” But Rayne was already starting across the apron. Sepuldeva followed him out of shadow into heat and glare, caught up with him at the edge of the crowd.


  Rayne shrugged off Sepuldeva’s restraining hand. He’d put on little round wire-framed shades, black holes in his white face. “Come on man, they’re just a bunch of fucking Red zarks, worst they can do is kill us.”


  One or two demonstrators had turned around, a man in a many-pocketed jacket that hung down to his knees, a couple of women so wrapped in black cloth only their eyes showed. Rayne shouted at them, “Fucking Reds, right?” and gave the revolutionary Salute, fist clenched up by his shoulder. The man grinned, white teeth in a neat black beard. It occurred to Sepuldeva that no one in the crowd could have heard Rayne over the chanting, and anyway, probably none of them could speak Portuguese.


  Next thing, Rayne was shouldering his way through the crowd. Sepuldeva made to follow and someone leaned in close, yelled something in his ear. It was the man in the baggy jacket, black hair bushed around a red bandanna with a slogan printed on it in a dashed and dotted encephalographic scrawl. The man yelled again, saying it was no problem, freespacers okay, pounded Sepuldeva on the back and melted back into the chanting crowd.


  Rayne was trying to get past a couple of cops as the two dozen or so freespacers ambled through the gate, only a few looking at the people yelling slogans at them. Stefan was there, his grip slung high on his shoulder. As usual, he was bare-chested. The pleats of his red trousers flapped around his ankles (his feet were bare too) as he strode towards Sepuldeva, Rayne suddenly behind him. They had to go back through the crowd before they could speak. Sepuldeva had a flash of black-clad women screaming at him all the way back to the quarter, but the crowd let them go and turned back to the gate, which was closed again. Individual shouts merged again into the single chant.


  Sepuldeva shouted over it. “Good shift?”


  “Dull. As you said. Almost good to be back.” The muscles under Stefan’s stubbled jaw shifted: a small smile emerged. His face was grimy, clean white circles around his eyes.


  Rayne came around to his other side. “Next time I go up I’m gonna get me a reaction pistol, man, see how they like it in their faces.”


  “That’s your style,” Stefan grunted, easing a thumb under the harness of his grip. He was a lot more typical of freespacers than either Rayne or Sepuldeva: born on a colony world, he’d been crewing orbital shuttles at fourteen, then had worked out of Jacob’s Rock around Sirius for three years, mining orthidium before coming to do the same in the asteroids of the Trojan belt between Procyon and its white dwarf companion. Stefan was only twenty now, tall, blond, taciturn. Like most of the freespacers caught in the embargo, he and Rayne and Sepuldeva shared shifts of a single trick, maintaining mothballed mining tugs, the only kind of job they could get.


  Rayne said, “Hey, at least I got a style.”


  “A buzz is what you’ve got.”


  “Well we had us a little celebration for your home-coming. Drank ourselves out of money, which didn’t take long.”


  Stefan said, “I got paid. You’ll get your share.”


  As they walked towards the runnel, Sepuldeva said, “I wish you guys could get on better.”


  Rayne said, “You just want us all to be one big happy family, huh? I get on with anyone. They don’t get on with me, it’s their problem. And there ain’t no problem you can’t solve by getting out and moving on. That’s the life, man. That’s why I like it.”


  The runnel’s arch received them. Bands of white plastic alternated with thick, bubbled glass. Sometimes there was movement behind the glass, dim, green, broken. You couldn’t see what it was, only that it was there.


  “Politics?” Stefan asked, after a while.


  Sepuldeva said, “The natives aren’t happy about the ship which arrived while you were upstairs.”


  “Saw it. Know who it brought?”


  Sepuldeva and Rayne related the various rumours as they left the runnel and crossed the wide lawns, following the other freespacers. A car was already in the station, half a dozen armed cops watching as the freespacers trooped into it. Rayne gave them the Salute before the door closed.


  The gleaming ziggurat of the port complex dwindled as the car followed its track past sealed warehouses, empty service pits, the low buildings and concrete apron of a heliport. Vast tracts of alfalfa spread beyond, grown for atmospheric conditioning and the plastic industries. Far off in the clear air was the high horizon of the northern cliffwall, a reddish line against the dark sky.


  The car was small, made smaller by a couple of Guild officers sitting at one end, stiff in their high-collared uniforms, hair cropped to a millimetre of their scalps. The freespacers took the other end, leaving a wide neutral zone. Someone was passing a joint around, using a pintail servo as a clip. Rayne was doing one-handed pull-ups on a grabrail, swinging back and forth, looking at the Guild officers, looking away.


  Sepuldeva and Stefan sat side by side at the edge of the noisy freespacers. After a while, Stefan said, “Fellow I worked with, systems, said the Guild is recruiting.”


  “They always did like a captive audience.”


  Stefan laughed. “The life and the Guild like me and Rayne. Cat and dog.”


  “Where did you hear that?”


  “On Earth, when I passed through from Jacob’s Rock to this so-called easy berth. Port by the ocean. I liked the ocean. Big, pure. Place called Galveston.”


  “Rayne comes from near there.”


  “Explains a lot.”


  “A small place.”


  Stefan smiled. “You understand, if you try.”


  Nlittled, Sepuldeva said, “Perhaps I understand more than you think.”


  Stefan laughed again. The carrattlingly decelerated as it plunged into the slums that ringed the city’s prickly heart.


  The freespacers’ quarter was a single square block of the Ring’s inner edge, crossed by the mono line in one direction, a freight canal in the other. The boarding house, where they stopped to drop off Stefan’s grip, was a minute’s walk from the station; the nearest bar was around the corner, sandstone walls crumbling from rusting beams, leaning over its reflection in the canal’s oily water.


  Inside, freespacers sat at tables, stood three deep at the bar. Their noise was a physical thing in the low-ceilinged room. Stefan bought beer, and he and Sepuldeva and Rayne each drank a deep ceremonial draught.


  “Now I am back,” Stefan said.


  Rayne said, “Just one time I’d like to get drunk ’stead of buzzed. Some of the guys were saying someone’s making jack from fruitjuice and sugar.”


  “I heard that too,” Sepuldeva said. “I also heard some mechanic got thrown in jail and flogged for owning a still.”


  “Yeah? Well, I don’t know about that. I do know this fungus beer just makes you see things funny, doesn’t help you get out of it.”


  Stefan said, “You be out of it soon. Up and out after Sepuldeva here.”


  “Don’t remind me, okay? It’s not like you really go anywhere.”


  Someone came towards them through the crowd. Small, black, intense: Mia gave a big smile and said to Stefan, “Baby boy, you been away a long time.”


  “Only a week. Drink?”


  “I’ve got one going somewhere.”


  Sepuldeva said, “I haven’t seen you for a while, Mia.”


  “Oh, I was around some guys who thought they could get me some work, They couldn’t.” Mia shrugged, still smiling. Her hair was frizzed out around her narrow feline face. Tribal scars notched the corners of her high cheekbones.


  Rayne said, “Only one kinda work I can think they’d want you for these days.”


  “Fuck you,” Mia said.


  “I wish.”


  “The thing is, is it okay if I come back a couple of days?”


  Stefan nodded; Sepuldeva said, “Of course.” Mia had been sleeping on their floor for most of the embargo. She was an intersystem pilot; there was no work for her at all.


  Rayne said, “You know you’re always welcome, baby.”


  “The guy you’re looking for is over in that corner,” Mia told him.


  “Oh yeah? Stefan here buys more beer send it over, okay?”


  Mia wrinkled her nose when Rayne had gone, said, “How can you stand that guy?” and began to tell Stefan the latest gossip, the rumours about the ship from Earth.


  To one side of their couple, Sepuldeva sipped at his beer. He suddenly wanted to write about the morning, but his notebook was back in the boarding house. He was thinking about freespacers, about worlds, about the trap Novaya Zyemla had become, his first day down, when he’d sat for hours on the flat roof of his boarding house, watching the slow rise of Ahd’s swollen disc, the gas giant of which Novaya Zyemla was a moon. He’d taken a trip up to the top of the northern cliffwall and looked out across the deep rift valley which was the only habitable part of the world; he’d rented a p-suit and walked a little way on the ruddy frozen dust of the true surface.


  Other freespacers? Their explorations were limited to finding the tolerant bars, the cheap eating houses, where they were content to gossip, talk over old incidents, the price of a room, of beer. Rayne had been to eight of the ten worlds, yet his outlook was still that of some small-time, small-town kid: Stefan had said as much. Worlds: their variety had hardly touched Rayne, had hardly touched most of the freespacers. Movement was more important: that was why every freespacer on Novaya Zyemla fretted inside the cage of embargo.


  For Sepuldeva, it meant that the boundaries of the ghetto which had always been there were now as real as the rimwalls. And he wanted so much to be out of it, even if it meant returning to orthidium mining, scouring an asteroid a metre at a time with a jet of ionized caesium, exactly balancing the reaction as loosened quark-stuff, the heart of catalfission batteries, impacted on the rock during the cataclysmic ejection of material when Procyon’s companion had become a white dwarf, leapt the gap to the mining tug’s collector. Killingly precise work, bearable only because it paid well. But Sepuldeva was good at it: and now his unused craft swelled in his fingertips.


  Stefan suddenly thrust his face into Sepuldeva’s. “Let’s go,” he said, his urgency meshing with Sepuldeva’s surprise. “Drink up, guy. After the ship I need to breathe.”


  A bitter worm of grosha beer moving down his AM gullet, Sepuldeva followed Stefan and Mia through the crowd into the vertical light of noon. Some guy pissing into his reflection in the canal looked around as they went past: it was Rayne.


  Rayne latched onto Sepuldeva, pushing a plump silvery drinking bag into his hands and insisting it was good stuff. Sepuldeva sucked on the metal straw, got a slug of what tasted like sugary acetone, lost most of it to a reflexive cough. “Christos, Rayne!”


  “Strong, ain’t it?”


  “That’s one way of putting it.”


  Stefan took the bag from Sepuldeva, cheeks hollowing as he sucked on the straw, silvery plastic wrinkling inside the cage of his big, blunt fingers.


  “Fucking hell, that stuff cost me.”


  Stefan wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. “Thought you didn’t have credit.”


  “Had a few skinpops. Barter. Hey, come on snatching as Stefan took another long pull.


  “Drink it all before a cop sees us. Do you a favour. Mia?”


  Mia sipped, delicate as a cat, handed the bag back to Rayne.


  They threaded the narrow streets of the Ring, Stefan roaring some unmodulated tune as they passed through a street market. People looked up from the half-empty stalls: a few even smiled. Stefan bought a paper cone of fried shrimp and they ate as they walked, burning their fingers.


  The walkways of the Golden Strip were warmer. The bright lights of the marts bleached the sky; there was no sign of the embargo here. Mia and Stefan held hands as they passed the glittering displays, pointing, laughing. Sometimes Stefan clapped once, twice, before catching Mia’s hand again. Rayne swaggered in front of them: he’d put on his little round shades again, kept looking over his shoulder, grinning like an ape. Sepuldeva followed with his own grin tightening the skin of his cheeks; the drink had disconnected something between his eyes and his brain. He saw that people who turned away, pale faces averted in the cowls of their dark cloaks, looked back after they had passed. That made him feel good in some unspecified way. Yeah, they could look at freespacers.


  They walked a long way up the Strip, turning at the level park before the Sacred Mosque, coming back through the covered aisles of the Bazaar. That was where the cop stopped them.


  They were looking at rolls of brightly patterned carpet that towered up towards the polarized glass of the roof when the cop sauntered over, telling them in fractured Portuguese to move on. He had the round, ruddy face common to the plebian class on Novaya Zyemla, a thick neck that folded over the high collar of his tunic, and maybe ten centimetres and twenty kilos on Stefan. “Here, here now,” he said loudly. “Here you do not come.”


  Rayne said, “We can’t look in the shops here? You kidding?”


  “You do not come.” The cop was looking at Mia, and Sepuldeva saw his expression change. “Women cover faces. Is law. You do not know law?”


  “Hey,” Rayne said, “we’re not Reds, right? We’re freespacers. We don’t need your laws.”


  “Here, same law for everyone.” Another cop had appeared from somewhere; a crowd was beginning to gather. The first cop said, “We see identification.”


  Sepuldeva handed over his card, but the cop didn’t put it in his reader, simply peered carefully at both sides and handed it back, held out his hand towards Rayne.


  “The fuck is this,” Rayne said. “I thought there was some kind of people’s revolution here, man. Now you’re saying my friend here can’t dress the way she wants? Hey – Hey!”


  The cop had grabbed his shoulders and slammed him up against rolls of carpet, started to pat him down. In a moment he’d pulled out the crumpled drinking bag, sniffed at it, shown it to his companion.


  “Hey,” Rayne said, managing to turn around. His voice was weaker. His shades had fallen off. “Guy can’t have a little fun here?”


  The cop turned Rayne around again, put a hand on the back of his neck and shoved his face against carpet, muffling his swearing. He pointed at each of the other three freespacers in turn. “You go. Your friend in much trouble. You too, unless you go.”


  Someone had been talking to the other cop, a man in a long many-pocketed jacket. He no longer wore his headband, and it took Sepuldeva a minute to recognize the man who’d accosted him at the spacefield gate. He said, “The police take your friend to the local imam for a ruling on his offence. You are not to worry, I will try and do something. You just come with me.”


  Stefan and Mia wanted to know what was going on, and Sepuldeva told them it was okay, he sort of knew the guy.


  The man said, “I am Ahmed Ryzhkov, I will help your friend, if you will allow it.”


  Mia said, “Imagine how much I care.”


  “Come on,” Sepuldeva said.


  Meanwhile, the cops had hustled Rayne off through the crowd which circled the freespacers in near silence, as if they were inside a sealed bubble within the Bazaar’s hubbub. Sepuldeva was flashing on faces: an old man with a purple cancer swelling one side of his neck; a woman’s brown human eyes peeping through swaddling black cloth; a young boy with a runny nose, golden earring aflash in curly black hair.


  Stefan put a hand on his shoulder. “Is okay,” he said. “We go. What do we lose?”


  Ahmed Ryzhkov’s house was built around a square courtyard in which, beneath UV-filtering plastic, on white sand, amongst red rocks, cacti from Earth grew, raising spiny paddles, stiff arms furred with needles. Ryzhkov left the freespacers there for a few minutes, came back smiling broadly. He had changed into a light blue galabia under a darker blue outer garment open down the front. “Your friend has been released,” he said. “You see, no problem. A misunderstanding, nothing more. Do not think that we do not care for our guest workers.”


  Ryzhkov was a director of the government agency which serviced the orbital support platforms, one of the nomenklatura who’d supported the revolution. Two of his brothers were in the clergy; his uncle was secretary to one of the imams at the core of the revolutionary government. He had been supervising the demonstration at the spacefield that very morning, making sure that the returning freespacers weren’t attacked.


  All of this came out as he showed off his collection of off-world artifacts. The cactus garden. Totem masks from some extinct Greater Brazilian Indian tribe. An elaborate flask containing earth from Mecca. Sensory cubes which gave quick dazzling flashes of the Elysian Outback, the Glacier of Worlds on Titan, the Crystal Sea on Ruby. And a crystal from the Sea itself, glittering in crossed spotlights and almost filling its display room, its dozen facets, cloudy with stress fractures, each a good metre across.


  Ryzhkov kept up a constant stream of chatter that was mostly met by silence—Sepuldeva’s buzzed detachment, Stefan’s vague hostility, Mia’s indifference. Sepuldeva thought that in a creepy sort of way Ryzhkov seemed to direct most of his attention to Mia, but perhaps that was only the paranoia of comedown.


  After the tour, they sat on the flat roof where a huge carpet had been spread, lounging on embroidered cushions while Ryzhkov’s wife served them thick bitter coffee in beaten copper cups, plates of piercingly sweet pastries. Evening now. The sky blue-black, sprinkled with the first stars. The amplified calls of the muezzins twisting like silver wires into the still air above the flat roofs of the city. The minarets of the Sacred Mosque, like spears each tipped with crescent and star, raised against the great face of Ahd, against bands of salmon and yellow and white, swirling scalloped edges peeling off in complex vortices. Sepuldeva drank it all in, experiencing an exquisite epiphany. Another world!


  Ryzhkov’s wife was a quiet, plump woman, her head uncovered, her eyebrows shaven so that her face looked startlingly naked. When she had finished serving she bowed to her husband and withdrew, and Mia said, “What’s wrong, she doesn’t like us?”


  Ryzhkov smiled. “Our women do not concern themselves with matters of the world, little Seyoura.”


  Mia said, “You can cut the little Seyoura shit.”


  “Of course. I apologize. It is refreshing, actually, to talk with someone as . . . liberated, as yourself. My wife is a fine woman, a good companion to me, a fine mother to my sons and daughters. But she is limited in some ways, as you are not. You have seen other worlds, all of you. I cannot tell you how wonderful that is to me!”


  “We get the idea,” Stefan said, tossing off his thimbleful of coffee.


  “May I . . .?” Ryzhkov poured more coffee from the elaborate, high spouted copper pot, spooned in crystal sugar. “I never understand the need to indulge in alcohol, myself. Caffeine is such a civilized drug.”


  He wanted to assure all freespacers, he said, that the People’s Islamic Nation Party had not forgotten the plight of the guest workers. Novaya Zyemla needed them. They could become teachers and supervisors for a national spacefaring guild. It would be honourable work, and they would be rewarded for supporting the inevitable progress of the Ordained Society. “We will give you all houses, and find wives for men.” He smiled at Mia. “And we are certain to find husbands for the women. Now I have told you about our hopes, may I ask about you? Do you all work together?”


  Sepuldeva volunteered that he and Stefan and Rayne shared shiftwork, that Mia was an intersystem pilot. “It’s just a temporary thing.”


  “I see . . . Then you are all lovers, perhaps? No? Perhaps it is true then, that intersystem pilots need no human lover, for phasing into contraspace is such exquisite pleasure that no carnal knowledge can compare to it. Is it true, Mia?”


  There was a moment of silence. Then Mia started to getup. “Thanks for the coffee. Stefan, Sepuldeva?”


  Ryzhkov said, “Please sit down. This area is unsafe for people like you. Wait, and I will call for a taxi.”


  Sepuldeva looked from Mia to Ryzhkov, befuddled by three different drugs, trying to figure out what had happened. Mia said, “One thing I know, is there are people like you on every world. You got Rayne off, and you got off on your little zark twist. We’re even, and now we go. Haul your ass, Sepuldeva!”


  Down in the dark wide street, where flowering banana trees leaned over high white walls luminous in the dusk, Stefan spat and said, “Johns everywhere, that’s how it is. Always want a piece of you.” And all the way back to the quarter he spun a rambling story about some woman he’d lived with on Earth for a month, a real rich woman with bizarre sexual needs whom he’d at last beaten up—“Real bad, man, I mean you’d hardly recognize her. But it was what she wanted” – and as Sepuldeva slowly sobered up he realized that Stefan had been more buzzed than any of them.


  Rayne was not at the bar when they returned. Stefan bought grosha beer and a mess of lamb stew and deep-fried cabbage and bread to eat it with, and the three of them saw quietly in the noise of the other freespacers.


  When they finally got back to the boarding house, Rayne wasn’t there, either.


  Light lay across Sepuldeva’s face, reddening his his closed eyes. He turned away and the narrow I bed swayed, wakening him further. The sound which had first disturbed him, the rattle of a loose floorboard, came again. He looked up.


  His grip under one arm, Rayne said in a hoarse whisper, “Shit, man, keep quiet, huh?”


  “What do you –”


  “Goddamn!” Rayne whispered, his voice breaking high.


  Wrapped in a blanket on the floor, her head on the rolled bundle of her clothes, Mia slept on. But Stefan was stirring on the bed by the window. He pushed his golden-furred arms into the air, turned his head, saw Rayne. “Where you been?”


  “Where I’m goin’ back.”


  Stefan, naked, walked across the room and clamped a hand on Rayne’s shoulder, shook him so his beaded hair rattled. “What you up to?”


  “I don’t have to tell you nothing.”


  “Stefan? What is it?” Mia sat up, her hair tousled.


  “Ask Rayne.”


  “You mess me around, there’s guys outside who’ll mess you.”


  Sepuldeva fastened the snaps of his jeans and went to the narrow unglazed window. Two uniformed men were standing in the alley below. He turned back and said to Rayne, “So you really went ahead and did it.”


  “What’s up?” Stefan asked; when Sepuldeva told him about the Guild crew outside he let go of Rayne’s shoulder. “Just get out, huh? Go on.”


  “Look, that’s what I—”


  “Before I knock the shit out of you. Guild or not.”


  Rayne threw a glance towards Sepuldeva, part confusion, part terror, then bolted down the stairs.


  The last of the guards told Sepuldeva firmly, “Way I see it you’ve no right at all, boy. Move on out before I kick your ass.”


  “The woman who gave me this pass, Sergeant, said that it would assure me access to my friend. She was a lieutenant. I don’t know, maybe I should go tell her what you said.”


  The grizzled man leaned forward, the edge of his desk creasing his ample belly. “Suppose the guy doesn’t want to see you?”


  “You haven’t asked him. Shall I have the Lieutenant do that?”


  “Don’t push it, freespacer. Wait right there.”


  The sergeant went through the sliding door, leaving Sepuldeva alone in the bleak anteroom. He’d been in the Guild’s quarters for almost two hours now. It felt more like two days.


  At last the sergeant returned and conceded with ill grace. “He’ll see you.”


  A panel of frosted glass slid apart at the end of the long corridor. Sepuldeva stepped through into light, sweeps of pastel colours from a huge screen playing a light fantasy, the actinic light of Procyon burning through the green glass of a wall-wide window, where Rayne sat on a padded bench. His head looked funny, smaller: his hair had been shaved off.


  The sergeant said, “Ten minutes.”


  Sepuldeva’s boots clicked on black tiles. Rayne didn’t look up. “Why don’t you sit or something?” he said.


  Sepuldeva looked out through green glass. He could see the cliffwall rising a dozen kilometres beyond the spacefield, could even make out the true surface, a smudged line beyond the high, flashing peaks. He said, “Quite a view.”


  Rayne was fiddling with the loose buckle of his grey coveralls. “My mind’s set. Even if it wasn’t for—well, never mind. You’ll know soon enough.”


  “Know what?”


  “The ship that came down a couple of days ago? You’ll see.” Rayne laughed. “My luck.”


  Set in the black tiles of the floor were red or yellow or white points about which fine gold rings expanded like ripples from so many dropped pebbles, patterns teasingly familiar to Sepuldeva. He was still having trouble making connections. He said to Rayne “Why did you do it?”


  “They made a deal with the local cops and got me out. I mean, where were you guys?”


  “We met someone who told us he’d fix it.”


  “Well, he was jerking your wires, man, ’cause I was on my own there until the Guild came. But it’s not just that. It’s a good berth. Better than that goddamned room, if you want the truth.”


  “A hotel room is cheaper than a Guild contract. You’ll still be indentured when the embargo is over. They could put you on the Long Haul for the next ten years if they wanted to!”


  “Oh, the embargo, that’s history, man. It wasn’t that anyhow. Maybe a part of it, but not all. There always was the goddamn hustle of not knowing where the next trick was coming from.”


  “That’s part of the life. Part of our . . . freedom.”


  “Maybe you all like it. But I came into the life ’cause it was the only way out. How it was when I was a kid, see, Dad coming home drunk after work, catching hold of the table, looking down at me before he started in on Mom? Yeah, I remember. My Dad was a strong man, but he knew he was stuck.” Rayne was not quite looking at Sepuldeva. “I could see myself that way in a few years. Only way out was up. I’ll be okay here. You tell the others.”


  “I don’t think they care.” Perhaps that was harsh. He added, “Some people were pretty angry at the way you . . . left. I suppose you know that. I just wanted—”


  “You just wanted to know why.” Rayne barked his brief laugh. “Listen, we all know about that little notebook of yours. But that’s okay, man. Really it is.”


  As Sepuldeva stood, he suddenly understood that the circles in the tiles represented the various systems of the Federation, felt a welling relief. A puzzle solved. A pattern unlocked. He told Rayne, “Good luck, anyway.”


  I’ll see you around,” Rayne said. “Maybe sooner than you think.”


  There was nothing more to say. Sepuldeva turned away to where the Guild sergeant was waiting. Twelve years passed before he saw Rayne again.


  Twelve years . . .


  A few days after Rayne’s defection, the government of Novaya Zyemla released the news brought by the freighter. A survey ship had limped back to Earth after encountering aliens in the asteroid system of a red dwarf star, BD +20° 2465, only sixteen light years from Sol. Soon after, the price of orthidium rose so steeply (it was war) that the Novaya Zyemla government abandoned its embargo. The freespacers and Guild personnel who had been stranded were evacuated, but it did the freespacers no good at all. They were promptly drafted into the newly created Federation Navy.


  The war lasted two years. The Navy englobed BD twenty and discovered a second colony of aliens on an extensively planoformed world circling another red dwarf. It was not known where the aliens had originally come from, but they only had relativistic drives and that was what spared the worlds of the Federation and cost the aliens the war.


  Sepuldeva was lucky. He served in the cordon sanitaire in orbit around the star of the planoformed world, and saw no fighting.


  He was demobilized on Earth, and a year later published a book about his time as a freespacer. His book was a success and then more than a success: a phenomenon that some said caught the true voice of the age. Well, perhaps. The bubble of fame lasted a year or so. Sepuldeva made enough money to buy his own intersystem yacht. He married into a group on Serenity and fathered a child, worked on the group’s farm and with little urgency or seriousness on another book, was happy.


  Sepuldeva returned to Earth only once. On his last evening he strolled along the waterfront of Galveston, watching the lights of the seacity glimmer across kilometres of dark salt water. He’d spent four hours in the bars and cafes of the freespacer quarter, choosing his crew for the run back to Serenity. He was slightly drunk, wholly nostalgic. Not for any particular place (Earth’s anachronisms grated on his lately acquired urbanity; when he had revisited the neighbourhood in Sao Paulo where he had been raised, its squalor had horrified him), but for what he had been, the naive young man who had one day thrown up his job and his family to enrol in the Academy.


  Ten metres below the rail, the tide slapped a concrete revetment; a fitful breeze plucked at Sepuldeva’s bright vest. He turned away. He would leave tomorrow. He hadn’t been on Serenity for a year now. Too long to be away from his daughter, from home.


  He crossed the potholed street towards empty waterfront buildings crowded edge to edge like so many plundered tombs. Apart from the port on Pelican Island, all industry had moved out to the seacity, the third largest in the world, as they said here. In, not on . . . his mind on the implications of that difference, Sepuldeva didn’t take much notice of an approaching passerby until the man said, “Hey, I know you.”


  “Really?” Even though Sepuldeva’s fame had mostly passed away, this still happened to him.


  “Sure.” The man’s thin face was seamed with dirt; the laces of his vest were broken and knotted; his pants were belted with twisted wire. If he was a freespacer, he was out on his luck. “You remember?” He pushed at his ragged fringe. “The embargo back on Novaya Zyemla?”


  The gesture brought sudden recognition. “Rayne, is that right? You joined the Guild. It does come back.”


  The man eased a thumb under the strap of his grip. “I heard about your book and all. Hey, how about a drink? No, really. For old times back when we had the one glass all evening.”


  Sepuldeva hesitated, certain something was wanted of him. At the beginning of his fame it had seemed flattering; now it was at best a minor irritation. But he would be gone from this world in a few hours, and he had the rest of the night to kill. He said, “Perhaps one.”


  “You will? That’s great. I was really pleased, you know, when your book came out. Don’t understand it all, but I like it.”


  “Thank you.” Sepuldeva matched Rayne’s eager lope.


  “There’s a place down here a ways. You gonna write more?”


  “I’m not sure. Perhaps I’ve said enough.”


  “Wouldn’t blame you. You must have it pretty good. I mean, I saw the flash. Your own yacht, huh?”


  “Yes. It lifts tomorrow.”


  “Terrific. Right here.”


  Palm trees leaned over the wide avenue. Apt blocks rose in broken terraces; darkened shops and brightly-lit cafes stood in the shadow of the first of the setbacks; glimmering signs hung in the moist air.


  “I go here a lot.”


  Starwind: there were bars called that in every freespacers quarter of the Federation. It was dirtier and more crowded than the places where Sepuldeva had found his crew. Those here would work intrasystem freighters or sub-orbital tugs.


  Rayne, pushing between a woman in a scintillating halter and a man whose piled hair was wound with strings of light, leaned in puddled beer on the counter and called to the bartender. When the beers came Sepuldeva handed over a note (another anachronism, but an amusing one) and Rayne said, “Hey, thanks,” with what seemed like genuine pleasure.


  “Forget it. This is where you pull tricks?”


  “Not really. There’s a little trouble. Here, let’s sit.” The couple on the other side of the little table didn’t even look up. Rayne delved inside his grip. “Told you I had a copy. Here.”


  It was a spoolreader, something that would pass as an antique on other worlds. Rayne thumbed a switch: light flickered under his stubbled chin. “This here . . . it’s about us?”


  “Do you mind?”


  “Hell, no. I show other people; a few understand, even. Sure made me feel funny the first time I read it, though. You ever see the others? That Stefan, he was okay.”


  Sepuldeva recalled the way Rayne had left; obviously, Rayne didn’t remember it in quite the same way. He lifted his glass and saw a thin film as of oil on the urine-coloured liquid. There was a chip out of the rim. He set it amidst the empty glasses that cluttered the table.


  “Ever see Stefan?” Rayne asked.


  “I haven’t thought about him in years. He was killed in the war.”


  “Yeah. A bad time.” Rayne bent to sip his beer. He was, Sepuldeva noticed, drinking it very slowly.


  “You know, I didn’t expect to see you again either. And certainly not in a place like this.”


  Rayne said, “Right after the war I jumped my contract with the Guild. I was demobilized here, just took off.”


  “So now you’re a freespacer again.”


  “You came to me when I was about to sign on. Told me I wouldn’t be able to take the Guild. See, I do remember. But now, I’m not exactly a freespacer.” Rayne’s smile had gone. “They have these circuits? They’d spot me if I tried to crew a ship. I’ve been hanging out trying to score a freebie.”


  “For ten years?”


  “No, no. I was born near here, went back, got a family a while. Couldn’t stand that shit either, it kind of fucked up my head. When I started beating on my old lady I knew it was time to go, so I lit out for here.”


  Sepuldeva nodded; he remembered now what Rayne had told him, that time on Novaya Zyemla, saw all too clearly the pattern of frustrated expectation.


  “You said you have a yacht . . .”


  Again, Sepuldeva nodded.


  “Look, I don’t need much. I’d doss in the commons, in the goddamn machine hold . . . I just need off this rock.” Rayne dropped his gaze. “I know I couldn’t crew, you have to turn in the dockets. But maybe just a chance, huh?”


  There was something cold in Sepuldeva’s belly. “I can’t remember the berth number of my yacht, but I’m at the big hotel here, the Firecrest. Call me tomorrow afternoon. I can’t promise anything.”


  Rayne made a breathy sound. He said, “Hey, thanks! Thanks! That’s—well, thanks, huh?”


  “I can’t say how it will be until the afternoon, so wait until then, okay? Look, I’ve got to go now.” In a sudden rush of pity Sepuldeva thrust a folded bill at Rayne. “Maybe you can use this?”


  “Sure,” Rayne said quickly, as Sepuldeva stood. He laughed. “Well sure!”


  The night air was close and warm. A police aircar swung across the avenue: the crowns of the palms clattered in its wake.


  Sepuldeva walked three blocks, then went into another bar, bought a beer, watched two freespacers play chess on a triple board. An intersystem pilot came up to ask if he had anything; when he told her he’d already signed his crew she laughed and said, “I’m not hurrying.”


  He asked her if she had ever met a pilot called Mia.


  “Oh,” the girl said, tossing back bleached hair, “I don’t remember names.” She had the cool streetwise arrogance of the young, of those who have yet to fail at anything important. Sepuldeva bought her a drink and they talked a while, leaning side by side at the zinc counter. Sepuldeva kept glancing at the complicated chronometer hung above the bottles. When he mentioned the embargo on Novaya Zyemla, the pilot said, “Hey, I used to know this guy who was there too!” But he had been with the Federation forces which had finally broken the government.


  Sepuldeva left the bar with new edges to his drunkenness and his nostalgia. There was a mono line two blocks on. The lights of the city peeled away as the car crossed the arm of choppy water towards the glare of the port; and as it rattled into the station, Sepuldeva glimpsed the flash as a Navy freighter rose, sliding steadily up in the sky in the track of the gravithic projectors.


  Ships lift at all hours.


  Sepuldeva felt no guilt: he had long ago outgrown his past. We called ourselves free when we were all of us unknowingly caught in the coils of history . . . It was a line from his book. And so they had been, Sepuldeva and Rayne, Stefan and Mia, and all the others. And so was Rayne still, that lesson still to be learnt, an exile even on his own world.


  Sepuldeva presented his thumbprint and captain’s sigil at the gate, passed beneath the old stone arch. His own exile was over. He was on his way home. Kicking the dust of the Earth from his boot-heels, he navigated the spacefield’s maze to the berth where his crew were already gathered, waiting to take his ship out at dawn.
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  1991


  Crossroads


  The first time Turner heard Robert Johnson play was to a vast crowd in Washington D.C.; December 5th 1945, the night the desegregation bill went through, six months before Johnson’s assassination. The second was a routine archive trip to 1936, a little Mississippi delta town called Frye’s Point, and it was something else.


  Afterwards, Turner hung around outside, an anonymous still point in the crowd that, slow as molasses, dispersed into the humid May night. Johnson’s music still thrilled inside him. Songs that had dwindled to little more than titles in charred files from the fire-bombed office of an obscure record company, a few scratchy recordings, had one after the other bloomed like flames in the sweaty juke joint, so much sound from one man and one guitar thrilling through the silent crowd, through Turner, that he doubted his state-of-the-art Soviet recorder could have captured one tenth of the reality. Turner had once played a little guitar himself, enough to know that what the old bluesmen said about Robert Johnson was true. Even before the New York concerts, the years in prison on a trumped-up murder charge, his letters and his protest songs, the Freedom Marches and the Segregation Riots, near-canonization after his assassination, Robert Johnson had been something else.


  Most everyone had gone now. The dark street was empty but for Turner and a half dozen or so men who hung around the mouth of the alley at the side of the juke joint. They were passing around a pint bottle wrapped to the neck in a brown paper bag, talking in low voices.


  Turner felt them looking askance at him. The stranger in a dark city suit (it hung oddly loose around him, and the suspenders which kept up the trousers were creasing his shoulders), a clean white shirt (soaked in sweat that did not cool him in the humid night air), polished two-tone shoes (which pinched like hell). The space under his collarbone, where the grain of Americium hung suspended in its Oppenheimer pinch, tingled. Turner should have cut out and closed the Loop when the music was over. That was the way it worked, get in, do the job, get out. Don’t give the paradoxes any chance. But Turner had heard truths about himself in Johnson’s songs, they’d wakened hopes and blasted desires he’d thought safely buried. What he had to do before he closed the Loop was meet the man who’d made the songs that had reamed him to his soul.


  So Turner strolled over to the men, casual as he could, his pulse in his throat, his voice sounding funny when he asked where Robert Johnson was.


  One of the men said, “He’s still in back here.”


  Another added, “He’s with a woman right now, boy. Comes to women, why, Bobby Johnson’s like a snake in a henhouse.”


  Someone else wanted to know who was asking. Turner gave his cover story of being a talent scout, named a large New York record company. It was sort of true.


  The man shook his head. “Bobby Johnson, he already done got himself a deal.”


  The first man said, “Yeah, my Annie’s cousin, lives up in Chicago? She done wrote she heard the Terraplane Blues on the radio there. Bobby Johnson, he’s fixin to be famous.” This was the oldest of the half dozen, his face a map of wrinkles like drying mud, his eyeballs yellow as ivory, his nappy hair salt and pepper. He peered at Turner through the close gloom and said, “You way too late, Mr New York.”


  Someone said out of the darkness, “I heard he was on the radio in Detroit, too, singin spirituals. Shit, he been round this country a couple three times now.”


  The old man said to Turner, “What you doin, running errands for the Man, boy? Never did hear of a gentleman of colour working for no record company before. They say our white boys down here are mean, but they just Southern crackers next to Yankees.”


  “Race records are a big thing in New York,” Turner said, already in deeper than he’d intended. “Robert Johnson, now, we’re very interested in him.”


  “New York nothin,” the old man said, “you go tell Mr White that down here on the Delta is home of the Blues, noplace else. Why, I play harmonica myself. I get the Blues real bad sometimes.”


  A couple of the men laughed. Someone else said, quietly, “Yeah, but Bobby Johnson, he got ’em worse of all.”


  “He got a mojo hand, no mistake.” Burly and running to fat, in pressed bib overalls, this man took the bagged bottle. He added, “They say he got Legba lookin to him.” The bottle sloshed as he took a swallow; he wiped his lips on the back of his hand, offered it to Turner.


  Warm whisky fumes burned into Turner’s chest. He managed not to cough, passed the bottle to someone else. The little group was coming alive, interrupting each other as they told Turner that Johnson had made a voodoo pact to get to play the way he did, that it was true enough when he sang he had a hellhound on his tail, that he really had met the devil at the crossroads.


  “Only it was ol Legba himself, givin the boy a lesson in the Blues in exchange for his soul.”


  “Legba, shit. It was Mr Sammy you mean,” someone said, and there was a hush as if an angel had passed overhead.


  The old man said, “Well I don’t know how much of that be true, but I do know one time Bobby Johnson couldn’t play a lick to save himself. I got the story straight from Son House. Bobby Johnson, he could play harmonica right enough, but he was always fixin after playin gitar. Hung out every joint and dance and country picnic there was, pesterin the players to give him a chance, though he was so bad it wasn’t even funny. Son House said he was famous for it, remembers a time it happened to him down in Missouri. Anyhow, Bobby Johnson went away maybe a year, and I don’t know if he went to the crossroads with ol Legba or not, but Son House he told me when Johnson came back he was carryin a gitar and he asked for a spot like old times. Well, Son gave it him and went outside before Bobby Johnson drove the crowd out, but he said that time it was all changed. That time, the music he heard Bobby Johnson make put the hair on his head to standin.”


  It had the air of a story told many times. There was a silence, and then someone said reverentially, “That’s the truth.”


  The old man said, “Son House told me Johnson told him a man called Ike Zimmerman taught him how to play, but what truth’s in that I don’t rightly know.”


  Turner, whose first name was Isaac, felt an airy thrill. It was as if he was suddenly resonating with time and place, something that had never happened to him before. For the first time since he’d been brought back from the Peace Corps he felt alive again, his youthful restlessness, the spirit that had sent him scattershotting the past century and then half-way around the world, coming back in a rush.


  There was the sound of a motor, oddly muffled in the humid night air, and the men around Turner fell silent. Then someone said, “Shit, here comes ol Sheriff Wiley,” and the group hustled back into the alley’s pitch darkness. The old man put a hand in the crook of Turner’s elbow, said confidentially, “Don’t know about where you come from, Mr New York, but our law here is meaner than a hog with its tail on fire.”


  The ratchetty motor grew louder. Light dawned at the alley’s mouth, a patrolcar’s big yellow headlamps. Turner glimpsed the white blur of a face leaning at the side-window, and then the patrol car was past. Turner could feel his pulse beating in his neck. Last thing he needed was a white policeman asking him what he was doing with a tape recorder that wouldn’t be built for thirty years.


  A door opened in back of the alley and the men turned as light fell on them. A tall skinny man stepped through, silhouetted in the act of setting a fedora on his head. It was Robert Johnson. He squinted at the group, looked directly at Turner.


  “Why Ike,” he said. “You come back. I always wondered if you would.”


  Johnson soon disengaged himself from the hangers-on, somehow acquiring a crumpled pack of cigarettes and the nearly empty pint of whisky in the process. He took a long swallow, lit a cigarette and held it jauntily in the corner of his mouth. “Well all right,” he said with satisfaction, and exhaled a riffle of smoke.


  He and Turner were standing underneath the juke joint’s sign. Bugs beat around the light; across the rutted street, fireflies winked on and off amongst the weeds of an empty lot, codes as unfathomable as this meeting.


  “Been a long time,” Robert Johnson said. “You tell me how I did in there. I was good, wasn’t I?”


  “Sure.” Turner was thinking that Johnson had mistaken him for someone else, someone with the same first name. When Johnson spoke again, Turner knew just who.


  “Never forgot what you taught me, and never did figure out why you did it. One of the boys said you were a talent scout. That just a line you spinnin, or you in some other business now?”


  “I just came to hear you play. You were . . . fine.”


  “I guess you don’t have to tell me where you been. You look good though, Ike. Not a year older. Me, I been through some good times and some bad times. Right now it looks like good times up ahead.”


  “I heard some of it in your songs. Some of my times, too.”


  “Sure I tell it in my songs. Got no other way.” Johnson lit another cigarette. His fingers were so long they seemed to run back to his wrist. He wore sharply creased pinstripe pants, suspenders, a white shirt open down to his navel. His shoes shone so Turner could see it even in the lamplit darkness. He looked both easy and dangerous. He said, “I get to thinkin sometimes that there’s somethin missing in there, maybe I need to make the beat better. I don’t know, louder, more insistent. I remember when I was a little kid, down around Banks, the cotton fields there? Way the croppers sang the old worksongs as they picked. I try to put that in, but my ol gitar ain’t enough.”


  Turner managed to shrug. He was in deep now, so deep he didn’t know which way was up.


  Robert Johnson laughed. “I guess them ol days are gone, teacher. I guess I got to figure my own way now. But it’s hard, you know? Had good women and bad, had money and lost it. The days just run by me, it seems, can’t seem to catch hold of anythin that lasts.”


  “Your songs will last,” Turner said. It was all he could tell him.


  “Oh yes.” Johnson said it so softly it was hardly louder than the last riffle of smoke he exhaled into the darkness. He looked at Turner with hooded eyes. One lid drooped lower than the other. He said, “You heard I got recorded? It’s gonna happen again, I got to get me to San Antonio fore June is out.”


  “Sure.” Frankel would be there, aiming his equipment at a hotel room made over into recording studio.


  Johnson flicked away the glowing cigarette butt. He said, “Real nice seein you this one more time, Ike, and I’m wonderin if you can help me out here. I was so busy with a lady friend I missed gettin paid, I’ll have to wait til mornin. Meanwhile me and my lady friend are lookin for a room to stay, only we lacks the necessary you understand . . .”


  Turner gave Robert Johnson the little money he’d been issued and crossed to the vacant lot, where he used his magnet to break the Oppenheimer pinch. The flash decay of the grain of Americium that had been caught inside, an element that wouldn’t exist until it was created by the Fermi Lab’s cyclotron in the mid ’50s, was the hook by which the Loop machinery reeled him back from still-segregated mid-Depression Mississippi to 1963.


  Washington D.C. Early spring, the Potomac pewter in rain-dulled light, cold rain drifting across the Mall’s acres of grass, hanging heavy on the blossoms of the cherry trees and clinging to uniforms of the marching bands practising beneath them.


  Nearly thirty years separated the ends of the Loop: it might have been a thousand. In 1963 there were two blacks in the supreme court, a dozen in the Senate, more than fifty in Congress. The president of Harvard was black; so was the Secretary of the Interior and the commander of the US Army Air Force Corps. And the first black President, Adam Clayton Powell, was in the White House. Hastily sworn in on a plane a year ago, when Kennedy had been shot an hour after starting his run at a second term, all his dreams of a newer stronger America, an America that finally would count in the world, spilling out with his brains on the tiles of that kitchen in the Ambassador Hotel while his widow knelt over him in a cross-fire of flashguns. Powell was a good man, no question, and the first black President counted for something any way you looked at it. But Powell had been Senator for Harlem and his concerns were for expanding the Welfare and Federal Work programme budgets, not the international scene. Kennedy’s finest legacy, the Peace Corps, had been suspended – feed our brothers and sisters in Harlem, in Watts, in Roxbury, white and black and coffee-coloured, and their children will be strong enough to really help the world, Powell had said – and that was what had brought Turner back from the refugee camps in Madagascar to his old job as a Loop rider, held open for him since he’d dropped out two years before.


  Most of Turner’s friends thought that was why he spoke out against Powell’s policies; only a few knew that he had always been an interventionist, that his father had died in Mexico in ’49 during the disintegration of the support for the Christian Democrat guerrillas against the Marxist government, twenty thousand Americans lost and Turner’s father one of them. America had had a chance to become a power then, and had blown it, and with the disbanding of the Peace Corps it looked as if it would never come round again. For all her size and wealth, America was a sleepy backwater compared to the British Empire or the Communist Axis. Powell seemed set on making sure that was all she ever would be.


  The Loop machinery was at the Physics department of Georgetown University; the research facilities, the stacks of recordings and photographs and data gathered by riders, the costume and prop stores, the briefing and debriefing rooms, were hidden in the labyrinths of the Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History, wedged between Anthropology and Entomology. They’d been moved there after Hoover and the watchmaker conspiracy in the tangled aftermath of Kennedy’s assassination, when the Loop and its explosive potential for changing rather than recording the recent past had become something of an embarrassment. Turner had come back in the middle of a series of cut-backs, taken on again only because so many riders had been forced to resign under the cloud of FBI complicity.


  Turner was driven from Georgetown’s campus to the Smithsonian still in his baggy suit. He changed and deposited his recordings, and underwent debriefing with Frankel and the rest of the team, sweating with guilt on a hard chair under buzzing fluorescent circles, marching music sounding faintly from the Mall. He did not mention that he had waited to meet Johnson, the first time he had ever lied about a Loop, even if it was a lie by omission. And he never did talk about it with anyone, not even Frankel, for all that it weighed so heavily. Johnson had known him, yet before that moment they had never met. Or not that Turner knew. It could be that he would Loop to some earlier part of Johnson’s life, but riders tried to avoid that kind of circular thinking, and so Turner tried to set the mystery aside. If it had happened it would happen, no use brooding over it.


  Spring wore into summer. Turner Looped all the way back to pre-earthquake San Francisco, close to the limit set by energy dispersion. While he was gathering data for some Professor from Berkeley who was studying immigration patterns and interracial tensions, he got beaten up by a gang of Chinese and was put on light duties while he recovered. But Turner chaffed at doing correlation work in the record stacks; he was a rider, not a historian, and besides, the restlessness which had led him to the Peace Corps, awakened by Robert Johnson’s music, would not easily sleep. So he took a month’s vacation and spent it at the family farm, mowing the fields which his proud stubborn frail mother really should give up. When he came back the first person to knock on his office door was Frankel, bearing half a dozen LP records. They were the transcribed recordings of early-period Robert Johnson, Turner’s own juke joint recording among them.


  The LPs were newfangled ’33s, and Frankel had brought along a record player. A wiry man the same age as Turner, with a shock of prematurely grey hair, he had been promoted to team leader while Turner had been with the Peace Corps, and was still unsure how to treat his old colleague. He hardly said a word as he fussed with the player’s complicated tone-arm, and Turner smoked two cigarettes and looked out of the window at the office workers sunbathing away their lunch break on the Mali’s browning grass, suddenly nervous.


  “I think we’re about ready,” Frankel said at last. “Your recordings were very clear, but of course you’re a good field worker, Turner. And all in all it turned out very well, except for the attempt to bug the second hotel session.”


  “You used what, infra-red vibratometry?”


  “The first time it was fine. The second, 1936, the drapes were drawn, the sound was too muffled for anything but lyric transcription. Columbia want to put out some of the recordings, did I tell you that?”


  “Really? That’s good, Frankel. Who gets the money?”


  “Not me. The Government, and I guess Johnson’s relatives. I have a release I need you to sign later. But now: hush.”


  Crackle and hiss, the dull murmur of a crowd, suddenly slashed by guitar chords, a loose rhythm strummed over a counterbeat on the G string, the rocking rhythm of a train. And Johnson’s voice, aching and tender:


  Well, I went down to the station, with a suitcase in my hand . . .


  And Turner was back in the juke joint, came to himself only when his forgotten cigarette stung his fingers and he dropped it on the office’s worn institutional carpet.


  Frankel smiled. “He was something else, right?”


  “Oh yes . . .” And Turner said no more, for on record Johnson still sang.


  Turner played and replayed the discs, played tracks of the lost songs back to back with the familiar protest songs on which Johnson had built his fame, the songs that had helped lay the ground for desegregation, the songs hundreds of thousands had sung in unison on Freedom Marches across America, the songs half a million people had sung right there in Washington D.C. the night the bill for desegregation had gone through. Turner remembered. He had been six years old. His father had lifted him onto the wide shoulders of his Army wool overcoat, where young Isaac Turner had swayed above a sea of packed heads receding into darkness and sleet flurries towards the high stage from which Robert Johnson’s steely voice rang out . . . and the next year Turner’s father had gone to Mexico and had vanished there.


  Turner remembered, and played the lost songs again, trying to figure out why they sounded so much more powerful than the later works. There was the beat, and the way Johnson sounded like two or three people playing at once, but that wasn’t it, or wasn’t it entirely. There was something else, some vital spark the protest songs lacked. A directness, straight from one heart to another. If the protest songs had relied on familiarity as much as their message (and how many in the crowd that night had dwelt on the words as they sang with Robert Johnson, him elevated on a high stage, alone in crossed spotlights) how much better would they have sounded if they had the drive of the younger Johnson’s songs of love and loss and hate?


  At the least, Turner thought, brooding in his two-room walk-up, it might have brought on the changes more quickly, allowed America to enter the war and share in victory over the Nazis, or give her the space needed for a full commitment to the counter-revolution in Mexico. No debacle, perhaps a world role after all. Einstein had said that such changes were impossible, that time’s arrow was set in only one direction, the past fixed and invariant. To visit the past was not to change it, but to become part of its preordained pattern. No one had doubted Einstein, or at least officially, for otherwise the Loop facility would not have been built. But then Hoover had tried to use it for his own ends, and while no one was clear if it had been a Loop rider who had killed Oswald or not, in that crowded L.A. courtroom, everyone who worked the Loop was damned sure something had gone down. There had always been plenty of rumours that inadvertent changes had been made: why else were precautions so stringent, training for the Loop so elaborate?


  Frankel had once tried to explain to Turner the Many Worlds theory, which Einstein had spent the last half of his life trying to disprove. But talking about quantum physics gave Turner a headache. Frankel had paraphrased Paul Dirac to the effect that anyone who really understood quantum physics would crap their pants, and Turner had said then in that case he wouldn’t bother to try, he already had enough trouble staying in period without worrying about stuff like that.


  If Loop riders weren’t historians, nor were they physicists. And so Turner could dream in his ignorance that it was possible, that some small change could tip the momentum of the past into a new, better course. After all, he’d met someone who had changed the world, and in turn the meeting had changed him.


  Summer wore into fall. Columbia issued an LP set of Robert Johnson’s early songs and for a while they were everywhere. By now they were as familiar to Turner as his own name. It might have rested there if some group of dissident musicians in Britain hadn’t taken up those old songs and made them into something new.


  Before the year was out, the group, the Quarrymen, were the most famous men in Britain. They called themselves rock and rollers. Two guitarists, an electric bass player and a drummer, belting out a crude but vigorous mutation of the rhythm and blues that had been popular in Chicago before the Marches. The music struck deep into the hearts of Britain’s disenfranchised youth. For all the Empire’s solidity, for all its wealth, there were literally millions starving in the Mother country itself, denied work because South African and Indian slave labour was so cheap. There were riotous scenes at Quarrymen concerts, and a dozen imitations sprang up to be idolized in turn: Blues Incorporated; Blues by Six; the High Numbers (who quickly changed their name to the Who); Little Boy Blue and the Blues Boys (who just as quickly became the Mannish Boys).


  In the States, their music was available only on incredibly expensive imported discs, but Turner bought everything, even got hold of a bootleg tape of a Quarrymen concert: the audio quality was very poor, and the band’s playing was almost drowned by the insensate screaming of their fans, but he heard again the thing that Johnson’s singing had sparked in him. It was this electricity that had given Britain’s lost generation something of their own, an impetus that the government (too slow to stamp out the movement at birth, their random banning of concerts now seemed petty and foolish) could not take away. Turner saw how it could be done. When he hunted out his old National guitar, he knew why Robert Johnson had recognized him that time.


  There were just Two times and places where Turner could be sure of meeting the young untutored Johnson. He lucked out on the first, outside a little town in South Missouri, a humid headachy August day in 1931.


  Someone had thrown a rent party at their shack. It stood in a weedy lot on a gullied rise, one of dozens straggling along a dirt road: a tin roof, unpainted wood walls, all raised on bricks to keep the termites out. It had rained earlier and promised to rain again, and the shack was crowded out, people spilling over the porch, standing on the muddy ground around the window’s while Son House played inside. Others clustered under the big shade tree where ’shine was being sold and a mess of catfish was stewing in a big black klittle.


  Turner sat on damp grass a ways off. His guitar was with him, in a canvas sack. He’d seen the much younger Johnson go inside the shack an hour before, knew he’d soon come out humiliated, after having borrowed a guitar from Son House and made a fool of himself. Turner had verified the story from House himself, and from another bluesman House had said had also been there.


  Turner had been waiting all day, had had plenty of time to wonder at what he was doing there in the Delta, instead of New York two years ago, where he was supposed to be. The Loop operator, a friend of Turner’s, had been easy enough to bamboozle, but Turner knew that the altered destination would show up in the records, and he didn’t know if he could get to them if this didn’t work out.


  But right at that moment Turner didn’t care. He was here to teach Robert Johnson how to rock and roll. He was here to remake history into something better.


  Turner was so keyed up that he had to keep going off in the bushes to take a leak, and he almost missed the moment when Robert Johnson came down the steps, shouldering through the people with his head down, his swagger broken-backed. Turner picked up his guitar and headed after Johnson as the young man set off down the red clay road.


  The road curved around the edge of an untidy cemetery, and Turner cut through the crowd of leaning crosses. Twilight, the sky heavy with purple clouds: a storm coming from somewhere, an omen. The road was crossed by another at the cemetery’s far corner, and it was there that Turner caught up with the young Robert Johnson, meeting him beneath an old magnolia tree just as the first heavy drops of rain began.


  Four weeks went by, mostly on the road, as Turner taught young Robert Johnson the hard-driving rhythmic techniques Turner had heard the older Johnson use. Turner was careful to use only old standards in his teaching, for where would the song come from if Johnson learned something Turner had heard him play? Turner’s own adopted name was enough to give him a headache. He called himself Isaac Zimmerman, of course, because that was the name of Johnson’s legendary teacher, it was the name by which Robert Johnson would know him, five years up the line. But who had chosen the name? There was a very young, very obscure white folk singer by that name in Turner’s own time . . . but Turner had only found that out because he’d been trying to trace Johnson’s mythical teacher, not realizing that all the time he was on the track of himself.


  But there was no time to wonder about physics. While Turner taught him how to play blues guitar, nineteen years old Robert Johnson taught Turner how to ride the blinds. They were two particles in a sea of restless particles; it seemed half the nation was on the move in the dog days of the Depression. But even at the bottommost level there were separate societies of black and white. Alongside the tracks, in boggy hollows, in junk-filled clearings in shabby suburban woods, there were always at least two campfires burning, or so it seemed. Turner and Johnson sang for their supper, and sometimes the white bums would hang at the edges of the black encampment, transfixed by the music—but it was not they who fed the singers.


  Four weeks. It was not enough time. Turner managed to teach Johnson the rudiments of his craft, but although Bobby was an avid pupil, practising twelve hours a day until his extraordinarily long fingers bled on the steel strings of the National guitar (which had been Turner’s father’s, who was alive and not yet married, and, strange to think, younger than Turner himself), he was still only a shadow of what he would become.


  Johnson knew how much he had to learn, and sometimes he would weep in frustration, but even as the tears ran down his cheeks he still played, driven by something that awed Turner. At nineteen he’d lived through more than men three times his age: he’d had three stepfathers; his wife had died in childbirth. He burned to redeem something from that world of hurt. If only there was enough time, Turner knew he could teach Johnson the brutally simple rhythms that drove the rock and roll of the Quarrymen. But in the end there was not enough time.


  They rode a boxcar into the Big Easy, and Turner spared a few of his antique dollars to pay a week’s rent on a room. There was no furniture but a couple of mattresses and a broken chair, and roaches big as sparrows emerged after sundown, spreading wings and whirring into walls, bemused by flickering candlelight. But it was a quiet place in the city’s roar where Johnson could practice.


  He was getting better, Turner was sure: it wasn’t just hopeful thinking. Trouble was, the city held too many distractions. One night Turner came back to the room to find Johnson and the guitar gone; Bobby turned up the next day and admitted he’d pawned the guitar to get a night in a cathouse.


  “I got needs, Mr Zimmerman,” he said, his face turned to the wall, his narrow shoulders hunched. He’d bought a clean white shirt, too; sweat mapped a continent on his back. “I got needs same as any man, I guess. Sometimes they’re just plain stronger than me, that’s the truth.”


  He was so comically contrite that Turner couldn’t chastise him. It wasn’t the money, anyway – Turner carried a dozen gold rings ready for pawning when the need arose—it was the waste of time. He redeemed the ticket on the guitar and told Johnson he’d done enough practising. It was time he tried playing a streetcorner on guitar instead of mouth-harp.


  So Robert Johnson made his debut on an intersection of Canal Street in the middle morning of a hot heavy September day. Turner hung about in a storefront across the corner, watched the small crowd gather, heard snatches of Johnson’s hard-edged yet trembling tenor above the chugging of black automobiles, the rattle of streetcars. Mostly, Johnson stayed close to the small repertoire he’d established, from Heart Made of Stone and Stack O’Lee through Minglewood Blues to Birmingham Jail and Matchbox Blues, making a stab at Bing Crosby’s latest hit along the way. But a couple of lines floating through the gap between a streetcar and a model T raised the hairs on the back of Turner’s neck:


  
    
      
        
          	
            I’ve mistreated my baby, and I can’t see no reason why,

            Well, I’ve mistreated my baby, can’t see no reason why,

            Anytime I think about it, I just wring my hands and Cry . . .

          
        

      
    

  


  It was a stray verse from Johnson’s late repertoire, ringing out clear in the gathering heat of that New Orleans morning. It drew Turner from his doorway to the kerb, his heart lifting. And someone came up to him: it was Frankel, looking incredibly young in a wide-lapelled chalkstripe suit and a wide-brimmed boater. Frankel said, “Come on now, Isaac, I believe it’s time to go.”


  “I’m not done here,” Turner said. He was trembling, but he didn’t know whether from fear or shock. “I’ve some teaching still to do. He isn’t much beyond being a good Blues singer, and he has to be something else.”


  “He’s an extraordinary Blues singer, or will be. And that’s all he will be, Isaac. You haven’t changed anything yet, and we’re taking you back before you can. I don’t know what you were planning, but it can’t be allowed to work.”


  “If you’ve been here a while you’ll know why,” Turner said. He was talking too fast, stumbling over words. He knew this would be his only chance to explain himself. “Here and now I’m just another nigger. I could get thrown in jail, just talking to a white man like you here on the street. What I’m doing is bringing the end of segregation closer, ten years ahead of time. When I’m done with Johnson he’ll be singing in Carnegie Hall all right, but in just one or two years from now, not ten. And then when the European War comes, America will have space to choose sides, space to find her place in the world, Frankel!”


  “America has its place,” Frankel said. “And they won’t be ready for Robert Johnson in New York until they are ready. Nothing you can do can change that. It’s time to close your Loop. More than time.”


  “I don’t suppose you’re alone.”


  Frankel’s glasses flashed full of sunlight as he shook his head. “I’m not. And they won’t treat you as kindly, Isaac.”


  Frankel steered Turner back into the doorway. He had a magnet in his hand. Just before he clapped it over Turner’s Oppenheimer pinch, Turner looked back for a last glimpse of Robert Johnson. But a streetcar was rattling by, and he couldn’t even hear the music.


  There was a trial. It was held in camera, and nothing got out to the press. The government didn’t want a repetition of the Hoover scandal. Turner was sentenced to ten years, served his time in an open prison. It wasn’t too bad. Turner adjusted to it with a Loop rider’s ease. That’s what Loop riders mostly were, not historians or physicists but actors, chameleons. He had to work on the farm or in the machine shop, but he had a cell to himself, there was TV and a gymnasium, and the library was well-stocked. The food was starchy, but those who could afford it could buy food from outside.


  Many did. There were a lot of white-collar offenders, mostly fraud, and a passel of political prisoners from the bad old days when Hoover had tried to take over the government and perhaps erase his own complicity in Kennedy’s assassination. Most were lesser minions—Hoover himself was brooding up in Alaska—but there were the two notorious “watchmakers” who had taken over the Loop machinery.


  Turner kept his nose clean and got out after only five years. It was 1969. The one-time movie actor Ronald Reagan was in the White House after a landslide victory over Adam Clayton Powell, who in his second term had been discredited by a string of sex scandals. The Soviet Republics had made good Kruschev’s boast of landing men on the moon before the decade was out. The Quarrymen had just split up after their second tour of the States. Lennon had taken up with a Japanese avant-garde artist and applied for American citizenship. The States had its own rock-and-roll scene now, and Lennon declared that it was more real than anything happening in Britain. The spring day Turner was released, a general election in Britain returned the first Labour government in forty years: the day after his victory, the pipe-smoking premier was pictured backstage at a rock-and-roll concert, shaking hands with Paul McCartney and members of the Mannish Boys and the Who.


  The next day, Turner was sitting in a plush French restaurant in Alexandria, the preserved Colonial suburb of Washington D.C., talking to an earnest, fresh-faced Army Captain whose name Turner had been given in prison.


  The Captain came to the point after they had been served coffee. “We’re very interested in what you tried to do, Mr Turner. We believe it has great potential. If you can help us, we can help you. You’re still a trained Loop rider. You can operate in the field. You know the era.” Which in his rich mid-Western twang he pronounced “error.”


  “Are we talking about the 1930s?”


  “We certainly wouldn’t want you to go back further than that. There’s enough potential for paradoxes already.”


  The Captain had deep-set green eyes, a boyish crew-cut. His gaze was candid, and his manner was disarmingly frank, but all the same Turner sensed a certain disingenuousness. He sipped his cappuccino, enjoying the tang of sprinkled nutmeg. He’d missed a lot in prison; he wanted to take his time regaining the world. In that sense, he had also learned patience. And yet he still felt unredeemed, that there was a better life shining before him, if only he could reach out and grasp it.


  The Captain mistook Turner’s pause. He said, “Of course, you’re not the first person to try and use the Loop the way you did. Apart from the watchmaker debacle there have been at least three other unsuccessful attempts.”


  “You don’t exactly know how many?”


  “What were you convicted of? On the record?”


  “For misuse of government property. But I’m not sure it was on the record.”


  “There you are. That’s how these things are handled. Three others, but none of them as subtle as you. One wanted to change the outcome of the Civil War by building tanks for the Confederacy. He got as far as showing Lee his plans, but fortunately Lee thought he was a madman. And then they caught up with him and closed his Loop.”


  “They are very careful.”


  “Even before the watchmakers, and with good reason. Use of the Loop for historical research is an absolute waste of a unique and powerful resource, one we have been trying to exploit since its development. For all his talk of God not playing dice with the Universe, Einstein knew it could be used as a weapon. So did Slizard and Oppenheimer, and they made darn sure that it wouldn’t be. It’s our edge over the rest of the world, and only academics are allowed to use it, and for trivial reasons. A terrible waste. Of course, as a weapon it would have to be used subtly. Ideally, we’d send troops back to Mexico, turn the war around, but the power expenditure makes it impossible. What you wanted to do, though, now that was interesting. We are very interested.”


  Mexico. Of course they would know about his father. Turner said, feeling that he was leaning above a great drop, “The army? Or someone else?”


  “If we can give you the resource, do you need to know?”


  Turner had learned a lot of things in prison. He said, “I guess not.”


  The Captain said, “America could have had a place in the world, and the way the Loop has been marginalized is the way all of her chances have been squandered. My father served in the Expeditionary Force, the Marines. He was killed in the retreat, won a posthumous Silver Star because his company held back Rivera long enough for the rest of the 2nd division to be properly evacuated. It wasn’t the Army that lost the war, it was a failure of political nerve. Now we have someone in the White House who has more nerve than many we’ve had since. Oh, I’m not saying Powell was a bad President, but he had no international vision.”


  “I heard Reagan’s speeches, Captain North. We did have TV in prison.”


  “Of course you did. Then you heard perhaps how he likened America to a shining city on a hill. An ideal we strive towards. An example for all the world. The communists might be able to put a cosmonaut on the Moon, they might have the edge in electronics at the moment, but they still need American grain to feed their people. And the sun might not set on the Brits, but in England they still have slums dating from Queen Victoria’s reign. Our country has great resources, they should be used by Americans, not traded for Soviet computers or British jet airplanes.”


  “I remember that speech. And maybe you remember Reagan’s speech in Casablanca, the final scene at the airport? Where he says he’s an American, not a European.”


  “Rick Blaine said that, not Ronald Reagan. Don’t confuse movies with reality, Mr Turner.”


  “Unlike Reagan, huh?”


  “You don’t have to like us, but we can be very useful to you, and it would help.” North smiled. “Like you, we think that something in Robert Johnson’s life may be a critical branch point. Go down one road and you reach here. Go down another, and maybe desegregation occurs later, gives us space to enter the war on the side of the British, before the Yalta Treaty. We’ll beat the Nazis, we’ll be the world power, big as the Brits or the Russians. Maybe even replacing them. Of course, whether you or I would know it had changed is a bit fuzzy, the scientists aren’t agreed on how much carries over. I said we knew about three unsuccessful attempts, who knows how many successful ones there were? We can’t know, but the important thing would be that it had changed.”


  Turner said, “I wanted desegregation to happen earlier, not later.”


  “The best of all possible worlds. I understand. But we subjected your idea to games-theory analysis, found too many problems with it. It only might have worked. Our scenario is stronger, much stronger. And besides, think about it, Mr Turner, aren’t we all of us in this country second-class citizens in the world? Are you an American before anything else?”


  “Of course,” Turner said, “you could just have the guy killed.”


  The Captain’s forehead creased. He said, “It’s a viable scenario, certainly. But if we did it and nothing happened and people found out . . . Would you like to be branded as the killer of the man who became the centre of the Cause?”


  “So you’re not certain putting a stop to Robert Johnson’s fame would make any difference?”


  “We can’t be certain it’s the right branch point. And besides, there’s Einstein’s theory that history has a certain momentum, it takes a lot to change its course. If not Robert Johnson, maybe some other singer would raise black consciousness. But this is our best shot.”


  “How do you propose I help, Captain North?”


  “Tell me, Mr Turner, just how much influence did you really have over Robert Johnson?”


  Robert Johnson said, “Now see, Ike, I’ve done with all this rehearsin. I’m not a Shakespearean actor or any such thing. I play the Blues. Way I do that, is go out and do it.”


  Turner wiped his face with a handkerchief. It was hot in the empty storefront, the close wet heat of Memphis’s summer. “We’ve been through this already, Bobby. What you’re doing here is something so new you have to get it right. It’s like a rocket. Either it rushes up and explodes, or it just sits there and no one’ll take notice of it.”


  Robert Johnson sort of leaned on his guitar. Electric cord ran back from the pickup to a buzzing valve amplifier. The cord twitched as Johnson swayed to and fro impatiently. “We can’t tell if we got it right unless we play it to people. And you know I’ve never been one to fix in one spot too long. I been here two months now, wouldn’t have stayed longer than two weeks if you hadn’t shown up. What I’m sayin, see, is this idea of yours is good. I like it. But it’s time to get it movin. That right, boys?”


  Behind him, the drummer started up a slow beat, and the pedal guitar player dragged long bending notes over the top. It was the opening of Love in Vain. A couple of the hangers-on began to clap in time in a desultory way. The bassist, a fat balding man, sat to one side, his big woman-shaped instrument keeled at a low angle, its head in his lap. He took a swig from a flat bottle, wiped his lips, watching Robert Johnson and Turner.


  Johnson stared at Turner impassively, a flat challenging gaze, and Turner forced himself to swallow his anger. Things weren’t going quite as he’d expected. Turner had been Looped to Memphis, where the Army’s research had told them Johnson would be blowing the money he’d recently been wired from Vocalion, the last of the fee for laying down more tracks with Don Law the year before. Turner had managed to prize Johnson away from the cronies his money had attracted, get him sober, put the proposition. To Turner’s surprise, Johnson had accepted at once; he’d been thinking along the same lines, he’d said, after he’d been through Chicago and heard what was going down there, had wanted to get his own band together, but Vocalion saw him as a Delta Blues singer and that was all he wrote. But if Ike Zimmerman told him to do it, and if Ike Zimmerman had the money . . .


  It had slid together more sweetly than Turner had ever dreamed. They’d found a drummer and a standup bassist, had Johnson’s guitar modified for electric amplification. The pedal guitar player had been Johnson’s idea, put a little country edge in it, he’d said. It was even easier to find a place to rehearse than Turner had anticipated, for there was a thriving black business community in Memphis. Ever since 1914, Boss Crump had used the black vote to get his hand-picked candidates into office; blacks had been given back their franchise, and regularly returned fifty per cent of the poll. Black leaders cooperated with the white political machine in return for favours, and by 1938 a substantial proportion of medical and educational budgets were aimed at blacks, kickbacks kept the black business community prosperous, and the black section had sewers and paved, well-lit streets, even parks and libraries.


  So Turner had no trouble renting out an empty store a block away from Beale Street. A couple of payments made sure the local cops kept away. And he made sure too that Johnson didn’t get too much money, enough for drinks and women if he wanted, but not too much to subsidize his new-found drinking buddies. Still, that hadn’t stopped him getting in trouble once or twice; he’d even been thrown in jail once, beaten up and his guitar smashed after he’d been picked up for vagrancy when playing a street corner for spare change, an old habit Turner couldn’t break him of.


  Turner said, “You sure you’re not in trouble, Bobby. Or one of your women isn’t?”


  “There’s maybe a couple of boyfriends after my ass, but what’s new. Thing is, I got to hear of an offer today. Some white guy wants me to give a concert. In New York.”


  Turner felt as if his insides had been haled away, as if he was softly falling right were he stood.


  Robert Johnson said, “I hear he wants me to go up in a few months. He’ll buy me a ticket, put me in a hotel. Have me play the Carnegie Hall. You know it? It’s a good place to play?”


  “One of the best.”


  “So I’m thinkin if I should stick to what we’re doing, take it out on the road, or if I should stay with what I was. I mean, that’s what he wants, this guy, he wants me as Robert Johnson, Delta Blues gitar man. And the best, is what I am, too. But what I’m asking here, Ike, you think I should go?”


  Turner’s blood softly thrilled, the way it had when he’d heard Robert Johnson play in Frye’s Point. Here it was, the place where time’s highway might branch: one road leading to jail and the letters and protest songs which had fired the Freedom Marches; the other to war and untold misery and perhaps, just perhaps, to the elevation of America, shining freedom’s torch for all the world.


  Turner said, “I think we should take this thing of ours on the road,” and it was the best performance of his life.


  Johnson’s face split in a wide grin. “I knew you’d see my way of thinkin,” he said, and swagg’ered off to his band, saying, “All right boys, one more time with feelin.”


  And as the band swung into the slow burn of Crossroads Blues, Turner examined himself, tried to feel the change, the switch. But all he could feel was lost in the music.


  The music, the music: oh yes, the music! The tour started badly, the first concert wrecked by an amplifier that blew its valves, Johnson reverting to his solo act and nearly wrecking that too, because he was so nervous. Afterwards he got drunk, and he was still so drunk the next morning Turner had to carry him to the train.


  But the next concert everything swung into place. The crowd stood in a trance as Robert Johnson, light hitting him under his chin, led the band into spaces they’d never been before. It ended with a defiant apocalyptic reading of Hellhound on My Trail, Johnson singing with the fevered defiance of one who knows he’s already damned; while drums and bass drove a ladder of sound his voice climbed to the pedal steel’s mocking counterpoint. And in the midst of his tale of betrayal and flight from demons, real or imagined, he tossed off the lines, like looking over his shoulder with tender regret,


  
    
      
        
          	
            If today was Christmas Eve, if today was Christmas Eve

            And tomorrow was Christmas Daye

            If today was Christmas Eve

            And tomorrow was Christmas Daye

            Ah, wouldn’t we have a time, babe?

          
        

      
    

  


  And then the drums came down, and drove his voice into darkness. And when the lights came up the crowd stood there for a long minute, before they remembered to clap. But Johnson was already gone.


  He wasn’t backstage and he wasn’t in the smelly little dressing room either, when Turner went to look for him. Someone else was waiting there, though. A tall lithe man with a shaven scalp, his skin so dark it looked blue-black in the yellow light of the unshaded bulb. He uncoiled from the chair and bounded to his feet before Turner could ask who he was, put a hand on Turner’s chest, over the place where the Oppenheimer pinch was lodged, said, “Don’t be foolish, or I’ll Loop you without a thought.”


  The man’s gaze locked with Turner’s. In the distance, the crowd was still shouting out for an encore. Turner said, “What did you do with Bobby?”


  “Robert Johnson? Why, nothing at all. And I won’t, as long as you keep him from New York.”


  What Turner felt was not fear, but a kind of weak relief. All this time he’d felt he was being watched, and it was good to now it wasn’t in his head. He dared say, “How did you like the show?”


  The man took his hand away. He wore his dark double-breasted suit like a costume. After a moment he smiled. “Don’t be smart, Turner. Just do your job, so I don’t have to do mine. Keep Johnson under control until December, and then you can go home.” He picked up his hat and carefully set it on his head, smiled again, and was gone.


  Isaac Turner and Robert Johnson and the band rode the tracks down to the Big Easy, not in boxcars this time, stopping every place they could and setting up and playing. And each night it was as if the band wasn’t playing for its audience but for itself, testing the boundaries of where it could go, crossing and redefining each line it found. Turner, who knew what the English white boys had done or would do, knew they could never come close to this, not even Lennon on his racked solo LPs. This was the lode, the source where Johnson went every night and looked deep into its depths, and drew up pure night and shaped it and threw it out across the room.


  And it was so sweet, because it was what Turner had planned all along, revenge on the people who’d wanted to control him, wanted him to do things exactly their way. And yet it was scary at the same time, because he no longer controlled it. Perhaps not even Robert Johnson did, any more. It was as if they’d cut down a levee and been swept away by the flood.


  Turner kept a lookout for his shadow, but saw no trace of him. Still, he worried over it, even tried to get Johnson to slow down, take a rest. They’d been on the road a month, playing just about every night. But Robert Johnson wouldn’t have any of it. He couldn’t stop, he’d say. And he’d say, you don’t know what it’s like, up there. I’m gettin to where I’ve been tryin to get all my life, and I know I’ve got you to thank Ike, but I’m beyond anythin you can do for me now. I got to see for myself how far I can go. Once, he even suggested that they take the band to New York and blow Mr White away, and after Turner had talked an hour straight against it, sweating hard, Johnson only shrugged and said, from his distance, “We’ll see how it goes.”


  After each concert Johnson would sit alone awhile with a bottle, smiling and returning the banter of the backstage crowd, polite but not quite there. Later, he’d find a woman and he’d be gone. Turner couldn’t get close to him; no one could. A few times, Turner had to bail him out the next morning; once he’d been badly beaten, two teeth gone, one eye swelled closed, by some guy cutting up over his girlfriend he’d lost to Johnson, but he told Turner not to worry, and sang that night as strongly as ever. This is the world we’re in, he was saying, where terror and beauty walk hand in hand. If it only was different, wouldn’t we have a time, babe?


  And so it went, until they got to Greenwood, Mississippi.


  u It was the end of August, humidity pressing down, the sky whitened by the heat. There was only one fan working in the juke joint where Johnson’s band was playing that night; within five minutes of starting to set up Turner was drenched in sweat. Worse, Robert Johnson started talking in a corner with the wife of a local guitar player who’d come along to hang out, and Turner found himself in the middle of an argument that finished almost as soon as it had started yet in the heat seemed to hang unresolved, for all that the guy had shaken hands with Johnson.


  “You be careful now,” Turner told him. “We don’t want you beaten up on again.”


  Johnson gave his inscrutable challenging stare, one eyelid drooping down in a half-wink. He said, “Aw, Ike, I was just havin me a little fun.”


  Turner said weakly, “Yeah, well, it’s a wicked world.”


  Johnson shrugged. “Don’t I know how wicked the world is,” he said, and turned to tuning up his guitar.


  The heat that night was so oppressive, made worse by the crowd that packed out the joint, that Turner stood outside the door as the set started. Sweaty whisky-soaked air rolled out past him, blown by the music it seemed. The local guitarist had turned up again, all smiles, had given Johnson a pint of moonshine that Johnson took a swig from at the end of every song.


  It was halfway through the set, at the start of Come on in My Kitchen, when Robert Johnson suddenly sat down on his stool, holding his stomach. The band ground through a verse and stopped. Turner started to push through the murmurous crowd, and Johnson plucked at his guitar, started in on Stones in My Passway, which by rights belonged near the end of the set. But the band swung in behind him, and for a moment it seemed as if everything was all right.


  Turner, pressed in on all sides by sweaty humanity, stopped trying to shove forward; and so he only caught a glimpse as Johnson collapsed, his guitar slamming down in a howl of feedback that merged into weird howls as if the pit of hell had been opened right there on stage. It was Robert Johnson, screaming like a gutted dog. Turner tried to struggle forward, but the crowd was surging back and forth like a sea struck by a squall. The drummer was yelling for a doctor and someone else was shouting out something about poison whisky and someone else was laughing, a tall very black man laughing right in Turner’s face, his hand coming down on Turner’s heart.


  There was bright sunlight, hot and vivid on the white sidewalk, flaming on plate glass windows. Turner nearly fell off the kerb, and a green boat-shaped automobile with upswept tailfins blasted him with his horn, the driver yelling something about damn drunken heathen niggers out of the swirl of dust as he pulled away. There was a peeling sticker on the wide chrome bumper. Nixon for President.


  Who was Nixon?


  Turner made it across the pavement, found a little shade in a doorway. A radio was playing rock and roll somewhere down the hot white street, but he didn’t recognize any of the songs. His brain felt as though it had been slammed to mush inside his skull.


  He sat there until the cops came to move him on. There were two of them, one young and skinny, with a drooping mustache and collar-length hair, the other red-faced, his belly hanging over his Sam Browne belt. The radio was playing something Turner recognized now.


  The fat cop pulled Turner to his feet, said, “I’ll be goddamned, but he don’t smell drunk.”


  “Maybe he’s on acid,” the younger one said.


  “Ain’t no niggers fool enough for that, that’s for your young rich white assholes.”


  “Hell, we was all of us on anything we could get, in ’Nam.”


  “I swear that fuckin war’s all you talk about. You ain’t there now, and this nigger sure ain’t fightin the Viet-Cong.” The fat cop slapped Turner a couple of times, not hard. He said, “Wake up now. No nigger should be sittin outside of Ray Dillon’s funeral parlour. You fixin to die, boy, your own kind’ll take care of you.”


  The song the radio was playing was a Robert Johnson song, Crossroads Blues, but it was being sung by some white English boy under a smothering avalanche of drumming.


  Turner said, “Please, officer, can you tell me who is that on the radio?”


  The fat cop scowled. “Say, it seems we got one of those educated niggers on our hands here. You’re in the wrong place if you are. This ain’t no Selma, let me tell you.”


  “The band, please, I need to know.” He’d Looped back, but he didn’t know where. Someplace where rock and roll was played on Southern radio stations, and the cop had said something about a war, America fighting a war . . .”


  The young cop said with a smile, “That’s Cream. You’re a Clapton fan?”


  “Fuck that shit,” the fat cop said, “and let’s get Martin Luther King here down the station.”


  Turner let himself be manhandled, some small hope swelling inside him, that at least Johnson had not died in vain, that America was raised up, a shining citadel of freedom fighting a just war for the sake of all the world. Hope was all he had. But as the cops bundled him into the hot smelly squad car he heard Johnson’s knowing voice sing from darkness what the radio had already finished with.


  
    
      
        
          	
            I went to the crossroads, fell down on my knees

            I went to the crossroads, fell down on my knees

            Ask the Lord above for mercy, say boy if you please

            Mmmm – standin at the crossroads, I tried to flag a ride

            Standin at the crossroads, I tried to flag a ride

            Ain’t nobody seem to know me, everybody pass me by.

          
        

      
    

  


  


  Paul J. McAuley’s most recent book is the short-story collection The King of the Hill (reviewed by John Clute in this issue of IZ). His major new sf novel Eternal Light is forthcoming from the same publisher, Gollancz, in the summer (June, 384pp, £14.95). The Gollancz catalogue describes it as “a radical hard science fiction novel which fuses cutting-edge cosmological speculation about the nature and fate of intelligent life in the universe with detailed depiction of an interstellar society undergoing enormous cultural and political change . . . Eternal Light is huge in scope, breathtaking in its ideas and packed with character, atmosphere and incident. To read it is to rediscover science fiction’s sense of wonder.” Wow.


  


  The Invisible Country


  Paul J. McAuley is British and currently lives in St. Andrews, Scotland. His exceptional first novel, Four Hundred Billion Stars, won the Philip K. Dick Award. His latest novel is Of the Fall, and his short story “The Temporary King” was in Dozois’s Fifth Annual Year’s Best SF. “The Invisible Country” extrapolates from the chaos of today’s working-class London in vivid and haunting ways, and McAuley’s background in cellular biology is obvious in the specificity of his science.


  Cameron was discharged from the black clinic with nothing more than his incubation fee and a tab of painkiller so cut with chalk it might as well have been aspirin. Emptied of the totipotent marrow that had been growing there, the long bones of his thighs ached with fierce fire, and he blew £20 on a pedicab that took him to the former department store on Oxford Street where he rented a cubicle.


  The building’s pusher, a slender Bengali called Lost In Space, was lounging in his deck chair near the broken glass doors, and Cameron bought a hit of something called Epheridrin from him. “Enkephalin-specific,” Lost In Space said, as Cameron dry swallowed the red gelatin capsule. “Hits the part of the brain that makes you think you hurt. Good stuff, Doc. So new the bathtub merchants haven’t cracked it yet.” He folded up his fax of yesterday’s Financial Times—like most pushers, he liked to consider himself a player in the Exchange’s information flux—and smiled, tilting his head to look up at Cameron. There was a diamond set into one of his front teeth. “There is a messenger waiting for you all morning.”


  “Komarnicki has a job for me? It’s been a long time.”


  “You are too good to work for him, Doc. You know there is a place for you in our organization. There is always need for collectors, for gentlemen who have a persuasive air.”


  “I don’t work for the Families, okay? I’m freelance, always will be.”


  “Better surely, Doc, than renting your body. Those kinky cell lines can turn rogue so easily.”


  “There are worse things.” Cameron remembered the glimpse he’d had of the surrogate ward, the young men naked on pallets, bulging bellies shining as if oiled and pulsing with the asynchronous beating of the hearts growing inside them. The drug was beginning to take hold, delicate caresses of ice fluttering through the pain in his legs. He looked around at the dozen or so transients camped out on the grimy marble floor and said loudly, “Where’s this messenger?”


  A skinny boy, seven or eight years old, came over. All he wore were plastic sandals and tight-fitting shorts of fluorescent orange waterproofed cotton. Long greasy hair tangled around his face; his thin arms were ropey with homemade tattoos. A typical mudlark. Homeless, futureless, there had to be a million of them in London alone, feral as rats or pigeons and as little loved. He handed Cameron a grubby strip of paper and started to whine that he hadn’t been paid.


  “You’ve a lot to learn, streetmeat,” Cameron said, as he deciphered Komarnicki’s scrawled message. “Next time ask me before you hand over the message.” He started for the door, then turned and knocked the shiv from the boy’s hand by pure reflex. The blade had been honed from the leaf of a car spring: when Cameron levered it into a crack in the marble floor it bent but would not snap. He tossed it aside and the boy swore at him, then dodged Cameron’s halfhearted cuff and darted through the broken doors into the crowded street. Another enemy. Well, he’d just have to take his turn with the rest.


  Lost In Space called out, “Your soft heart will get you in trouble one day, Doc.”


  “Fuck you. That blade was probably all that poor kid had in the world. Sell a working man a couple more of those capsules and save the opinions.”


  Lost in Space smiled up lazily. “It is always a pleasure doing business with you, Doc. You are such a regular customer.” The diamond sparkled insincerely.


  Cameron checked his gun harness out of storage and hiked around Wreckers Heaps to Komarnicki’s office. The shanty town strung along the margin of the Heaps was more crowded than ever. When Cameron had lived there, his first days in the city after the farm, after Birmingham, there had still been trees, even a little grass. The last of Hyde Park. No more. Naked children chased each other between tents and shanty huts, dodging around piles of rubbish and little heaps of human shit that swarmed with flies. Smoke from innumerable cooking fires hazed the tops of the Exchange’s far-off riverfront ribbon of glittering towers, the thread of the skyhook beyond. Along the street, competing soundsystems laid overlapping pulses of highlife, rai, garage dub, technoraga. Hawkers cried their wares by the edge of the slow-moving stream of bubblecars, flatbed trucks crowded with passengers, pedicabs, bicycles. Occasionally a limo of some New Family or Exchange vip slid through the lesser vehicles like a sleek shark. And over all this, ad screens raised on rooftops or cantilevered gantries straddling the road or derelict sites glowed with heartbreakingly beautiful faces miming happiness or amazement or sexual ecstasy behind running slogans for products that no one on the street could possibly afford, or for cartels only the information brokers in the Exchange knew anything about.


  A couple of mudlarks were stripping a corpse near the barricades at the southern corner of the Heaps. Riot cops guarding the gibbets where the bodies of a dozen felons hung watched impassively, eyes masked by the visors of their helmets, Uzis slung casually at their sides. They stirred the usual little frisson of adrenaline in Cameron’s blood, a reflex that was all that was left of his days on the run, a student revolutionary with an in absentia sentence of treason on his head. But he was beyond the law now. He was one of the uncountable citizens of the invisible country, for whom there were only the gangs and posses and the arbitrary justice of the New Families. Law was reserved for the rich, and fortress suburbia, and the prison camps where at least a quarter of the population was locked away, camps Cameron had avoided by the skin of his teeth.


  Inside the barricades, things were cleaner, quieter. The plate-glass windows of Harrods displayed artful arrangements of electronics, biologies, the latest Beijing fashions. Japanese and Brazilian businessmen strolled the wide pavements, paced by tall men in sleeveless jackets cut to show off their fashionably shaped torsos—like blunt, inverted triangles—and the grafted arm muscles and hypertrophied elbow and shoulder joints. Some had scaley spurs jutting from wrists or elbows. A league away from Cameron’s speed. He relied on his two meters and muscles shaped by weight training, not surgery, to make a presence. Consequently, he got only the lesser members of visiting entourages, translators, bagmen, gofers: never the vips. As Lost In Space had said, he was getting old. And worse than old, out-of-date. Even though Komarnicki’s protection agency had never been anything but a marginal affair just one step ahead of the law, Cameron was hardly getting any work from it any more.


  Komarnicki’s office was in a Victorian yellow-brick townhouse in the warren of streets behind the V&A, as near to Exchange as he could afford, three flights up stairs that wound around a defunct lift shaft at least a century old. Cameron swallowed another of the capsules and went in.


  Komarnicki was drinking rice tea from a large porcelain cup, feet up on his steel-and-glass desk. A fat man with long white hair combed across a bald spot, his gaze shrewd behind old-fashioned square-lensed spectacles. “So you are here at last,” he said briskly. “Doc, Doc, you get so slow I wonder if you can anymore cut the mustard.”


  “Next time try employing a real messenger.”


  Komarnicki waved that away. “But you are here. I have a special job for you, one requiring your scientific training.”


  “That was another life. Twenty years ago, for Christ’s sake.” In fact, Cameron had hardly started his thesis work when the army had been sent in to close down the universities, and besides, he had been too involved with the resistance to do any research.


  “Still, you are all I have in the way of a biologist, and the client is insistent. He wants muscle with a little learning, and who am I to deny his whim?” Komarnicki took his feet off the desk. Tea slopped over the rim of his cup as he leaned forward and said in a hoarse whisper, “All he wants is backup at a meeting. Nothing you haven’t done before and good money when the deal goes through. You get your usual cut, ten percent, less agency fee. Plenty of money, Cameron. Maybe enough for me to pay for my heart.”


  “Your body would probably reject a human heart,” Cameron said. It was well known that Komarnicki had the heart of a pig, a cheap but safe replacement for his own coronary-scarred pump, and was buying a surrogate human heart on an installment plan from the same black clinic that had rented space in Cameron’s bones. It was also well known that Komarnicki was an artist of the slightly funny deal, and this one seemed to have more spin on it than most. Running flack for a simple meeting was hardly worth the price of a human heart, and besides, what did biology have to do with it? Cameron was sure that he wasn’t being told everything, but smiled and agreed to Komarnicki’s terms. It wasn’t as if he had any choice.


  The client was a slight young man with a bad complexion and arrogant blue eyes, long hair the dirty blond colour of split pine. You wouldn’t look at him twice in the street, wouldn’t notice the quality of his crumpled, dirty clothes. A loose linen jacket, baggy raw cotton trousers crisscrossed with loops and buckles, Swiss oxblood loafers, the kind of quality only a cartel salary could pay for, but rumpled and stained by a week or more of continuous wear. He was a defector, a renegade R&D biologist on the run from his employers with bootlegged inside information, the real stuff, not the crap printed in the Financial Times, The kind of stuff the New Families paid well for. Dangerous stuff. His name, he said, was David Holroydt He kept brushing back his long blond hair as he walked beside Cameron along the street and explained what he wanted.


  “There’s a meeting where I get paid in exchange for . . . what I have. Only I don’t really trust these people, you see?” Nervous sideways smile. His eyes were red-rimmed, and he held himself as though trying not to tremble. “It could be that I’m being followed, so maybe you should drive me around first. I have plenty of cash. What sort of biologist were you?”


  “Molecular biology. Enzyme structure. That was all a long time ago.”


  The young man grimaced. “I guess it will have to do.”


  “I’d rather not know anything,” Cameron said. Holroyd’s nervousness was affecting him. There was something not quite right about the young man, hidden depths of duplicity. “It’s dangerous to know too much.”


  Holroyd laughed.


  The cash was in U.S. dollars. It took a whole sheaf of wrinkled green notes to pay for half a day’s hire of a bubblecar. For a couple of hours, Cameron weaved in and out of crowded Picadilly, looped around Soho. They weren’t being followed. He parked the bubblecar at a public recharger near the arcades of Covent Garden and tipped a mudlark to look after it.


  They drank cappuccino in one of the open-air cafes, and since his client was paying, Cameron devoured half a dozen ham and cheese sandwiches as well. He needed all the protein he could get; it was hard to keep up his muscle bulk while living a knife-edge from the nirvana of total poverty.


  Holroyd was beginning to sweat, even though he had left his jacket in the bubblecar. His cup chattered in its saucer each time he set it down, and his eyes darted here and there, taking in recycling stalls piled with everything from cutlery to crowbars, food stalls swarming with flies, big glass tanks where red-finned carp swam up and down, the ragged half-naked children running everywhere through the milling crowds. After a while he began to talk about kinship, the way organisms recognised siblings and mates. “We’ve this crocodile in the basement of our brains, know it? The limbic cortex. The archipallium. All the later mammalian improvements are jerry-rigged around it. It snarls and grumbles away beneath our consciousness, hating the new situations that the cortex keeps throwing up. It needs appeasing. That’s what social ritual is all about, trying to fool the paranoid crocodile that strangers are okay, they’re not a threat. When ritual breaks down you get murder, war. All this is old theory, right, but I see it all around me. Those kids running around. I mean, who looks after them?”


  “The mudlarks? They have to look after themselves.”


  “Yeah. The way I was brought up, I know all about that.” Holroyd’s coffee cup rattled in its saucer. “Ever hear about the Ik?”


  Cameron had, but didn’t say so. He was there for whatever the client wanted. If the client wanted to fuck a donkey or direct his very own snuff video, Cameron was there to go fetch the boy or girl or whatever, to make sure he got an animal that was retrovirus free. And he would probably do it, too. He had given up making moral judgements long ago. In his line of business, they were an unaffordable luxury.


  So while Holroyd talked about this African tribe whose ethical system had broken down entirely after they’d been displaced from their homeland and their way of life, children running wild, old people dying for want of care, Cameron faked attention and watched the crowds and thought of what he could do with the fee and now and then glanced at his watch. It was more than three hours since he and Holroyd had left Komarnicki’s office.


  “I think I’ll have to arrange a new meet,” Holroyd said at last.


  “If they were expecting only you, I might have queered the pitch.”


  “You make me feel safe.”


  They walked back through the crowds to the hired bubblecar. Halfway there, Cameron glimpsed a shabbily dressed man pawing at the vehicle, and he started forward just as the hatch swung up. Holroyd caught his arm and in that moment the man and the bubblecar vanished in a sheet of flame that blew across the crowded street.


  “Mau-mau,” Holroyd said distinctly, and then his eyes rolled up and he fainted.


  For three days after the assassination attempt, Cameron tended his dying client in a room that Komarnicki sometimes used for his less-salubrious deals. It was in what had once been a hotel at the western edge of Wreckers Heaps, an area that Cameron knew all too well: the Meatrack. The building’s concrete panels were crumbling and stained with the rust of steel underpinnings; its cantilevered balconies hung at dangerous angles or had fallen away entirely; its rooms had been subdivided with cheap pressed-fiber panels. Their room was scarcely wide enough for the stained mattress on which Holroyd sweated passively in the fetid heat, but at least it had a window, and Cameron kept it open for any chance breeze. The cries and conversations of prostitutes and the muffled throb of the soundsystems along the Bayswater Road drifted through it day and night, punctuated every hour by the subsonic rumble of a capsule rising into orbit along the skyhook. It was said you could buy anything anytime in the Meatrack, even love. It never slept.


  Cameron had been through Holroyd’s pockets as a matter of course. Nothing but a bunch of useless credit chips, a fat roll of dollar currency notes, and a stack of cancelled airline dockets, none more than a week old, that detailed a weird round-the-world itinerary. Bangkok, Macao, Zanzibar. Cairo, Istanbul, Leningrad. Geneva. Manchester. No sign of any stolen data. Maybe it existed only inside Holroyd’s head.


  The biologist grew weaker by the hour, feverish and unable to eat, sometimes vomiting thin green bile. Lack of complicated template proteins in his diet, a dependency to ensure his loyalty, had triggered an RNA virus lodged in his every cell. There was no cure for it, he said, but Cameron needed him to stay alive, long enough at least to tell him what he had stolen. It was the dream ticket, the chance, the way out. Cameron had been without a chance for so long that he was determined not to let it go. He washed away Holroyd’s fever sweat with expensive filtered water; helped him to the stinking toilet every other hour. He bought black-market antibiotics to counter secondary infection, antipyretics and a tailored strain of E. coli to ease the symptoms of general metabolic collapse, a sac of glucose and saline which he taped to the renegade biologist’s arm. Once it had slittled its proboscis into a vein the thing pulsed slowly and sluggishly, counterpoint to the frantic flutter of Holroyd’s pulse in his throat, but it didn’t seem to do much good.


  “I thought I might have lasted a little longer,” Holroyd said, with a wry smile. He looked very young, there on the bed. His blond hair, sticky with sweat, was spread around his white face like a dirty halo. “I’ve always had this tendency to overestimate what I can do. Part of my training.” Sold into service by his parents at the age of eight, he’d been brought up a company child, selected for research, running his own laboratory by age fifteen, his own project by twenty. That project was why he had run, because it had worked too well. Holroyd was vague on just what the project had been about, but Cameron gathered that it had been intended to produce some kind of indoctrination virus, a way of infecting workers with loyalty rather than crudely enforcing it. Holroyd had gone beyond that, although precisely what he had produced wasn’t clear.


  “I tried it on rats first. It was a major operation keeping them in their colony afterward, we had to sacrifice them in the end. That’s when I knew it wasn’t safe to let the company have it. I came up out of the streets, I remember what that was like. Having nothing to compete with, always dependent, always running scared. That’s the way it would be with everyone, if I’d let the company keep it. It would be like a new species suddenly arising, a Volk. Luckily, my bosses didn’t want it used on people until a kink had been put in it to limit its spread. The way they kinked my metabolism. So I took it out under their noses before it got near a bioreactor.”


  “Tell me what it is,” Cameron said, leaning close to Holroyd. “Quit talking around it and just tell me straight.”


  Holroyd was staring past him at the cracked ceiling. “What are you going to do, hurt me again?”


  “No, man. That was a mistake. I’m sorry.” He was, too. Holroyd had endured Cameron’s earlier, crude attempt at torturing the secret out of him, the blows, the tom fingernails, with scarcely a whimper, a passive, unbreakable resistance that had quickly shamed Cameron. Looking down at his big, square hands, knuckles scarred and swollen, Cameron said, “I know you want me to understand what you did. And I want to know.”


  “You’ll get it.” Holroyd’s smile was hardly there, a quiver. “You’re already getting it.”


  Cameron bit down his frustration. He was pushing forty; maybe this was his last chance. This, or ending up in some alley with mudlarks ripping off his clothes before he had even finished dying. “If it’s made you so smart, how come you can’t figure out a way to cure yourself?”


  “It doesn’t make you smarter. I thought I explained—” Holroyd broke off, racked by a rattling cough that turned into a spasm of vomiting. After a while, paler than ever, he said, “I knew they’d send the mau-maus after me, so I changed my pheromone pattern, kept a vial of my old scent signature. It was in the jacket, I broke it when we were driving around. I was pretty sure one of them would pick it up and follow it to its source. Let them think I’m dead . . . Suddenly he was blinking back tears. “I suppose a lot of people were caught. In the explosion.”


  “Half a dozen killed, twice that hurt. Mostly after the cops turned the whole thing into a riot, not in the explosion. There never was going to be a meeting, was there?”


  “You’re catching on. Appropriate, really, the mau-maus. The virus that transforms their rhinencephalon, the place in the brain that controls the sense of smell. Prototype of part of my thing. Use it on lobotomized criminals, replace the marrow in their long bones with TDX. They reach the locus of the scent. . . . Well, you saw. Comes from an old colonial war, back in Africa last century. Guerrillas used to train dogs to eat under vehicles, then they’d send the dogs out into Army compounds, only with explosives on their backs, triggered by a length of bent wire. . . .”


  There was a measure of unbreakable will in Holroyd, like a steel wire running down his spine. Sometimes when he rambled feverishly he came close to explaining, but always he stopped himself. His blue eyes would focus and he would clamp his mouth. He would turn his head away. It was like a game he was playing, or some kind of test.


  Of course, Cameron could have walked away. The thought returned whenever he went out to get something to eat at the food stalls, pushing his way through the prostitutes thronged up and down the Bayswater Road. Many had been so radically modified that you couldn’t tell what sex they were; a good proportion didn’t even look human. The brief clothing of others clung to graphically enlarged male or female genitals, sometimes both. One had an extra set of arms grafted to his rib cage; another sat in a kind of cart like a beached seal, leg stumps fused together, flipperlike arms crossed on his naked chest. Clients walked on the far side of the road, in the shadow of the Heaps, only a few looking openly at the sexual smorsgasbord on display. Most of the business seemed to depend on a kind of mutual ESP. Occasionally, a black limo would be drawn up, a beefy barearmed man or woman standing beside it and scanning the crowd for their employer’s choice.


  This throng of human commerce brought Cameron back to himself after the confines of the room. He could think about what he had gotten himself into. The prize was unknown. Perhaps it would not even be worth anything. And the chance that Holroyd’s owners would find their hiding place increased asymptotically with every hour that passed. But something other than logic compelled him. Carrying his little package of noodles or vegetable stew, he would return to Holroyd with a measure of relief. He found himself caring about the dying man more and more, and he had not cared for anyone since losing Maggie, since the fall of Birmingham.


  Holroyd had got him to talk about his past; in the long watches of the evening, the dying biologist lay as still as a wax figure while Cameron mumbled over memories of university and the barricades, the commune farm he’d helped set up afterward in the hills of North Wales. There had been a price on his head, and rather than continue the fight he had dropped out, a luxury he had not regretted, then. In place of futile bloody struggle there had been misty days of shepherding, learning karate. Always the rush of the stream at the bottom of the steep valley, the squeak of the handmade turbine fans that trickle-charged the batteries. A peaceful span of days in the midst of a civil war. Until the night the machines came, squat lumbering autonomic monsters grubbing up the byres and barn, knocking through drystone walling, flattening the wooden turbine tower.


  The next day, the commune had split what little they had saved and had gone their separate ways. Cameron had managed to get as far as Birmingham with Maggie, but then he had lost her in the riots, his last glimpse of her by the falling light of a flare, across a street crowded with refugees. The smell of burning or the rattle of gunfire always brought that memory back. Much later it occurred to Cameron that no one had known the commune was there, that the machines were simply carrying out some central plan of reforestation. All over the country, gene-melded pines were being planted to produce long-chain polymers for the plastics industry. But at the time it had seemed like a very personal apocalypse.


  “I understand,” Holroyd said. “The way it is with the combines, most of the world is invisible, not worth thinking about. So we don’t. Now I’ve changed, I know. I begin to know.” Tears were leaking from his eyes as he stared fixedly at the ceiling. “I saw a way to break the cycle open, you see, and I grabbed it. Or maybe it grabbed me. Ideas have vectors, like diseases, ever think that? They lie dormant until the right conditions come along, and then they suddenly and violently express themselves, spread irresistibly. The rats . . . never could figure out whether they were trying to escape, or if they were driven from within by what I’d given them. . . . Oh Christ. I didn’t realise that caring would hurt so much.”


  Later that night, Holroyd didn’t so much wake as barely drift into consciousness. His voice was a weak unravelling whisper that Cameron had to bend close to understand. His breath stank of ketones. “I’ve a culture. Dormant now, until it gets into the bloodstream. A gene-melded strain of E. coli, MIRV’d with half a dozen sorts of virus. Gets into lymphocytes, makes them cross the blood-brain barrier, then kicks the main viruses into reproductive gear. A day, two days, that’s it. Some bacteria remain in the blood, spore-forming vector. Breathed out, excreted. Any warm-blooded animal. Spread like wildfire.”


  “And what does it do? You still haven’t told me.”


  “At first I thought of bonding, pheromonal recognition. But bonding, the pack instinct, is the cause of the trouble. And the committee running the centre was real enthusiastic about the idea, so I knew I had to take the opposite direction. You know about kinship?”


  “The way animals recognise their relations. You talked about it.”


  “Yeah. One of the viruses turns that into a global function. You recognise everyone as a brother or a sister. It makes you want to make other people happy, to care for them. It gets into the base of the brain, downloads information into cells of the hypothalamus. Subverts the old lizard instincts, the crocodile in the basement. Are you following this?”


  “I think so.” Holroyd’s voice was very weak now; Cameron was kneeling over him to catch every precious word.


  “Infected cells start to produce a variant of an old psychoactive drug, MDMA. What they used to call Ecstasy. A second virus gets into the neurons, makes them act as if they’ve had a dose of growth hormone, forces them to grow new synapses. That and the MDMA analog kick in a higher level of awareness, of connections. The way everything fits together, could fit together. . . . You’ll see.” Holroyd clawed at Cameron’s arm. “I want you to take it now, before it’s too late.”


  There was a false varicose vein in his leg. Cameron dug it out with his pocketknife, first sterilising the blade in a candle flame.


  Later, Cameron went out to buy breakfast noodles, pushing past a shabby blank-eyed man on his way into the building in search of thrills. As always, Bayswater Road was busy with prostitutes and prospective clients. Every one of the gallery of grotesques dragged at Cameron’s attention, vibrant with implied history. Every one an individual, every one human.


  It was then Cameron knew what had happened to him—and at the same time flashed on the blank-eyed client. Mau-mau. Had to be. He turned just as the window of the room where he had left Holroyd blew out. A ball of greasy smoke rolled up the side of the building, and Cameron began to run, dodging through the crowds that thronged Bayswater Road.


  Things were coming together in his head, slabs of intuition dovetailing as smoothly as the finest machine parts. If they had known where to find Holroyd, then they’d be after him, too. Or after the short soft length of tubing, bloated with spore suspension. He headed straight into Wreckers Heaps.


  Ragged piles of scrap machinery threaded by a maze of paths always turning back on themselves. There was no centre, no heart. Gene-melded termites had reared their castles everywhere, decorated with fragments of precious metals refined from junked machines: copper from wiring, selenium and germanium from circuits, even gold from the lacquer-thin coatings of computer sockets. Glittering like the towers of the Exchange. Sharecroppers picked over the termite castles, turned in the fragments of refined metals for Family scrip. Mudlarks ran wild, hunting rats and pigeons. Nominally owned by the Wasps, the Heaps was a place where even the code of the streets had broken down. No man’s land, an ideal hiding place because no one would think of hiding there. It was too dangerous.


  Cameron had a contact in the Heaps, a supervisor called Fat Tony. They’d done each other a few favours in the past, and Fat Tony was happy enough to let Cameron borrow part of his stretch in exchange for most of what was left of Holroyd’s roll of dollars. He waddled alongside Cameron as they walked down narrow aisles between heaps of rusted-out cars. Useless shit, Fat Tony said, cheap pressed steel not worth the trouble of reclaiming. His hair was slicked back, pulled into a tight ponytail; despite the heat, he wrapped a tattered full-length fur coat around his bulk.


  “I need to talk with the Wasps,” Cameron said.


  “What’s that to me?”


  “This is their turf.”


  “This is my goddamn turf, man. They might own it, I run it. This thing between you and me is strictly private because if the Wasps hear I’m renting, they’ll cut my fucking nose off. I won’t tell.”


  “That’s good to know. Where is this place I’m renting?”


  Fat Tony turned a corner, ducking awkwardly beneath the end of a bus that tilted on half a dozen mashed-down Fords. “Right here, man. Right here.”


  It was a circular space roughly a hundred meters across, floored with compacted ashes and scrap, one side cut by a long channel of oily water that reeked of long-chain organics. “Don’t fall in,” Fat Tony said, standing at the very edge, the metal toes of his knee-length biker boots over the rim. “They used to render down organics from the junkers here, tyres, plastic trim. All ’round here we got the cars that were left stranded when the petrol run out, no place else to take them in the city, nothing to move them farther. I’m like a fucking industrial archaeologist, you know.” He spat toward the murky water, wiped his chin. “Hell’s own soup of bugs in there. Strip you to your bones in a second.”


  Cameron watched a little kid walk by on the far side. A string of dead pigeons dangled down the boy’s smooth mud-streaked back, wings flopped open. “Listen, I really need to talk to the Family.”


  Fat Tony turned away from the water. “Happens the Wasps want to talk with you too,” he said. “Seems all sorts of people are after your ass, Doc. What’s the score?”


  Cameron pressed one of the man’s hands between both his own. “You’ll see soon enough. One more thing. I want to buy anything the kids catch in here.”


  “You want food, I can arrange it. You needn’t eat rats.”


  “Not to eat. Anything they bring me has to be alive.”


  The contact for the Wasps was a smooth-skinned boy with only the faintest wisp of a mustache, no more than fifteen. He lounged in the back of the electric stretch with studied cool, looking at Cameron from under half-closed lids. He wore a white linen suit, white sneakers. No socks. He said, as the stretch pulled into the traffic, “I hear the Exchange is after you. A contract going all the way across the water. It’ll cost you real money to help you out.”


  “I appreciate that. There’s enough for all of us. Are you interested?”


  The kid held out a hand with a languid gesture, and the big bodyguard who was driving reached around and put a little glass tube into it. The kid sniffed at it, held it out, and it was taken back. The spurs on the bodyguard’s wrists were tipped with black polycarbon. The kid said, “From what I know of it, it’ll give us the clout to take over the other Families, maybe even put us into the Exchange. Of course I’m interested.”


  “What you can do with it is down to you,” Cameron said. “I can set up a demonstration.”


  “Real soon. Your ass is on fire, from where I stand.”


  “Let me worry about that. But if I’m not left alone until the meeting you’ll never see what I have to sell.”


  “For streetmeat, you have sass. I dig that.” The kid’s laugh was like fingernails drawn down sharp metal. “Okay, we’ll meet on your terms. Now, let’s deal.”


  The stretch circled the perimeter of Wreckers Heaps half a dozen times while Cameron talked with the kid. When at last it stopped and Cameron climbed out, the outside air seemed to him like pure oxygen, for all the heat and stink of the street. The stretch had smelled of bad money and worse promises. As he watched it pull away, he knew at last what Holroyd had meant, about the pain of connections, and he mused on it all the way to the place where he had once lived.


  Cameron knew better than to walk into the old department store, so he sent a mudlark around the corner to fetch Lost In Space. “Oh my man,” the pusher said, when he saw Cameron. “Doc, you are bad news all over town.”


  “I just need to talk with the people who own your deck chair.”


  “You’re dealing? That’s keen, Doc.” They stood in the doorway of a shop, Lost In Space shifting from one foot to the other, his tongue passing over his lips with a lizard’s flick. For an instant, Cameron saw clear to the roots of the man’s life. The filthy crowded room where he’d grown up in the constant smothering company of a dozen brothers and sisters and a despairing mother, childhood innocence withering in the fire of his pride, pride that had driven him to be different when he couldn’t begin to define what he really wanted, when all he had was pride, and his fragile armour of vanity and indifference. . . .


  “I’m dealing,” Cameron said. “Something big enough to promote you out of that deck chair, if you want to help me.”


  There was a derelict huddled in a nest of rags in the far corner of the doorway, asleep or dead. Lost In Space spat in his direction, unslittled by Cameron’s tender gaze, and said, “It’ll take maybe an hour.”


  Cameron thought of all he had to do before night fell. “It had better be quicker.”


  Komarnicki wasn’t answering his office phone, but Cameron had already worked out where his former employer was likely to be. He got into the black clinic by offering to incubate more mutated marrow, slipped out of the confusion of reception and sprang door after door along a row of office cubicles until he found a white laboratory coat that didn’t fit too badly.


  Komarnicki was in intensive care, a guard at the door and a screen flagging vital signs above his head. Cameron waited until the guard went to use the toilet and then walked straight in.


  Komarnicki lay naked on the bed, his flabby chest a shield of vivid purple bruises, slashed by a raw, ridged scar. Gene-melded sawfly larvae lay along it, jaws clamping the incision closed, swollen white bodies glistening with anti-inflammatory secretions. Cameron sat down beside him, and presently he opened his eyes.


  “You’re a ghost,” he said wearily. “Go away, Cameron.”


  “I’m real enough. Want me to pull open your chest to prove it? What did they pay you, apart from a heart?”


  “Nothing else. They explained about Holroyd. I wasn’t going to get his fee, so it seemed fair. I took a guess at where you were hiding him, and they got his scent from the couch in my waiting room. It was just business, you understand. I’ve always liked you, Doc.”


  “I’ve got what they want. I can make a deal, cut you in too. Ten percent, for old time’s sake.”


  “You don’t make deals with them. They don’t operate like the New Families. You’re streetmeat, Cameron. Even if you give it to them, they’ll take you. And don’t you tell me what it is, either. I don’t want to know. That kind of knowledge is dangerous—”


  Cameron had caught Komarnicki’s hand, as it edged toward the buzzer on his bedframe. After a moment, Komarnicki relaxed. He had squeezed his eyes shut. Sweat glittered on his pink face. Cameron leaned close and said, “I’m not going to hurt you. Just tell them I’ll deal, okay? I’ll call you later.” Cameron set down Komarnicki’s limp hand and smiled at the guard on his way out, impervious in his white coat.


  At Wreckers Heaps, the mudlarks had delivered all Cameron had asked for, and after he had paid them with the last of Holroyd’s dollars and set things up there was nothing left for him to do but wait. He sat near the arm of scummy water, watching silver beads shuttle up and down the almost invisible thread of the skyhook beyond the shining towers of the Exchange, letting sunlight and the invisible flux of the Exchange’s trade fall through him, until it was time.


  He had arranged to meet with both the Wasps and the Zion Warriors at sunset. With half an hour to go, he called up Komarnicki and told him where he was. And then he sat back and waited.


  He did not have to wait long. Soon there was the rattle of gunfire in the south, and then a series of flares rose with eerie slowness against the darkening sky. All around him, stacks of junked vehicles began to groan and shiver, dribbling cascades of rust: someone was using a sonic caster. Cameron sat still in the middle of the clearing, in a bucket seat he’d taken from one of the cars, imagining the hired fighters of the Exchange and the war parties of the two Families clashing amongst the wreckage of the twentieth century, Exchange fighters outnumbered, Family members outgunned. Smoke billowed up from an explosion somewhere near the perimeter. Soon after, the gunfire stopped. One by one the soundsystems that circled the perimeter of the dump started to broadcast their competing rhythms again. Cameron sighed, and allowed himself to relax.


  The electric limo glided into the clearing twenty minutes later, its sleek white finish marred by the spattered stars of bullet holes. The teenage negotiator was ushered out by his massive bodyguard. “I know I’m a little late,” the boy said coolly, “but I nearly had an accident.”


  “You’re later than you think,” Cameron said, looking past the boy at the junk heaps across the channel of stinking water, where he knew sharpshooters must be taking up positions.


  “I got all the time in the world,” the boy said, his smile as luminous as his white suit, and motioned to the bodyguard.


  The tall burly man crossed to where Cameron was sitting and without expression patted him down, pulled his pistol from his harness, showed it to the boy. “It’s empty,” Cameron said.


  “Your mistake,” the boy said. “Let’s go.”


  The bodyguard put his hands under Cameron’s armpits and effortlessly pulled him to his feet.


  And then everything went up.


  The pressure switch had been sprung when Cameron’s weight had been taken away. It closed the circuit that ignited the cartridge loads, shredding the mesh covering the water tank where Cameron had caged what the mudlarks had brought him. Pigeons rose into the dark air in a vortex of wings. The bodyguard’s attention flickered for a second and Cameron punched him in the solar plexus. The man staggered but didn’t let go of Cameron. For a moment they teetered at the edge of the water, and then Cameron found the point of leverage and threw the man from his hip. The bodyguard twisted awkwardly and fell the wrong way, flailing out. Cameron danced back (one of the man’s spurs drawing blood down his forearm) as the man hit the lip of the drop and rolled into the water, screaming hoarsely before disappearing beneath the oily surface.


  Cameron sprang on the boy and whirled him around as a shield. “I’ll let you drive me out of here,” Cameron said, but the boy, limp with shock, was staring down at the red spot of a laser rifle-guide centered on the left lapel of his white jacket. Cameron wrestled him into the car in a clumsy two-step, slammed the door, and slid behind the wheel as bullets rattled on the armour.


  The boy pressed hard against the corner of the passenger seat as Cameron drove down the winding alleys that threaded the junk piles. At last he said, “Whatever it is you’re doing, I’m impressed, okay? But there’s still a chance to make your deal.”


  “There never was going to be a deal. I just cancelled things out, that’s all. The Exchange and the Families. Hang on now.”


  The gate was ahead, armed men running toward it from both sides. Cameron floored the accelerator and swerved between two flatbed trucks, pedestrians scattering as the limo shot through the gate. Then it was weaving through dense traffic and the armed men were lost in the crowds. Cameron said, “I’m sorry for all the hurt I caused, especially your bodyguard. He was only doing his job, and I meant for him to land on dirt.”


  “You stop now, I can help you,” the boy said.


  Cameron laughed. “Oh no, it’s too late for that. Holroyd took it all round the world, but I want to play my part, too. I ran away one time. No more. When the universities were closed down, when knowledge was finally transformed into a commodity, I should have done more to try and stop it. I can remember when there was free exchange of ideas, and now most of the cartels’ energies are spent on security against piracy. But that won’t do them any good now, not against five billion data pirates.”


  “You’re rapping like a crazy man. I bet you never even had the stuff.”


  “I had it all right. You saw it go.” Cameron pulled the limo over and switched off its motor, leaned across the seat. The boy’s wide eyes looked up into his, centimeters away. “I turned pigeons and rats into vectors,” Cameron told him. “If you want what I had, you’ll have to catch them. Doves would have been more appropriate, but I had to make do.” And then he kissed the astonished boy on the lips and slid out of the limo and vanished into the crowds.


  Afterward, Cameron lived on the street, restless for change. The Exchange must have found out what had happened; suddenly there was a bounty on rats and pigeons. But it only served to spread the caring sickness through the mudlarks, and within a week it was irrelevant. The rats had gotten too organized to be caught by ordinary means, but suddenly there were weird devices all through Wreckers Heaps, eyebending topological conundrums of rusty mesh that mesmerised rats and drew them into their involuted folds. Mobile traps like tiny robot shopping carts careered after rats and pigeons, multiplying like sex-crazed von Neumann machines. When they had run out of prey they started raiding the street markets for trinkets and bits of food, and then sleek machines armed with a rack of cutting tools starting hunting them. After that the sickness must have gotten into the water supply, for infection seemed to take off on an asymptotic curve. There was a sudden boom in ingenious, horrible murders—one night two dozen eviscerated riot cops were found dangling from the Knightsbridge gibbets—and then crime plummeted. Graffiti went the same way, and one by one the soundsystems fell silent.


  One day a young mudlark stopped Cameron in the street. After a moment Cameron recognised Komarnicki’s messenger. The little kid was clean now, wore a shirt several sizes too big for him and had a canvas pack slung on his shoulder. He was heading out he said, a lot of people had that idea. Divide up the conglomerate farms, grow food again.


  “Out or up,” the boy said.


  They were at the northern edge of Wreckers Heaps. Amongst abandoned shacks, people were working on what looked like a small air dirigible, a hectare of patched white fabric spread on the ground amid a tangle of tethering cables. The boy looked past them at the skyhook, still there beyond the irrelevant towers of the Exchange. Looking at the boy looking at the skyhook, at the door into orbit, Cameron thought about what Holroyd had said about vectors. Maybe humans were just the infection’s way of spreading beyond the Earth’s fragile cradle, the galaxy like a slow-turning petri dish, ripe for inoculation. Maybe it was his thought, maybe the infection’s. It didn’t matter. It was all one now, no longer an infection but a symbiosis, as intimate and inextricable as that with the mitochondria in his every cell.


  The boy was smiling at Cameron. “I heard you were around here, I just came to say thanks, for what you did back then. What are you going to do? You could come with us, you know.”


  “Oh, I’ve already done that stuff, in another life. Who told you about me?”


  “I heard from an ex-pusher who heard from some muscle who got it from the kid who was right there. Everyone knows, man. Luck, now.”


  “Luck,” Cameron said, and the boy grinned and turned and headed on down the street, a small brave figure walking into a future that everyone owned now.


  Cameron watched until the boy was out of sight. The dirigible was beginning to rise, its nose straining against the people who were hauling back on the anchor ropes. Cameron strolled over to give them a hand.


  Gene Wars


  1.


  On Evan’s eighth birthday, his aunt sent him the latest smash-hit biokit, Splicing Your Own Semisentients. The box-lid depicted an alien swamp throbbing with weird, amorphous life; a double helix spiralling out of a test-tube was embossed in one corner. Don’t let your father see that, his mother said, so Evan took it out to the old barn, set up the plastic culture trays and vials of chemicals and retroviruses on a dusty workbench in the shadow of the shrouded combine.


  His father found Evan there two days later. The slime mould he’d created, a million amoebae aggregated around a drop of cyclic AMP, had been transformed with a retrovirus and was budding little blue-furred blobs. Evan’s father dumped culture trays and vials in the yard and made Evan pour a litre of industrial grade bleach over them. More than fear or anger, it was the acrid stench that made Evan cry.


  That summer, the leasing company foreclosed on the livestock. The rep who supervised repossession of the supercows drove off in a big car with the testtube and double-helix logo on its gull-wing door. The next year the wheat failed, blighted by a particularly virulent rust. Evan’s father couldn’t afford the new resistant strain, and the farm went under.


  2.


  Ivan lived with his aunt, in the capital. He was fifteen. He had a street bike, a plug-in computer, and a pet microsaur, a cat-sized triceratops in purple funfur. Buying the special porridge which was all the microsaur could eat took half of Evan’s weekly allowance; that was why he let his best friend inject the pet with a bootleg virus to edit out its dietary dependence. It was only a partial success: the triceratops no longer needed its porridge, but it developed epilepsy triggered by sunlight. Evan had to keep it in his wardrobe. When it started shedding fur in great swatches, he abandoned it in a nearby park. Microsaurs were out of fashion, anyway. Dozens could be found wandering the park, nibbling at leaves, grass, discarded scraps of fastfood. Quite soon they disappeared, starved to extinction.


  3.


  The day before Evan graduated, his sponsor firm called to tell him that he wouldn’t be doing research after all. There had been a change of policy: the covert gene wars were going public. When Evan started to protest, the woman said sharply, “You’re better off than many long-term employees. With a degree in molecular genetics you’ll make sergeant at least.”


  4.


  The jungle was a vivid green blanket in which rivers made silvery forked lightnings. Warm wind rushed around Evan as he leaned out the helicopter’s hatch; harness dug into his shoulders. He was twenty-three, a tech sergeant. It was his second tour of duty.


  His goggles flashed icons over the view, tracking the target. Two villages a klick apart, linked by a red dirt road narrow as a capillary that suddenly widened to an artery as the helicopter dove.


  Flashes on the ground: Evan hoped the peasants only had Kalashnikovs: last week some gook had downed a copter with an antiquated SAM. Then he was too busy laying the pattern, virus-suspension in a sticky spray that fogged the maize fields.


  Afterwards, the pilot, an old-timer, said over the intercom, “Things get tougher every day. We used just to take a leaf, cloning did the rest. You couldn’t even call it theft. And this stuff . . . I always thought war was bad for business.”


  Evan said, “The company owns copyright to the maize genome. Those peasants aren’t licensed to grow it!”


  The pilot said admiringly, “Man, you’re a real company guy. I bet you don’t even know what country this is.”


  Evan thought about that. He said, “Since when were countries important?”


  5.


  Rice fields spread across the floodplain, dense as a handstitched quilt. In every paddy, peasants bent over their own reflections, planting seedlings for the winter crop.


  In the centre of the UNESCO delegation, the Minister for Agriculture stood under a black umbrella held by an aide. He was explaining that his country was starving to death after a record rice crop.


  Evan was at the back of the little crowd, bareheaded in warm drizzle. He wore a smart one-piece suit, yellow overshoes. He was twenty-eight, had spent two years infiltrating UNESCO for his company.


  The minister was saying, “We have to buy seed genespliced for pesticide resistance to compete with our neighbours, but my people can’t afford to buy the rice they grow. It must all be exported to service our debt. Our children are starving in the midst of plenty.”


  Evan stifled a yawn. Later, at a reception in some crumbling embassy, he managed to get the minister on his own. The man was drunk, unaccustomed to hard liquor. Evan told him he was very moved by what he had seen.


  “Look in our cities,” the minister said, slurring his words. “Every day a thousand more refugees pour in from the countryside. There is kwashiorkor, beriberi.”


  Evan popped a canape into his mouth. One of his company’s new lines, it squirmed with delicious lasciviousness before he swallowed it. “I may be able to help you,” he said. “The people I represent have a new yeast that completely fulfils dietary requirements and will grow on a simple medium.”


  “How simple?” As Evan explained, the minister, no longer as drunk as he had seemed, steered him onto the terrace. The minister said, “You understand this must be confidential. Under UNESCO rules . . .”


  “There are ways around that. We have lease arrangements with five countries that have . . . trade imbalances similar to your own. We lease the genome as a loss-leader, to support governments who look favourably on our other products . . .”


  6.


  The gene pirate was showing Evan his editing facility when the slow poison finally hit him. They were aboard an ancient ICBM submarine grounded somewhere off the Philippines. Missile tubes had been converted into fermenters. The bridge was crammed with the latest manipulation technology, virtual reality gear which let the wearer directly control molecule-sized cutting robots as they travelled along DNA helices.


  “It’s not facilities I need,” the pirate told Evan, “it’s distribution.”


  “No problem,” Evan said. The pirate’s security had been pathetically easy to penetrate. He’d tried to infect Evan with a zombie virus, but Evan’s gene-spliced designer immune system had easily dealt with it. Slow poison was so much more subtle: by the time it could be detected it was too late. Evan was thirty-two. He was posing as a Swiss grey market broker.


  “This is where I keep my old stuff,” the pirate said, rapping a stainless steel cryogenic vat. “Stuff from before I went big time. A free luciferase gene complex, for instance. Remember when the Brazilian rainforest started to glow? That was me.” He dashed sweat from his forehead, frowned at the room’s complicated thermostat. Grossly fat and completely hairless, he wore nothing but bermuda shorts and shower sandals. He’d been targeted because he was about to break the big time with a novel HIV cure. The company was still making a lot of money from its own cure: they made sure AIDS had never been completely eradicated in third world countries.


  Evan said, “I remember the Brazilian government was overthrown—the population took it as a bad omen.”


  “Hey, what can I say? I was only a kid. Transforming the gene was easy, only difficulty was finding a vector. Old stuff. Somatic mutation really is going to be the next big thing, believe me. Why breed new strains when you can rework a genome cell by cell?” He rapped the thermostat. His hands were shaking. “Hey, is it hot in here, or what?”


  “That’s the first symptom,” Evan said. He stepped out of the way as the gene pirate crashed to the decking. “And that’s the second.”


  The company had taken the precaution of buying the pirate’s security chief: Evan had plenty of time to fix the fermenters. By the time he was ashore, they would have boiled dry. On impulse, against orders, he took a microgram sample of the HIV cure with him.


  7.


  “The territory between piracy and legitimacy is a minefield,” the assassin told Evan. “It’s also where paradigm shifts are most likely to occur, and that’s where I come in. My company likes stability. Another year and you’d have gone public, and most likely the share issue would have made you a billionaire—a minor player, but still a player. Those cats, no one else has them. The genome was supposed to have been wiped out back in the twenties. Very astute, quitting the grey medical market and going for luxury goods.” She frowned. “Why am I talking so much?”


  “For the same reason you’re not going to kill me,” Evan said.


  “It seems such a silly thing to want to do,” the assassin admitted.


  Evan smiled. He’d long ago decoded the two-stage virus the gene-pirate had used on him: one a trojan horse which kept his T lymphocytes busy while the other rewrote loyalty genes companies implanted in their employees. Once again it had proven its worth. He said, “I need someone like you in my organization. And since you spent so long getting close enough to seduce me, perhaps you’d do me the honour of becoming my wife. I’ll need one.”


  “You don’t mind being married to a killer?”


  “Oh, that. I used to be one myself.”


  8.


  Evan saw the market crash coming. Gene wars had winnowed basic foodcrops to soy beans, rice and dole yeast: tailored ever-mutating diseases had reduced cereals and many other cash crops to nucleotide sequences stored in computer vaults. Three global biotechnology companies held patents on the calorific input of ninety-eight per cent of humanity, but they had lost control of the technology. Pressures of the war economy had simplified it to the point where anyone could directly manipulate her own genome, and hence her own body form.


  Evan had made a fortune in the fashion industry, selling templates and microscopic self-replicating robots which edited DNA. But he guessed that sooner or later someone would come up with a direct photosynthesis system, and his stock market expert systems were programmed to correlate research in the field. He and his wife sold controlling interest in their company three months before the first green people appeared.


  9.


  “I remember when you knew what a human I being was,” Evan said sadly. “I suppose I’m old-fashioned, but there it is.”


  From her cradle, inside a mist of spray, his wife said, “Is that why you never went green? I always thought it was a fashion statement.”


  “Old habits die hard.” The truth was, he liked his body the way it was. These days, going green involved somatic mutation which grew a metre-high black cowl to absorb sufficient light energy. Most people lived in the tropics, swarms of black-caped anarchists. Work was no longer a necessity, but an indulgence. Evan added, “I’m going to miss you.”


  “Let’s face it,” his wife said, “we never were in love. But I’ll miss you, too.” With a flick of her powerful tail she launched her streamlined body into the sea.


  10.


  Black-cowled post-humans, gliding slowly in the sun, aggregating and reaggregating like amoebae. Dolphinoids, tentacles sheathed under fins, rocking in tanks of cloudy water. Ambulatory starfish; tumbling bushes of spikes; snakes with a single arm, a single leg; flocks of tiny birds, brilliant as emeralds, each flock a single entity.


  People, grown strange, infected with myriads of microscopic machines which reengraved their body form at will.


  Evan lived in a secluded estate. He was revered as a founding father of the posthuman revolution. A purple funfur microsaur followed him everywhere. It was recording him because he had elected to die.


  “I don’t regret anything,” Evan said, “except perhaps not following my wife when she changed. I saw it coming, you know. All this. Once the technology became simple enough, cheap enough, the companies lost control. Like television or computers, but I suppose you don’t remember those.” He sighed. He had the vague feeling he’d said all this before. He’d had no new thoughts for a century, except the desire to put an end to thought.


  The microsaur said, “In a way, I suppose I am a computer. Will you see the colonial delegation now?”


  “Later.” Evan hobbled to a bench and slowly sat down. In the last couple of months he had developed mild arthritis, liver spots on the backs of his hands: death finally expressing parts of his genome that had been suppressed for so long. Hot sunlight fell through the velvet streamers of the tree things; Evan dozed, woke to find a group of starfish watching him. They had blue, human eyes, one at the tip of each muscular arm.


  “They wish to honour you by taking your genome to Mars,” the little purple triceratops said.


  Evan sighed. “I just want peace. To rest. To die.”


  “Oh Evan,” the little triceratops said patiently, “surely even you know that nothing really dies any more.”
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  THE END OF A SHITSTORM of a shift, eleven hours down, one to go, Lianna caught the squeal for a psychokiller scenario. So far, three months into her sentence, she’d avoided this, the worst kind of triage. But everything that goes around comes around. She’d been catching sleep while everyone else was cleaning up a big combat game—EuroNissan execs cooling out after a sales conference—and slam, she was on.


  Wired with caffeine, needles digging her right eye, Lianna threw herself into the chopper moments before it rose from the pad. Hands grabbed her, pulled her into a jump seat. Kollner’s cleanup crew, that was something, at least—all case-hardened zeks but for one new, scared-looking kid gulping back nervousness, grin too wide in his white face. Lianna knew how he felt.


  The chopper ran low and fast parallel to the long beach. Naked sunbathers in dispersion patterns just beyond the edge of analysis, stands of sun umbrellas, roofs of franchise huts. Did anyone on the beach look up from sunstruck dreaming and wonder where the helicopters went to, in the Oostduinpark? Did they care?


  Lianna asked about the new kid. Over engine roar, Kollner told her Toorop had done the freaky and tried to make it into the dunes before his chip stopped him, had been rotated to prep and dispatch for the rest of his sentence. Kollner, a big, scary-looking man, even scarier if you knew what he’d once done. Slow and mild manner, passing out smokes, asking Lianna how her shift was running.


  “Too long,” Lianna yelled into his weary smile, and took a smoke and drew it alight. Cool smoke flooded her throat; the needlepoints of pain in her eye melted.


  Kollner knew this was her first psycho. He gave a shark smile. “It’s just like combat games,” he said into her ear, “only . . . intense.”


  Lianna managed a tight smile, knowing Kollner had been through half a dozen runs. He was a trusty now, but he was under the chip for life. She swallowed a couple of glucose tablets with a sip of Diet Coke, and the chopper was beating down.


  The patient squatted behind a canvas windbreak, shivering in the grip of his attendants. Big man, bodybuilder, camo pants tucked into high-top boots, flak jacket crossed with bandoliers, face hidden behind a black pinhole mask. He was hauled to his feet as Lianna went past. Blood and worse crusted around the crotch of his pants: a real psycho, not some politician or exec drained of testosterone rage. But like them, he’d not remember what he’d done in deep-fix trance: scenarios were for imprinting chip-feedback loops.


  Afterward Lianna would realize how much she envied his amnesia.


  The setup was in a long draw. Half a dozen hooches, woven walls splintered by heavy fire, two still smoking. Little figures sprawled on white sand, blue skins more vivid than their blood. The cleanup crew waited on Lianna’s assessment, backs to wind that knifed in from the Noordzee as they drew on the last of their smokes.


  Lianna walked the perimeter, blanking out the whines of those dolls still alive, avoiding their eyes. Her chip was nagging her, a heavy feeling in the orbit of her right eye, something like a silver needle running back into her head: this was so close to what she’d done to her husband.


  Most dolls were wasted: a mercy. A bunch in an untidy heap, torn apart. An arm lying off by itself, hand clenched. Two females naked and bloodied and very much dead, both facedown, legs wide sprawled. Oh Christ, the guy on some rape-o freak-out. But better them than any woman—her thought? Or chip propaganda?


  Lianna made fifteen dead, a dozen badly wounded, three hardly more than scratched. One by the perimeter tape, sitting with his leg out in front of him, holding an oozing thigh wound, through and through. Had he been human, he would have gotten away clean, but dolls couldn’t cross the tape to save their lives.


  Her count way too low—most probably caught in the hooches. A quick sweep confirmed: the psycho had raked them with heavy-caliber gunfire, tossed in frag grenades, nothing left for her to fix unless the crew turned a survivor from under the pieces of the dead.


  Lianna told Kollner to start with the hooches, opened her kit, and took the wounded by priority, swiping white X’s on the foreheads of those too far gone. Work focused her thoughts—her hands were steady as she sorted through her kit. Chip pressure receded. Couple of times at the beginning, she’d blacked out: now she could distance herself from gore. She pushed back the length of gray-blue gut of one that had been eviscerated with a knife thrust, cauterized the wrist stump of another. A male with a sucking chest wound fixed a dull, betrayed look on her as she packed the bloody, bubbling cavity. Worse was the doll that had tried to shelter her “baby,” a microcephalic homunculus she’d been programmed to care for. The mother’s head blown off, a splintered spike of bone: the baby-thing under her corpse, its limbs wriggling as slowly as a battery-drained toy’s. It was unharmed, but drenched in blood to which sand stuck like crystalling sugar—Lianna set it aside for pickup.


  The cleanup crew had almost finished. Shattered corpses and stray limbs were stacked like firewood. Kollner, certifying each corpse by scanning the tag implanted in its third sacral vertebra, looked like a grocery clerk moving bar-coded goods through the checkout. Two women were chasing the new boy: one brandished a severed hand.


  The last two casualties were sitting up, patiently waiting Lianna’s attention. They brushed her cheeks with soft blue-skinned fingers, made cooing sounds as she dressed their flesh wounds. Lianna groaned when she stood: dull pain punched her in the kidneys.


  The women had caught the new kid, were trying to stuff the hand into his open fly as he writhed and made a noise halfway between a laugh and a squeal. Lianna sat off to one side in hot sun while Kollner supervised pickup. The ones she’d marked were given two lines of topic, enough to stop their hearts.


  Lianna thought: Kollner had been right; it hadn’t been so bad (forget those splayed female corpses). Not as bad as she’d imagined, anyway.


  When all the corpses had been stacked, the whole pile was doused with jellied petroleum, and Kollner threw on a flare. Lianne watched with something nagging at her; it took awhile to remember she’d missed the doll with the leg wound over by the perimeter. He couldn’t have died. Dolls were too dumb to get shock, and the wound hadn’t been bleeding that badly.


  Lianna made herself get up and track the perimeter. She liked things neat; it had been one of her husband’s final accusations. She found a crusty patch of scuffled sand where the doll had been sitting, saw drag marks and pulled the perimeter tape out of shape, an arrowhead pointing through a saddle in the dune ridge. Lianna would have followed, curious now despite the sodden weight of her exhaustion, but her chip wouldn’t let her.


  Kollner’s computer did show there was a body missing; to further confuse things, it turned out someone had thrown the still-living baby-thing on the pyre. But as Kollner said, what was one pinhead, more or less? And he was just as dismissive about the missing doll, kidding Lianna that it was her first encounter with fairies.


  He handed Lianna an ice-cold Coke; she held it to the back of her neck before chugging half straight down. She said, “Everyone talks about fairies, but no one believes in them.”


  “Just another hinky urban myth. You get wild dolls, strays, cast-offs, but they don’t last long without people. That casualty—most likely its chip got fritzed, and it wandered off. Sometimes they try and bury themselves. Maintenance will find it.” Kollner was sweating heavily in the double heat of sun and pyre. Two dark half-moons of sweat under the arms of his bloodstained white jacket. He said, “You did all right, but you shouldn’t knock yourself out fixing wounded. Flesh wounds, that’s O.K.; they recycle straight off. Anything else: two lines, the old grand slam. What I mean is, they’re just walking meat, made things. Think of them that way, you won’t ever chip out. Let your chip decide about people; that’s why they put it in you.”


  “It won’t take much to get those others fixed.” Thinking: Things didn’t look at you as they groaned bloody foam from chest wounds; they didn’t try and shelter what they were meant to care for. Thinking of telly shows about outlaw bands of dolls and humans living wild in the fringe wildernesses; had to be some truth to them. Half of her wishing the doll had escaped, despite Kollner’s dismissal.


  “Days I wake up and think I’m never getting here,” Kollner said. “But, hey, I always do. Maintain, that’s what my motto is. Just maintain. What you got, a deuce for manslaughter?”


  “Mmm.” Most of the zeks talked obsessively about their sentences; Lianna was still uncomfortable, aware that if she didn’t watch herself, she’d be like the others soon enough—complaining she’d been set up, or exaggerating misdemeanors into major felonies. Except, what she’d done had been a major felony.


  “You have to run this?”


  “No. No, only simulations.”


  “Easy street,” Kollner said. “You’re lucky to see it just from this side. Just maintain; you’ll sleepwalk it. Leave wild dolls to the park wardens.”


  Maybe Kollner was right. Lianna was too tired to chase the matter when the chopper got her back. Her shift had finished an hour ago; she grabbed the stuff she’d stolen to order, strap-hung the tram in a haze to her crib, managed to just about reach her bed and fall into it fully clothed, and because the next day was Sunday, slept eighteen hours straight.


  AND WOKE naked under a cool, clean sheet, her husband curled into her back. She rolled onto her tummy and let his clever hands find tension points and unknot them, still half-asleep when she rolled onto him and began to move, a long, grinding, slow dance—until something shook her awake.


  Shit, another chip dream. Trying to fix sanitized, pleasurable memories of her dead husband, trying to erase the real memories of his death.


  What had woken her, hammering on the door, started up again. Nicole, wanting the stuff, wanting to know why it hadn’t been dropped off last night.


  “I was tired,” Lianna said, and started to explain about the psychokiller scenario.


  Nicole brushed it aside. Small, olive-skinned, white hair cropped close, barefoot in red jeans and a black leather vest, she clutched the little package, scowled. “Darlajane’s pissed; she might not make quota.” Then she was gone.


  The crib had once been a hotel, down in the funky old half-abandoned seaside resort at the edge of the vast dune system beyond Den Hague’s barrier. Run by a feisty old ex-punk, given over to zeks on workfare, already it felt like home to Lianna; amazing how quickly she’d adapted. But after her marriage, she’d never lived anyplace she could call her own; perhaps it wasn’t so strange.


  Late afternoon, most of her free day gone. She sat in a beach chair on her room’s balcony, picking through a plate of fruit slivers, happy in the sun to watch the straights at play. She’d learned to surrender to moments like this, to dissolve in the sweet eternal moment of doing nothing. Electric trolleys drifting through the intersection, bells tingling. The dull, thumping beat of the permanent floating wave two blocks over underscored the noise of the crowds moving along the wooden boardwalks. Tanned, brightly clothed animals surging to and fro, handsome, affluent, secure and . . . smug, yes, smug, in their postmillennial utopia, geezers and babushkas enjoying their right to unlimited leisure and the universal unearned wage. Many wore gold-lensed videoshades, trancing their way through overlay visions of coral reefs or tropical rain forests or Mars: the Valles Marineris was that month’s number one.


  Paradise not enough, Lianna thought, sitting on her balcony high above them. Even in paradise, there was always something better to reach for. One thing about being a zek, it gave her a perspective; it distanced her from what had been her life. Zeks were the poor, the dispossessed, the Third World in the rich, dreamy First.


  The psychokiller scenario kept coming back to her at odd angles, unexpected moments. The disappeared doll, fairy tracks. Lianna noticed just how many dolls there were, moving through the crowds on errands, running concession stands, driving trams. As numerous as the people they served; people who walked past them as if they weren’t there, invisible as lampposts, junction boxes. Way she’d treated them when she’d been running her husband’s household—she hadn’t even known how many house dolls there’d been. The things down in the basement, shivers just to think of them: used, every which way.


  At last she got dressed, went to hang out in the downstairs lounge (some of the women leaning out of a window, yelling at passersby—“Hey, lunchmeat! Pork chop! You looking to cop a freebie, we’re hot and were hungry!”) and ended up touring the shopping arcades with Nicole, who’d got her hit for the day and mellowed out.


  “Do you really need that stuff?” Lianna asked, half-amused, halfannoyed at the way Nicole slurred and giggled away her sentences.


  “Need somet’ing. It slides under the chip, an’ supply’s in basemen’.” Rubbing cropped white hair, skipping up and down, laughing and saying she was going to shave her whole head like Darlajane—watch if she didn’t.


  Nicole, half-French, half-Senegalese, half Lianna’s age, had worked as a prostitute since her father sold her at the age of eleven in the Marseilles meat market. She’d been injected with hormones to bring on her puberty, worked houses that catered to men who wanted and could pay for human prostitutes, was now a habitual offender with habits too deeply ingrained for chip therapy to touch, or so she said. Nicole took a childish delight in prowling the boutiques. Her chip wouldn’t let her go in—she was serving a dozen concurrent shoplifting offenses—but she could press up to lighted windows, comment professionally on displays. She subscribed to every fashion magazine, downloading from Darlajane’s net: that and the stuff were her reward for running errands for Darlajane’s scam.


  She and Lianna strolled the long seafront, ate burgers and fries at one of the beach cafes. It would have used up half Lianna’s zek wage, but her deliveries took care of luxuries. Nicole devoured everything, right down to the last drop of the mayonnaise with which the Dutch drenched their fast food. Lianna watched with sisterly fondness, talked about what had happened at the psychokiller scenario, Nicole making appropriate squeals of disgust while wolfing down her food.


  Afterward, at Nicole’s insistence, they went through the sex arcades, Nicole commenting on people commenting on the sex toys grinding lasciviously in relaxshop window displays, Lianna laughing for the first time in three days. The male sex dolls were only marginally modified, but some of the females were like something from another species, genitals swollen and complicated like predatory flowers. Lianna couldn’t believe men could like anything so gross. They passed a bunch of S-M places, and Nicole said at least human pros didn’t have to put up with that anymore; she used to do only rich, straight johns. The remark touched something in Lianna. She told Nicole about the lordotic response; the young girl shrugged and said they were only dolls; she shouldn’t waste tears over things.


  Lianna said, suddenly angry, “It matters that it happens. That there are men who can do things like that. It matters that we make living things and let them be torn apart.” Images flashed in her head: the splayed female dolls, the wriggling baby-thing, butchered meat piled in a hooch. Her right eye pulsed with warning pain.


  “That’s wha’ dolls are for,” Nicole said. “Take all the bad stuff; isn’t as if they really feel pain. All of my clien’s were nice to me. Well, mos’ly.” Nicole giggled. “What I want is jus’ one or two johns, nice old men who can’t get it up an awful lot and feel guilty and give me presents.”


  But Lianna didn’t hear her, seeing her husband’s red sweaty face looming over hers as he pummeled her sides on his way to climax. Seeing herself blue with bruises, skinny and small as a doll—helpless now in feedback spiral, flashing on the aftermath of the psycho’s little spree, every dead doll with her husband’s face. Then her chip took her.


  Lianna had been married five years, her husband a ranking diplomat in the Peace Police, the peepers. Five years she’d been part of his team—the diplomat’s wife, confidante, social secretary, servant and social partner and whore, the real old-fashioned hausfrau. He’d spent a lot of time in Africa and China; his cosmopolitan charm was what had first attracted Lianna. Soon she realized that there was a darker side; it began with rough sex play, had led to beatings, sometimes so systematic that they left half her body tender with bruises. When she miscarried after one of the beatings, she stabbed her husband to death while he slept.


  Circumstances made it manslaughter, but she was chipped anyway—unavoidable, her counsel said. So was forfeiting her husband’s estate; it went to his family back in Czechoslovakia. Lianna had been a meditek before she married, five years behind current technology; but for doll triage, that didn’t matter. Chipped and processed, she’d started working in Rotterdam arenas, had fallen into Darlajane’s drug-manufacturing thing almost without thinking, the way she’d fallen into marriage. A classic victim: being chipped hadn’t changed that.


  Waking up, Lianna felt as rough as she’d ever felt after a bad time with her husband. Terrific headache, her whole skin sore. She was lying on a saggy couch in warm, flickering darkness that smelled of mold and candle wax and dried cat feces. Vinyl LP records and plastic-cased CDs and actual paper comic books were stacked in tottering piles around walls shingled with glossy, tattered posters. Candles stuck in wine bottles burned on shelves; gutted flatscreen tellies showing weird drifts of snow, or the interlocking spirals of self-engulfing patterns. On a low wicker table, a page-size computer screen was scrolling spidery black lines of text. Lianna knew at once where she was: the basement apartment of Darlajane B.


  Nicole was sitting cross-legged by a heap of disemboweled electronic equipment, leafing through a comic book. When she saw that Lianna was awake, she came over and helped her sit up, while Darlajane shuffled into the room with a laden tray. Herbal tea: its strong, bitter taste burned through Lianna’s chip hangover.


  The old woman watched with a proprietorial air as Lianna sipped. Limber as a twenty-year-old, she sat zazen. Black jeans, black leather jacket, black T-shirt with a black slogan, orange construction boots. Apart from a scalp lock, her head was shaven; tattoos swarmed her papery scalp. When she smiled, which she did a lot, her steel teeth glinted wetly. Darlajane B. claimed to have been born the day the Beatles put out their first single. By Lianna’s reckoning, it made her eighty, but she could have been sixty or a hundred, wise, witchy old woman. She was used to these crises; better to deal with them here than have them reported, she said, and have to thrash it out with a counselor.


  Nicole said to Lianna, “You shouldn’t get angry, then your chip wouldn’t do you.”


  “I wasn’t angry at you.”


  “I know that. You were angry because of work, but it’s no use being angry for dolls. They’re only things. That’s why I showed you that stuff, so you’d see.”


  Darlajane B. said, “You want to help, Nicole? Go somewhere else; let Lianna alone. You can handle your chip, but she’s new to it.”


  “That’s what I was trying to tell her, but honestly, D.J., it was like talking to my counselor.”


  “Time you listened to someone. And time you did less stuff, maybe, if this is what it makes you do.”


  “Ey, I can handle it! It’s just—”


  “I said later! Go on now, girl. Me and Lianna need to talk.” After Nicole had left, Darlajane B. added, “Silly little whore, she ever had an intelligent thought, it would have died of loneliness. What do you want?” A cat had materialized from the shadows, one of the colony Darlajane B. said she’d founded ten years ago with three rijigged queens and a tom, using pirated and rewritten doll chips. It put its front paws on the old woman’s knees, said something in a yowling dialect. Darlajane told it to stop complaining; it hissed at her and sped off.


  “I picked up a kit microsaur some kid turned loose, and they don’t like it wandering around,” Darlajane explained. “There’s a kink in its pyruvate cycle I’m going to edit before I clone: that way you a pet can own and not have to buy expensive food additives. It keeps my hand in.”


  The thing about Darlajane B. was that you couldn’t ask her a direct question; you had to wait until her conversation came around to the right place. So Lianna had to listen to gossip about the other zeks until the old woman got around to asking Lianna how her sentence was going, and Lianna used the opening to tell the story about the missing doll.


  “I heard there are supposed to be dolls living free, in the dunes. That’s why I wondered about the one that vanished—”


  “All kinds of things in the dunes,” Darlajane said. “Nothing for you to worry your head about, girl. Lived there one time myself. I used to be an idealist, a revolutionary—yeah, you know that. And it’s true: we used to boost dolls, modify them, turn them loose. Old counterculture tricks, though God knows what happened to the dolls, and no one does it anymore. The revolution was over before you were born, girl, and we lost. Turned to crime, a lot of us. I was a millionaire for like about eight days, till the peepers caught up with my credit line. That’s when I became Darlajane B. You still hurting, girl? Got something that can help.” She climbed to her feet, which took a good minute, and ambled into her kitchen.


  Something cat-sized wandered out of the shadows under the telly-screen. It was a furry purple stegosaur, the plates along its back alternate black and yellow. Lianna stepped around it, sat at the computer screen, and called up the menu, asked for bulletin boards dealing with doll civil rights. The screen strung half a dozen names and access numbers, and Darlajane B. said, “You won’t find anything useful on public access. Peepers sift those boards for information just like everyone else. Hell, I bet they even run most of them, sweeping up would-be dissidents. The real stuff is underground, clandestine.”


  “Can you tell me about the real stuff?”


  “I could, but you’d only get into trouble. Possession of a samizdat newsheet will lose you your remission. Forget about dolls, girl. The revolution is over, and the straights won. The millennium has come, and we are in paradise, with slaves to wait on us hand and feet and pour out a never-ending cornucopia. Here, this will be more use than forbidden knowledge.”


  The old woman dropped a little glassine envelope into Lianna’s lap. It held a scattering of black pills so small that Lianna could fit half a dozen under her thumbnail. She said, “I touch drugs, my chip squeals. You know that, Darlajane. And I couldn’t touch anything—”


  Steel flash. “It’s not from the basement—think that on you I’d waste? Designed the plant that grows them myself. You need a kick anytime, a little speed to get through the day, use them. And don’t worry about your chip; this is natural stuff.”


  Lianna thanked her, knowing she’d never risk dropping anything from one of Darlajane B.‘s splices. God knew what the side effects could be, anything from flashbacks to pseudo-Parkinson’s.


  “Trust me,” the old woman said. “And you still feel bad about dolls, come talk to me again. You’ve done good business for me so far; I’d hate to see it end because you became unreliable. And neither would my . . . associates.”


  Lianna thought of the two men, low-level peepers, who came by every week for the latest consignment, and she had another flash, almost transcendental, that it wasn’t an act; Darlajane B. really was scared of them. It seemed that things were tough all over.


  CONVENTION TIME in Den Hague, round-the-clock combat games in the arenas in the dune-swallowed industrial area down by the old silted harbors of Rotterdam. Customers wore flexible body armor, helmets and visors, were armed with little .08 plastic pistols that fired iron-tipped Teflon fléchettes: clean kills or through-and-throughs. Dolls were armed, too: lasers that slowed the fire rate or entirely shut down the customers’ pistols, depending where the picowatt beam hit their armor. Good clean fun for jaded technocrats, no harm involved. It was even said the combat dolls enjoyed it, if they knew enough to enjoy anything. Lianna didn’t see how. Dead was dead; it didn’t matter who killed you.


  Lianna worked fourteen hours on, ten off, tracing tags of downed dolls, sorting them into meat and survivors. Moving in after the johns had left, following traces in spacey industrial-cathedral volumes. Receding perspectives of light and shadow amongst rusty, splayed roof supports; floors of saddled sand littered everywhere with spent propellant cartridges. Dolls fallen in the casual attitudes of death, or quietly waiting for her. In other EC states, the johns were allowed to take out wounded with head shots, catharsis in their very own spatter movie, but the Netherlands had game laws modified from slaughterhouse licensing: only qualified personnel could administer the coup de grace. Which Lianna did dozens of times each shift, shooting in two lines and letting the meat go into classic clonic seizure.


  She’d been doing triage for three months, but now it was as if she were starting all over again. Noticing things, the way wounded dolls moved, their small sounds, their fluttering hands, as she worked on them. The patterns of disturbed sand she sometimes found around them were like the patterns she used to make in the snow when she was a child, lying down and moving her arms to make angel wings. . . .


  Get through this, she thought; try not to see the dolls as human. Not too difficult—they all had the same prognathous, beetle-browed face, the same smooth blue skin. She might have been treating the same unlucky doll over and over, fixing it up to go back into line and get shot all over again. Get through this, take the stash she’d earned from hijacking doll pharmaceuticals for Darlajane B., run run run.


  Trying to believe nothing was wrong, Lianna moved through the detritus of licensed violence, administering mercy, murmuring Kollner’s motto like a mantra. But it was a fragile peace.


  One day, tranced-out toward the end of a long shift, Lianna found herself shooting a second line of topic into a doll with only a glancing leg wound. It had stopped breathing, was jerking like a beached fish. She pinched its nostrils, tried to give it heart massage and mouth-to-mouth, and it died anyway.


  She made three steps away from the corpse before she threw up.


  Afterward a kind of numb calm descended. She tagged the body, checked the last traces (all dead, headed back in. That was when she got into the fight.


  The medicare center was poised on the flat roof of a warehouse almost totally buried in sand: a hundred plastic panel walls tilted against each other like a flock of wings fallen to rest. Lianna scored a Coke to wash out her mouth, sat outside in the last of the sunset, looking at the vast expanse of scrubby dunes that saddled away south and east.


  The dunes that had protected Holland for hundreds of years had been vastly expanded when the sea rose, extended for thirty kilometers inland to save rich cropland from salt seep, dunes and pine forests that ran all the way south to Roscoff, interrupted only by coastal cites walled and diked like medieval fortresses. Maybe a billion square kilometers of unzoned outlaw territory, beyond policing. Creepy rumors about doll cities under the sand, killer-doll patrols picking off loner techs, porn rings jacking warm bodies for gross-out videos, freedom fighters turning dolls into terrorists.


  Campfire stories, spun out in the dead hours between shifts. Lianna had heard them all when she’d started her sentence, but now she was beginning to take them seriously. After the psychokiller scenario, she knew it was real, and she’d heard other stories, too, live bodies triaged and tagged for recovery vanishing before pickup. What Darlajane B. had said, deprogramming dolls . . . where had they all gone?


  Fairies.


  Maybe two dozen zeks were lounging around, waiting for shift’s end. A dozen more coming out, changed into street clothes, hair slicked from the showers. Kollner’s crew. The new kid was in the middle of a bunch of people, making a lot of noise, his voice carrying to Lianna as they drew near.


  “. . . I tell you, man, the guy’s a righteous, down-home cannibal freak. Easiest five ecus I ever did make, and he needs a regular supply!”


  Someone laughed, and the kid said, “Yeah, well take a look at this, man; I just now cut it out. So nice and fresh, I do believe I could try a slice myself.”


  Lianna saw him open a silvery cold-lok bag, the people around him laughing, crowding close, making gross-out noises. The kid smiling proudly, then going down on his ass as Lianna snatched the bag away, tipped out the wet red mass of liver, then grabbed his neck, tried to force his face into it.


  Saying over and over, “You like this? You like this?—until she was pulled away, and Kollner was in front of her, asking her to calm down.


  Lianna took a deep breath, another. “All right,” she said. Trying not to think of what she wanted to do (not kill him, not not not kill him), chip swelling in her right eye so there was just a little tunnel through which she could glimpse the world, a fluttering darkness she was on the edge of falling into.


  “This piece of shit isn’t worth it,” Kollner said, gentle as ever. “You know that. All right?”


  “All right.” Very quietly.


  Lianna let Kollner put his arm around her shoulders and steer her aside, aware in her peripheral vision of the kid getting up, saying something because he had to try and regain face.


  “Shit, not as if the guy’s a real cannibal—”


  Kollner blocking her when she tried to get the kid again, his arms out, flinching as she feinted right and left, nails scraping the side of his face. Still in front of her, so she kicked for his balls, and he stepped back and said, “All right—,” and caught her foot and dumped her on her ass, suddenly angry. Leaned over her, big hands making fists. . . .


  And then he was down, body arching on heels and neck. People pushed Lianna out of the way, a woman putting her foot under Kollner’s head as another pried at his mouth to make sure he hadn’t swallowed his tongue. Kollner shaking, muscles bunching at random. Eyes rolled back, animal sounds. Lianna flashed on how she must have looked when she’d been struck down in the sex arcade, felt shame.


  One of the crew in her face, shouting at her, telling her Kollner was under real heavy manners; he couldn’t afford to lose his temper at no one, he’d had so many fits already. Lianna stood and took it, feeling very cool, very remote. Other zeks turning on her, hard words. She took it all to her, locking her certainty about what she needed to do, ran only when she saw two circling to get behind her, leaped the low parapet, and ran across sand, away from jeers and catcalls and a hail of Coke cans.


  Ran until her chip started to flash dark warning chevrons across her sight, sat down and watched as in one direction the center turned over for the night shift, floodlights on shining sails; in the other, tiny fires twinkled and shifted in unfathomable darkness.


  No one came to look for her—she was just a chipped zek, after all—and the few people about did no more than glance at her as she made her way through the medicare center to the doll cages.


  Even so, she needed a boost to do it: two of Darlajane B.‘s little black pills that clung to her tongue and had to be washed down with a mouthful of Coke. They started to come on as she went down the ramp of polymerized sand into the cages. A fine tremor in her musculature, but somehow strong, as though she were a fine-tuned machine. Lights growing halos. Things taking on a lacquered appearance, an increase in reality’s density.


  Down the ramp into a long, low-arched space lit by buzzing fluorescents. Lianna could see the snake of bright plasma that writhed in every long tube. Dolls sprawled or squatted in enclosures marked only by low mesh fences. All dressed in the same white one-piece paper coveralls. A few standing at dispensers, sucking sugary pap. One or two curled up on scuffed sand, dead waiting for disposal in the morning; the few dolls that died natural deaths always died at night.


  As Lianna walked toward the nearest enclosure, every doll turned to look at her. They all had the same face, the same empty gaze. Multiplied a thousand times, their gaze laid a weight over Lianna’s entire skin.


  Cameras up amongst the lights: though she was pretty certain no one would be watching, Lianna started to get the shakes. She chose at random, told the doll to follow her, and, as one, every doll stood up.


  Lianna felt herself begin to lose it, grabbed the shoulders of the doll across the fence from her, half-lifted, half-dragged it across. It weighed almost nothing, light as a bird. She laid a hand on its shoulder and hissed in its ear that it must come with her. Walked it up the ramp, into the empty locker room, told it to stand still, and got her locker open, dragged out her kit, spilling instruments, tremors amplifying into shivers. She had to lock her free hand around her wrist as she slashed and slashed at the doll’s shoulder, white coveralls and blue skin slicing cleanly to show flesh and then blood that ran down its arm, started dripping from its fingers.


  Lianna made herself fold up her kit, shut her locker. Then walked out, steering the doll with a hand on its good shoulder. Only one person passed them as they crossed the compound, and Lianna said, “Found this one wandering around; clean up can’t count again,” but the man hardly glanced at her.


  She couldn’t go out the main gate, but there was only a single mesh fence around the complex, and in places it sagged in bellying swaths. Lights of a warehouse arena off in the distance, sound of shots, the occasional war whoop. She managed to drag a section of links free of sand, shoved the doll through, and crawled after.


  Then all she had to do was hike down the road to her usual tram stop, walk her prisoner unremarked past the doll driver with the scarred face, make it squat with half a dozen other dolls in the back. Its wound had stopped bleeding, but the torn sleeve of its coverall was stained maroon from shoulder to cuff. A babushka glared disapproval, powdered face pinched and sour beneath a purple cartwheel hat with little mirrors dangling and winking from its brim. Lianna smiled at her, and she looked away.


  During the ride, Lianna couldn’t help noticing all over again how many dolls there were, out and about amongst the human strollers. She let herself go to shivers, tried not to laugh, jamming hands between thighs, hunching shoulders. She could have taken any of them—no, they had errands, would have started squalling. But it would have been less risk! The babushka still glaring: Lianna bit the insides of her cheek. She was crazy. . . .


  “You’re crazy,” Darlajane B. said. “You think I have anything to do with it? You are crazy!”


  They were on the flat roof of the residential building, wind blowing around them, rattling the panes of the cloches where Darlajane grew pot and plants she’d spliced herself. Lianna had found her stargazing, working out her astrology chart with the aid of a fifteen-centimeter telescope and a hypertext almanac. Now the v/r goggles were pushed up on Darlajane’s tattooed scalp, and the telescope was running through its tracking program on auto, motors making abrupt spurts of noise.


  Darlajane B. said, “Where have you put it? In your room, I suppose.” Her voice had acquired a harsh edge, a German accent Lianna had never heard before, but otherwise the old woman seemed quite composed.


  “What else? I locked the door, but I don’t think combat dolls know about doors anyway.”


  “It’s the first place the peepers will think of looking. Crazy and stupid.”


  “It’s not going to be there long,” Lianna said, and told the old woman what she wanted done.


  “Ach, that kind of thing I gave up a long time ago. And my associates wouldn’t like it. At my age, I have to behave myself.”


  Lianna thought, I’m not going to hurt her, and pushed Darlajane B. up against the parapet, holding tightly to the lapels of her leather jacket. The old woman swore, tried to push back; she smelled of patchouli oil, of dust, of sour age. Through the tunnel of her chip, feeling very close to the edge, Lianna said, “I’m not going to hurt you. You know I can’t. But if I’m caught, I’ll have the peepers analyze my blood. I dropped a couple of your pills, and I’ll tell them all about it. I guess supplying narcotics to zeks is illegal, or my chip wouldn’t be set the way it is.”


  “Let me go. Let me go right now.” Darlajane B.‘s voice had a measure of steel in it, and Lianna stepped back. “A clear night, too, and Saturn’s setting in an hour. I haven’t had a chance to look at him yet. I always like to look at him. You are a nuisance, girl.”


  “All you have to do is do what you do to your cats; it isn’t much.”


  “It isn’t as straightforward as you think. And listen to me: I’m not doing this because of your silly little threat. Peepers run my thing; you think they’ll let you hurt that?” Darlajane B. looked thoughtfully at Lianna. “You are a long way from where you began. Three months you nothing more than a frightened hausfrau were, a murderess maybe, but a frightened and confused murderess. Now you of myself remind, when I was your age, full of piss and vinegar. Without your chip, I think you could have killed me like you killed your husband.”


  But Lianna was looking out beyond the parapet, into wild, windy darkness where, as always, scattered fires burned, small and strange as stars. She said, “Nice try. But I’m not angry, and that’s the frame my chip works in. Do you believe in fairies, Darlajane?”


  “Many kinds of people live out there. Once, I myself . . . but the revolution is over.”


  “Is it?”


  “Let’s just do it, before I lose my nerve.”


  THEY DID it in the old woman’s kitchen, the doll strapped to the scarred wooden table. Half a dozen cats sat atop a huge icebox, watching with feigned boredom as Lianna reassured the doll and Darlajane B. administered curarine to immobilize its eyes. The old woman had hooked on spectacles that covered her eyes with lensed turrets. After the curarine, she took a measure of milky liquid from a battered silvery thermos, administered drops to the inside corners of the doll’s eyes. Its head was cradled on a block of black rubber.


  “The culture last month I got,” she said. “Bootlegged from ICI, they work better than the strains I was using, get to work straightaway on building connections down the optic nerves. In a couple of hours, they’ll be all through the cortex, increasing connectivity.” She screwed down the thermos top, put the culture in the bottom of the icebox; fembots grew best, with fewest spontaneous somatic mutations, in the dense molecular architecture of water at four degrees Celsius.


  “I love these machines,” Darlajane B. said. “All my family from arthritis have suffered; I have little workers in my joints, burning away calcification as fast as it forms. So I can still sit zazen; I can still plug in chips.”


  She unrolled a surgical kit, set a microsurgery scaffolding over the doll’s face. A set of miniature thumb-operated waldos peeled back the doll’s eyelids, inserted something that looked like a little spade between eye and socket. Humming some old pop tune, Darlajane began to dismantle the doll’s old behavioral chip. The turrets of her pop-eyed spectacles clicked as they zoomed in and out of focus. Working had calmed her, routine dictating mood. She talked about the old days as she worked: anticreationist marches, antislavery terrorist campaigns, weird alliances between radical Christians, Muslims, counterculture activists that had foundered on theological schisms Lianna couldn’t begin to follow. “How it was, in those days,” Darlajane explained, “was that we wanted to set dolls free, but the others wanted to destroy them. Scapegoats, you know? Servants of Satan? Well, Christianity has declined ever since the millennium; I am not surprised. They said we were worse than the capitalists, daring to try to save inhuman things through technology. We said dolls had no original sin; they were closer to angels than devils. Ach, well, it was a long time ago, and we all lost.”


  A second thermos held a rack of aluminum slides, where fembots built hair-thin biochips molecule by molecule on wafer templates. A slide went under the scaffolding; waldos plucked the chip from its carrier. Lianna watched the old woman slide it into place, imagining a swarming galaxy of machines small as bacteria spinning pseudoneurons from the chip’s hardware down the shaft of the optic nerve, spreading through the cortex, wiring a complex web in parallel with the doll’s linear neuron network. Do to the doll as had been done to her. . . . The mote in her right eye suddenly felt huge, a splinter thrust into the raw surface of her brain jelly.


  The old woman was working on the doll’s other eye, when Nicole said, “Ey, where did you get him?”


  For a moment, Lianna thought her chip had cut in. Darlajane said calmly, “You need your fix; it’s on the second shelf. Take it and go. This you do not need to see.”


  Nicole rummaged in the big icebox, fog pouring around her. She wore nothing but a short kimono-style robe, belted very tight. She said, “This hurts our thing, Lianna, I’ll hurt you. I swear it.”


  Darlajane B. slid in the second chip. “No one will it hurt unless the wrong people hear of it. And I do it only once, so you need not worry about yourself. Have what you want? Then go. Tomorrow I will talk to you.” When Nicole was gone, she said, “That one is too much trouble for an old woman like me.”


  “She needs her stuff,” Lianna said hopefully. The shock of hearing Nicole’s voice was tingling in the tips of her fingers.


  “Think that comforts me? Here we are nearly finished. Used not to take so long, but necessary to remove the chips already there it is, too many essential subroutines on them. Used to have a search-and-destroy strain of bugs that burned out conditioning areas, but it won’t work with these new chips where data are holographically coded.”


  “You did this a lot.”


  “I was trying to tell you that. But like trying to bail out the polders with a teaspoon it was. The ones I cured lived only half a dozen years at best, and always there were more. This one you stole, it is two hundred ecus’ worth of meat, nothing more. And how many combat dolls are there, in just that one arena? And in all the arenas in the world? You save this one, give it a new life, and in six years it is gone. Even if you blow the hatcheries, as some friends of mine once did, there will always be more dolls. We depend on them now. Without them, no minimum wage, no voluntary unemployment, no unlimited food and gadgets. Too late to change society, girl.”


  “I did it for myself,” Lianna said softly.


  Darlajane B. pushed back her spectacles, swung away the scaffolding. “Ach, of course you did. Little hausfrau, you should have served out your sentence. You know now there is no going back.”


  “I know,” Lianna said. “Is it finished?”


  “One more thing,” Darlajane B. said. She shoved an ampoule of oily liquid into a hypo, and she pushed the snout against the doll’s shoulder. The doll twitched as the charge went in. “Thyrotropic hormone,” the old woman said. “Lipodroplet packaged, what they use to bring sex toys to puberty. And now we are done. You stay here this night; your doll here will need the time to learn. But tomorrow I do not want to know where you are.”


  Lianna woke in the middle of the night to abrupt bursts of sound, the flicker of the telly. It was an old solid-state model, its thick glass screen giving off blue light eerie as hard radiation. The doll squatted in front of it, zapping through Dutch and French and British and German and Common Net channels, blink blink blink blink, one every ten seconds. Eyes wide to the welter of images, he didn’t look around when Lianna put her hand on his bandaged shoulder.


  She sat behind him a long time, news programs segueing into shopping channels, soaps, porno. Except for his thumb on the zapper, the doll didn’t move. At last she left a pitcher of glucose-spiked orange juice beside him and fell into bed again, woke from uneasy, sliding dreams to the buzz of her phone, loud and insistent above the telly’s choppy murmur.


  Lianna sleepily acknowledged the call. A computer-generated face floating in a mesh of bright lines looked out at her. It was familiar from a hundred telly serials. It was the Peace Police.


  “You are under arrest,” it said, voice not quite synched with lips.


  “W-what charge?”


  “Grand larceny, illegal modification of a series-four kobold. Officers will arrive soon. Your room is locked. Please do not attempt to leave.”


  The face vanished like a burst soap bubble; the phone’s hard-copy slot extruded a tongue of flimsy, an arrest warrant. “But I’m already a convict,” Lianna said, and jumped when someone hammered at the door.


  It wasn’t the peepers: it was Darlajane B. She had to use her master key to override the computer-operated lock. A heavy canvas bag was slung over her shoulder. “You come with me right now,” she said. “That bitch Nicole sold us both. Looking to take over my stake, I’d guess.”


  Something plucked at Lianna’s waist. The doll. He had put on the bottom half of his coveralls, cinched with one of Lianna’s scarves.


  “Hot damn, mon ami,” the doll said. “We go, jai Heavy weather in from the east, storm fronts over all areas by midnight.”


  Darlajane B. said, “One thing we don’t need.”


  “I need him. He wants to come—why not?”


  “If I had any sense, I’d leave you with him: you deserve each other. Did they reprogram your chip? Of course not; they wouldn’t have authorization. Surprised they used any channels at all.” Darlajane watched Lianna pull on jeans, a checkered work shirt. “You’re ready? Good. My friends will be in a hurry to close this down; you can bet on it.”


  WHAT HAD once been the hotel’s parking garage was empty, except for one of the maintenance crew sorting garbage. The doll caught its arm, looked into its eyes. “Friend, ami. Pouvezvous me dire?


  Lianna told him, “You’ve been changed. You understand?”


  The changeling doll considered. It said at last, in French, “And I awoke and found me here on the cold hill’s side.”


  Darlajane B. was at the top of the service ramp, kneeling to look under the half-raised door at the street. “They’re already here,” she said.


  Lianna looked. Early morning, the street empty except for a police runabout parked right outside the crib’s entrance. Nowhere to run without attracting attention, and any moment now the peepers would be back outside.


  Lianna felt a strange, floating detachment, the way she’d felt after her husband’s death. It had happened early in the morning, and most of the next day, she’d wandered the big house, waiting for justice to strike her down. In the end, she’d called the peepers herself, and as she’d waited for them, had at last felt peace.


  Perhaps her chip had blacked her out for a second, memory treacherous now, a swamp with vast blank areas in which she could sink forever. Darlajane B. clutched her arm. Lianna saw two men leave the crib. One walked to the runabout, the other toward the service entrance.


  The changeling stood hand in hand with the maintenance doll. “Friend,” he said, half a dozen times in half a dozen languages. He tapped the doll’s chest, his own. “We know why.”


  Lianna saw that the shaven-headed peeper was very close to the door now. Getting to her feet was very hard; her chip was bearing down, working on peripheral clues. One word from the peeper, and it would shut her down.


  “Vamoose,” the changeling said.


  Lianna and Darlajane B. followed.


  It was not a way Lianna would have chosen: past curtain after curtain of plastic sheeting into the warmth and red light of the incubation chamber. It had once been a coldroom. Now naked dolls hung from racks, bodies wrapped in webs of tubing, heads cased in swaths of black plastic. Their bellies were grossly distended, like five-year pregnancies at term: the disease Darlajane had given them had turned their livers into vast controlled malignancies, half their body weight. Pink goo, rich in peptides, ran through clear tubing from the dolls to fractionation columns. The overheated room was filled with a rich, sweet smell that made Lianna gag.


  Darlajane pawed at a jury-rigged panel, pulling wires, shouting she was damned if Nicole was going to have them. Peristaltic pumps slowed, stopped; black-masked dolls began to twitch, trying to draw air with collapsed lungs. The maintenance doll had vanished; Lianna saw the changeling duck through a hatch low in the wall, followed it through a low, narrow passage into a foul-smelling nest lit by a dim bulb where half a dozen dolls curled in sleep. Cockroaches skittered from Lianna’s feet. One dropped in her hair, and she fought back a scream. The nest was the beginning of a kind of tunnel, suddenly sloping down. Little lights, most of them not working, sketched a dwindling perspective.


  “Maintenance levels,” Darlajane B. said. She was out of breath, and leaned heavily on the arm Lianna offered.


  The tunnel opened onto a wide, well-lit corridor, tiled walls and floor swathed with cables and pipes and ducts. Dolls moved past in different directions. Most were naked, blue skin streaked and crusted with dirt. The invisible army of morlocks that ran civilization.


  A shot behind them: a man’s voice, botched by echoes. Lianna felt a wave of dizziness, the chip in her right eye almost triggered. Panic flaring, she ran, scattering dolls, ran down tiled tunnels until warning chevrons crammed her sight.


  Lianna leaned against a grimy junction box, breathing hard. The chevrons slowly faded. She was in a narrow, grimy, ill-lit tunnel, tiles stained with black mold. Dolls moved past in an irregular single file, identical faces glancing at Lianna as they passed. A figure taller than any doll hobbled out of shadow: Darlajane B. When Lianna asked where the changeling was, the old woman said, “You thought he’d stick with us? They aren’t human, girl. Mostly baboon, with maybe 10 percent of the genes that separate us from the apes. And when they’re changed, it is into something new. . . . I’d forgotten that. . . . Something strange, perhaps something wonderful.”


  “I freed him. . . .”


  “You freed him to chose. You wanted him as your pet? Well, too late. He’s chosen. So must you. Listen.”


  Somewhere down the length of the tunnel, above the rustle of dolls padding past: a faint murmur sound of human voices. Lianna’s heart caught on a barb of despair.


  Darlajane B. rummaged through her canvas bag. She said, “Pull your chip is what I’m going to have to do. Bonded into your optic nerve it is, so I will cause damage. No time for any other measure. You willing?”


  Lianna felt as though she were floating. Before she could say anything, light burst behind Darlajane. In glare’s center the peeper said, “You run, but you can’t hide.”


  Deeply tanned face, gray crew cut going white at the edges, belly straining his chalk-stripe shirt, hung over the belt of his neatly creased jeans: Lianna had seen him coming and going in the crib a dozen times. He had a big flashlight in one hand, a pistol in the other. His badge was fixed to the strap of his shoulder holster. He said, “Bad times come down, Darlajane. You and your friend get up against the wall. We finish this right here.”


  “We can talk about this,” Darlajane said.


  One of the dolls had stopped to watch the humans. It wore stained white trousers, had a bandage on one shoulder. It was the changeling.


  The peeper said, “You’re out of business. What do we need to talk about?”


  “That little whore. You’d trust her?”


  Other dolls clustered around the changeling. They looked strange, grim, alert. One had little copper wires sewn around the rims of its ears; another, a ring through its nose. All had parallel scars seaming their cheeks. Lianna was so afraid that she couldn’t move. She could only watch and wonder.


  The peeper said, “We’ll trust Nicole as much as we trusted you.” The muzzle of his pistol looked huge as he pointed it at Lianna, at Darlajane B. He said, “Be easy, and it’s over. Just a flash in the head—”


  His pistol went up and went off, blowing fragments of tile from the ceiling. Half a dozen dolls were swarming over the peeper; he staggered, screaming when small, strong fingers found one of his eyes. And Darlajane said, “Knew I had this,” brought out a big pistol, both hands around its crosshatched grip. The dolls dropped away, and the peeper’s head came up. He stared at Darlajane B., and then she shot him. Three times: chest, chest again, and a wild shot that took him in the arm and spun him around as he flew backward. The noise was deafening in the tunnel’s vault.


  Lianna was on her feet, back pressed against slimy tile. She saw the changeling step forward from the others. Fairies, she thought, and a cold, clean wind blew through her.


  Then Darlajane B. in her face, saying, “We’ve got five minutes if we’re lucky. Now just hold still!” Something in her hand, flashing silver: Lianna’s right eye exploded and went out.


  In darkness, Lianna felt sand pitch and yaw beneath her. She lost her balance and sat down hard. The right side of her head swollen, tender, hollow. She couldn’t blink; her eye felt peeled. Cautiously probing, Lianna found bandages over cotton wadding—then small, cold hands gripped hers.


  “No good,” the changeling said.


  Lianna couldn’t remember anything after Darlajane’s knife had come down. She asked, “Where’s the old woman?”


  “Vamoosed. She left you things.”


  Only gauze over her left eye. She unrolled it, blinked tears. The changeling was a blurred shadow in front of her. Beyond were moonlit dune crests, the red-and-green lights strung along Den Hague’s barrier wall. Free, Lianna thought. A cold, clean wind blew through her. Free.


  The changeling pushed something toward her. It was Darlajane’s canvas bag.


  The changeling said in singsong recitative: “ ‘Fembot cultures, chip templates, surgery kit. All you need to make over as many dolls as you can. Time to change my identity again, move on. Good luck, girl.’ ”


  “And your friends?”


  “All gone. I follow you.”


  “Where did they come from?”


  “Found me, left me. Brothers and sisters of the knife everywhere underground.”


  Getting to her feet was hard: it felt as if all her blood surged and burned in her empty socket. Wiping sympathetic tears from her left eye, Lianna saw will-o’-the-wisp fires flicker far off in deep, dark wilderness. She told the changeling, “They’re out there, too.”


  Darlajane B. had been wrong. The revolution had not finished. It was not any person or even any movement. It was an idea. It took hold where it would. Lianna thought of disaffected kids, of changelings infiltrating unnoticed everywhere in the straight world. Remembered the tram driver, his scarred cheeks. There had always been people living on the edge: now there were two kinds, changing and being changed, changing each other. All this came to her in an instant; she would spend the rest of her life untangling it.


  She said, “I suppose we’d better find out what’s out there,” and swung the heavy canvas bag onto her shoulder, started down the slope of sand. The changeling gripped her hand, skipping along to keep pace with her. After a while Lianna began to sing.


  1993


  Dr. Luther’s Assistant


  When Mike lost his appeal and had been sentenced and chipped, he had to get a job. That was the law in Holland, where most convicts weren’t imprisoned but tagged with chip controllers and stripped of their entitlement to the universal unearned wage. After his personal counsellor explained about the monthly report Mike would have to make, and the penal chip’s reflexive programming which would induce a minor epileptic fit if Mike ingested any alcohol or proscribed drug, or strayed outside Amsterdam city limits, or broke curfew, after all this, he told Mike that convicts were expected to make reparations to society.


  “It is very simple, very straightforward. It is the Dutch way. What it is, you do society good and yourself good too.”


  This from a skinny 70-year-old geezer in baggy blue jeans, a fake Rolex, a wrinkled pop-art T-shirt, and a bowl-cut hair transplant. Mike was beginning to suspect that Holland’s workfare system was run entirely by geezers and babushkas who’d grown bored with their statutory right of access to unlimited leisure. Up there on the top floor of the Nieuwe Stadhuis, an old-fashioned open-plan office that was a maze of partitions and big glossy-leaved plants and cubicles like the veal-fattening pens in the prison camp farm, there wasn’t one official younger than Mike’s parents.


  “What convicts need to learn,” the counsellor said, swivelling back and forth in his chair, “is a sense of responsibility. A job will give you that. Do you have any preferences?”


  Mike shrugged. His right eye was swollen shut from where they’d put in the chip, and although he’d been off Hux for three months now, he’d still felt as if he was trapped in some low-rez virtuality with Alice-in-Wonderland rules, where you were put in jail until you were proven guilty, whereupon you were released.


  The first time he’d been sent down, in England, he’d done time in one of the huge prison camps. Greenham Common, a place that had once been some kind of military base. He’d been convicted for writing bogus prescriptions losuppurt the habit he’d acquired working as an intern. Most interns prescribed themselves something to keep going through the 120-hours on-call shifts—those few who didn’t cop a habit, drop out, go crazy or die from exhaustion just had to be androids – but Mike had been caught along with about 200 others in a media-inspired sweep and been handed ten years’ hard labour, no remission. His medical degree had scored him a position in the camp’s infirmary, but hard was just what it had been. And his wife had divorced him, taken off for the States with his baby son, and he’d acquired a serious dependency on Hux which after his release had had him running packages back and forth across the North Sea to support it, until one day a customs officer in Schiphol Airport took an interest in his overnight bag.


  Hux was bad stuff, temporary infections of fembots which rejigged the sensory areas of the brain so that your whole nervous system became an erogenous zone, and the world was gently and irresistibly fucking you: you could come by stroking a piece of velvet, smelling the steam that lifted off fresh-boiled rice. But unlike most fembots, those self-organizing clades of machines smaller than bacteria that operated down in the dance of molecules at the femtometre scale of thousand billionths of a millimetre, Hux had disabled self-replicating facilities and a life-span measured in minutes. Strictly speaking, pseudodrug fembots like Hux weren’t addictive – they caused no permanent metabolic changes—but if you liked the trip you had to have a regular supply. Which was how Mike’s habit had gotten him into the courier business, which was how he’d ended up under the chip.


  When he said he didn’t suppose he’d be allowed to work in a hospital, the counsellor agreed that it wasn’t an option and paged through his terminal with maddening slowness until he came up with what he called an 80% match.


  “Which is not so bad. The position’s been open quite a while. It requires someone with medical qualifications.”


  “Don’t I get a choice in this?”


  “Of course,” the counsellor said, suddenly not relaxed at all. “If you don’t take what’s offered, you can go to the general labour pool. However, I doubt you’d like that very much, because you would work alongside dolls, heavy physical work. Just keep in mind that for troublemakers there’s always the general labour pool. Do as you’re told, and we will get along fine.”


  And that was how Mike found himself working for Dr Dieter Luther in one of Amsterdam’s sex arcades.


  “I’ve just two requirements,” Dr Luther told Mike on his first day at the sex arcade. “First, that you’re not afraid of blood. Second, that you can fuck with the meat all you want, but only out of hours. Given your curfew, that will allow you only 20 minutes or so after we close, but needs must, eh, young man?”


  “Whatever you say, Dr Luther,” Mike said, giving his best shit-eating grin. Compared to the filth and cold and brutality of Greenham, working out his sentence in a sex arcade was a dream: all he had to do was feed the sex toys and clean their cubicles at the end of each night, and once in a while assist Dr Luther in his little sideline.


  Dr Luther said. “You will remain my assistant only if you do whatever I say. That is the first and last rule, young man.”


  Dr Luther was a tall fastidious man of about 60, with silky white hair brushed straight back from his high, liver-spotted forehead. He had a dozen silk suits of different shimmering pastel colours, and smoked foul Bulgarian cigarettes using an ancient yellow ivory holder. He held the cigarette as if he was up to his neck in water, had a way of looking around with slow preening motion, and liked to think of himself as a privileged observer of human psychology.


  “I am in a very distinctive position,” he told Mike. “A sex arcade is the one place where true desire is made publicly manifest. It is the one place where honest sexual roles are played for real instead of inside the head. By honest, I mean those which are not compromised by the world, those which are true to the self’s base desires. And here it is possible to gauge by sexual satisfaction the correlation between dream and actuality, between vision and performance. Sex is art. and the sex arcade is the possibility of Arcadia, of eternal return.”


  A lot of what Dr Luther said was simply for effect, Mike thought, like his cabinet full of medical oddities, and the shelf of brutal 20th-century pornography with titles like Little Anal Annie and Piss Party, stuff that had involved real live human women, not dolls. The customers went pathetically quiet if Dr Luther flashed them a page or two. as if granted a glimpse of the Arcadia he was always talking about.


  “No imagination, Michael.” Dr Luther would say afterwards. “They’re born consumers, and can’t think beyond what’s put in front of them. Sheep to the slaughter, Michael, sheep to the slaughter.”


  There was always a creepy feeling in the arcade, as if Dr Luther’s spirit had slittled into every plush-carpeted corner, like a mist. Mike would be working away when he’d look up and see Dr Luther watching him. his cigarette holder held up by his neck. Sometimes he would make some remote, tangential remark, sometimes he would just watch while Mike creamed up one of the dolls, or sometimes he would describe in explicit detail what the doll was designed to do, how it performed, and then ask if it made Mike excited.


  “Whatever you want,” Mike took to saying after a while, but even that kind of harmless remark would make Dr Luther smile and he’d take out his notebook and gold pen and jot something down as if he was running an experiment with Mike as its subject. Soon, Mike was tempted to snatch notebook and pen and write down just what he thought of Dr Luther, but he restrained himself with the thought that no matter what, this had to be better than the general labour pool. The Dutch took drug-running a lot less seriously than the other European states. Mike only had to take three years of this, less with remission for good behaviour. He’d still be young enough to start over, start another life, maybe another family.


  Sometimes Dr Luther would tell Mike to leave off what he was doing, they had work to do. Dr Luther had a few dozen customers with special needs that went beyond the normal parameters of the sex arcade. Mostly this involved modification of dead sex toys or worked-out straight dolls in the basement operating theatre. Delivery and disposal of what Dr Luther called his little custom jobs was arranged by a chic, hard-faced Frenchwoman who looked about 20 but was, Dr Luther said, at least 60.


  What Mike did was hand the appropriate instruments and control bleeding with a diathermy pen while Dr Luther worked on the naked, nerve-blocked blue-skinned doll on a stainless steel table. The surface of the table was hatched with channels that drained blood into a plastic bucket under one corner, like a morgue slab. Dr Luther worked with quick, crude artistry, cutting new orifices and grafting pockets of mucosal epithelium and muscle to shape them, closing mostly with interrupted sutures using thick 20-day catgut because the clients liked the resulting Frankenstein effect. Mike didn’t mind the butchery, and in a way it was interesting. Dr Luther was good, and sometimes held a running commentary on his procedures, as if Mike was his pupil rather than his assistant. They were at their most intimate, down there in the basement, over the sacrifice on the stainless steel table.


  Sometimes Mike wondered if maybe Dr Luther didn’t get off on cutting up dolls up for his special customers, not that he could ask. And besides, it wasn’t even illegal. Dr Luther actually had a licence for his operations. It was on the wail of his little operating theatre, right next to the steel table. The clients were licensed, too, and what happened to the customized dolls wasn’t much different to what happened to the live targets in the combat games arenas out at Rotterdam.


  Dr Luther’s sex arcade was in the basement and ground floor of a building with a high-peaked roof of red tile, in a cobbled side street that ran back from a narrow sleeve of water, Oude Zidjs Voorburgwal, which marked where the old medieval walls had been. This was in the Red Light District, the Walletjes, right in the heart of the oldest part of Amsterdam. Dr Luther was an oddity in the sexbusiness community, which was mostly run by Africans or Caribbean islanders from the old Dutch colonies, but he was well-liked and greeted everywhere he went, even by the affable cops, greetings he acknowledged with a lift of his panama hat.


  “You fuck around with Dr Luther, you get fucked over pretty good yourself,” Wayne Patterson told Mike. “He’s been around forever, guy, used to pimp real human girls when he was younger back in the last century, moved into dolls most before anyone else. He’s even supposed to have run with the liberationists one time, turning dolls into fairies.”


  “You believe in fairies’.”” Mike had never before given much thought to dolls, which to him were just there, visible yet invisible, like computers or runabouts. Something about the blue skin made doll faces blurs unless you forced yourself to look closely, and then all you saw was the same broad flat unbridged nose, the same wide lipless mouth, the weak chin, the small round brown eyes. Dolls moved slowly and carefully, as if through hedges of invisible razors, pausing between stages of each task before moving to the next. Mike couldn’t picture them running free in the wild places of Europe; they’d been changed too much to become animals again, to revert to their monkey ancestry.


  “Most people don’t, but I do. I saw one, one time, out on the fringe. It wasn’t some doll that had wandered off with a bad chip,” Wayne said, with a kind of reverence. “This was something else.”


  “I thought the peepers had rounded up all the liberationists.” Mike remembered that a handful had ended up in Greenham a few months before he’d been discharged, but he hadn’t had anything to do with them: they were politicals, the active edge of a movement that wanted to give dolls the same rights as humans.


  “Maybe most of them, but not all. Word is Dr Luther does business with the liberationists, and the cops let him. What you have to understand about Dr Luther is that he’s like the King, guy, you can’t touch him.”


  Wayne Patterson was originally from London, a scrawny geezer who’d been living in Amsterdam for 20 years. He’d been under the chip for more than half that time, on and off, though he was clean right now.


  He told Mike, “Dr Luther’s had assistants before, not one came out the other side. Maybe they tried to rip him off. I learnt one thing under the chip, it’s keep your nose clean. They stop you doing the one thing you were sent down for, that’s all they’re allowed to stop, but it’s like you’re visible, you try some scam and they got you back in to reprogram your chip before you get started.”


  Wayne Patterson worked as a tout for the live sex clubs, standing outside the doors and giving tourists the spiel, or handing out cards in the canalside cafes. One night he had tried to give one to Mike, who’d told him, hey, excuse me, I work here too, and Wayne had said yes, wait a minute, you’re Dr Luther’s new assistant, and had come around the ropes and bought Mike another espresso and soon enough gotten his story out of him and was giving him advice. Wayne Patterson grooved on telling zeks what to do, was Mike’s opinion, although he had to admit the scrawny old bastard knew his way around.


  “What you need to establish,” he told Mike, “is a routine. See, you’re in the slam right now, sitting here with me watching the girls go by. Some zeks can’t cope with that, but you’re intelligent, you’ll catch on.”


  But routine was what Mike had in plenty. He had to spend 14 hours a day under curfew in the zek hostel. mostly sleeping or zoning out in the tattered lounge, watching soaps or sport on the big ancient television with the few zeks who like him worked nightshift. It was a relief, not to have to think about what went on in the cubicles, the insertions, the laborious exertions, the exchange of fluids.


  Working in the sex arcade was beginning to make him go a little crazy about sex, wanting it and not wanting it at the same time. His counsellor said that was good, it meant he was getting over his dependency on Hux, and when Mike said he preferred the low-rez haze of cold turkey, the counsellor had added that if he couldn’t handle the temptation, he could always quit and go into the general labour pool, giving Mikea mean smile because he knew Mike wouldn’t.


  Mike kept telling himself it could be worse. In the little window between the end of his curfew and the start of work was the best time, when he hung out in one or another of the cafes in Nieumarkt’s big cobbled square, nursing an espresso, slapping at the mosquitoes that skated the night air under the strings of lights. Maybe Wayne Patterson would stop by, maybe not. but there was always a festive mood in early evening, with the lights and thumping music of the little funfair, and entire families of tourists gawking and giggling at the sampler holos hung out in front of the sex shows and arcades, and human prostitutes of all five sexes out looking for business. Parents out with their kids, a lot of the parents no older than Mike, which hurt to think about. His son would be, what, eleven? No, twelve. Twelve years old, and Mike didn’t even know exactly where he was. Trying not to think about that was hard.


  Still, sometimes a particularly outrageously sexy girl walking by would get right to him. Mike couldn’t help it. He was still young, just past 30, and sex with a live human girl didn’t seem at all possible. He couldn’t afford the prostitutes, had nowhere but the zek hostel to take any girl he picked up. His lust felt raw and unclean after Hux’s pure intensity, but now it was all that he had.


  He would watch the girl go by in the soft evening light, maybe in a white T-shirt cut to show the sides of her breasts, and pearl-shimmer short-shorts cut just above the curve of her ass, her long legs gleaming, and he’d say, sort of wincing, “Oh man, that sort of thing ought to be made illegal.”


  “That’s absolutely the wrong response,” Wayne Patterson said. “If you like her so much, you should ask her to sit with you, have a drink. Nice young fellow like you.”


  “Yeah, and in five minutes she’d know I was a zek.”


  “Plenty of women go for zeks, believe me,” Wayne Patterson said, although the one he introduced to Mike was a raddled ex-whore weighing about 100 kilos, most of it spilling out of her tight red dress, who was savvy enough to see Mike’s alarm and sweet enough not to comment on it until Wayne Pat Lerson had gone off to take a leak, when she told Mike that Wayne was a good fellow who mostly meant well and besides, she understood that Mike worked for Dr Luther, so he must be copping freebies.


  “Well, not exactly,” Mike said.


  Mike didn’t mind handling the sex toys, but they didn’t once give him a hard-on. They lay supine and uncomplaining in their two-by-two-metre cubicles on plastic-covered thick foam mattresses, blue skin black in the dull red lights, more pathetically ludicrous than arousing. They were like those breeds of dog so selected for one characteristic that they can hardly function at all. A couple had breasts so big they could hardly sit up to use their bedpans; others had huge over-complicated labia like sea anemones or insectivorous tropical blooms, which needed special creams to stop them getting infected with yeasts, or internal arrangements so strange Mike would rather put his dick in a meat grinder.


  As far as Mike was concerned, dolls were just things, less than animals because they had been designed. He lusted hopelessly after the girly-girl whores that paraded the cobbled streets of the Walletjes, but he’d as soon screw a vacuum cleaner as a doll.


  And then he fell in love.


  The sex arcade had closed and Mike had finished hosing down the cubicles and feeding the sex toys their syrup when he found Dr Luther waiting for him by the service door, slowly and voluptuously smoking a cigarette, a little black bag at his feet.


  “I have a little business meeting tonight,” he said. “You’ll come along, Michael. Hold still, now.”


  Mike jerked back, because Dr Luther had waved something towards his face. Dr Luther gripped Mike’s chin, showed him what looked like a pocket torch. He held it up to Mike’s right eye and there was a brief flash.


  “All done,” Dr Luther said, releasing Mike.


  “What was that?”


  “I reprogrammed your chip for tonight. Extended your curfew.”


  “That’s not legal, is it?”


  “It is not legal, but I am sure you will not mind.”


  “You want me to break the law, and I don’t know what for?”


  “I am the law, Michael, as far as you are concerned. Come now. We have a rendezvous.”


  They rode the trams out to a service station at a road junction near Schiphol airport. At two in the morning it was surprisingly busy: long-distance lorry drivers made noise at the bar; ordinary families ate in groups, eyes on the flickering teevee screens; a minor rock group Mike recognized from his trawling of daytime television made a lot of noise at the bar with their road crew and hangers-on. Dr Luther watched all this benevolently, as if he had created the whole scene for Mike’s edification.


  Mike was sort of scrunched up in one corner of the booth. His eyes were hurting. This was too like the times he had picked up his packages when he had been in the courier business. Pressure was swelling in his right eyesocket, not quite sharpening to pain.


  Dr Luther nudged him and said, “See the fellow who looks like an undertaker, buying a cup of coffee? He’ll go outside, and one minute later we’ll follow him.”


  Mike looked just as the guy turned from the counter. A swarthy square face framed by a helmet of black hair, a cheap black suit and big shiny black shoes, a bootlace tie at the collar of his white shirt. He saw Mike looking at him and turned away, headed for the door.


  Mike said, “Is this worth your while? I can’t see that you’d make much from people like that. Whatever it is you’re selling.”


  Dr Luther pulled out a pocket watch and flipped up its lid. “Money isn’t the issue,” he said. “What we are dealing with here are liberationists. They want the thyrotropic hormone that I use to bring the sex toys to rapid maturity. It’s part of the process of making fairies, Michael.”


  Mike supposed that he was to say something, but he didn’t know what to think about it at all, except that maybe Wayne Patterson hadn’t been retailing as much shit as he had thought.


  He drank down the last of his herbal tea and followed Dr Luther out into the hot windy night. The sharp sweet stink of gasohol. The distant roar of the motorway, which made a ribbon of orange light beyond a screen of trees. They went around the side of the sendee station. The kitchen door was propped open, and inside, in bright light glancing off white porcelain and stainless steel, dolls in white paper overalls worked at a rapid pace amongst the deepfryers and griddles, bald blue heads gleaming in the harsh light.


  The liberationists were waiting in the shadows by the kitchen dumpbins. There were three of them, the swarthy man who’d come into the service station, another man who looked enough like the first to be his brother, and an older woman in a ragged denim dress, her grey hair in dreadlocks. Dr Luther murmured to Mike that since the big crackdown last year, the liberationists were living wild with their creations, and that it wouldn’t do to mention it.


  The woman, who was clearly in charge, looked at Mike and said, “Who’s the guy?” She was about 60, with a round face and a head that seemed slightly too small for her fleshy body. Mike looked away from her direct gaze.


  “My assistant,” Dr Luther said.


  “A zek? Gee, Dieter, maybe we ought to do the deal another time.”


  “He’s fine. You are fine, aren’t you, Michael?”


  “Sure,” Mike said.


  One of the men in black laughed. Behind them, in the dumpbin, something rustled through the waste food: rats, Mike thought, suddenly nervous. During his time at Greenham he had come to loathe rats.


  “He’s under a chip,” the woman said, “we can give him something to get him happy that it won’t register.”


  Dr Luther said, “Are you offering to sell after all this time? I am surprised.”


  “I’m offering him a freebie, Dieter. It isn’t for sale. It isn’t mine to sell.”


  “And yet you can give it away. Well, do a deal with him if you like, but on his own time. Meanwhile, you have to pay for the hormone.”


  “Pretty soon we’ll be able to make that ourselves, too,” the woman said.


  “Of course, it is not difficult. But do you have the equipment to refine it? I would advise you not to try using it otherwise; it will have unpleasant side effects on your patients.” Dr Luther added, “You know, it is possible that we can trade . . .”


  “Maybe I can give you a freebie, too. Turn you on, Dieter. Do you some good.”


  The woman was being playful, Mike saw. This was a routine she and Dr Luther had gone through many times.


  “Come on,” one of the men said, the one who’d come into the service station. “We get this done. We go.” He had some kind of Balkan accent.


  “I have thirty millilitres at 2000 units per,” Dr Luther said, holding up a sealed silvery plastic baggie. “I think you know the price.”


  “As we agreed,” the woman said, and held up a sheaf of crumpled US dollars, green bills worn threadbare by their long use as the currency of the grey market.


  Mike had been watching the exchange, and didn’t notice the figure rising from the dumpbin until it vaulted to the ground and looked straight at him. A blueskinned high-cheeked elfin face, eyes flooded with amber reflections from the kitchen’s light. Beautiful, in a ragged lace dress that half-concealed, halfrevealed her slim body. A changeling, a fairy.


  The kitchen door clattered open, and a doll limped out, shouldering a greasy bag of waste food. Mike looked around for a moment; when he looked back, the fairy had gone.


  The two men had stepped backwards into the shadows, vanishing in the same way the fairy had. The woman looked at Mike and said, “Hey, now you know why we do this. You come by some time, you can turn on like they do. Really, our stuff will get by your chip.”


  Mike said, “Oh yeah? What does it do?” He was acutely aware that Dr Luther was watching him.


  “It’ll take you on a one-way trip to fairyland, young fellow. What do you say?”


  “My assistant stays clean,” Dr Luther said. “If I get into trouble with the authorities, I can’t answer for the consequences.”


  “I think your assistant’s in love,” the woman said, and then she turned and walked off into the darkness beyond the light that fell from the kitchen.


  Dr Luther said, “You do not entertain that idea, Michael. With me you stay clean.”


  “Listen, I only work for you. I’m not like one of your dolls.”


  “Of course not. You don’t want to be owned by anyone. That is quite natural. But you are mine, Michael, while you are chipped. I give back your proof of employment, your werkgeversverklaring, you go to the general labour pool. Like this poor thing here.”


  The doll had halted outside the kitchen door, stupidly confused by the presence of humans where no humans should be. Dr Luther caught its chin in one hand and the sack of garbage it was carrying dropped with a ripe splatter. He raised his other hand and the scalpel caught the light from the kitchen. Then he cut the doll’s throat.


  It stood with blood gushing dark red down the front of its paper coveralls, then collapsed face forward into the spill of chicken bones and plastic and rotten lettuce leaves and soggy half-eaten rolls.


  Mike stepped back as blood pooled towards his boots. He was too shocked to speak.


  “Remember that the fairies are just one step from this,” Dr Luther said. He kicked the dead doll’s head. “Let me tell you about dolls. They were originally gene-spliced in South Korea as a way of trying to out-compete its neighbours of the Pacific Rim, and soon every nation was using them as cheap slave labour. Kobolds, they were originally called, although no one but the Peace Police uses this term now. The liberationists cure the dolls by taking out their control chips and inserting new ones, and infect them with fembots which hardwire the chips into the dolls’ cerebral cortex, then bring them to sexual maturity. Most dolls are male, did you know that?”


  “Does it matter?” The talk of chips had reminded Mike of his own; his right eye itched from the inside.


  “Not usually, of course. There’s nothing magical about them, and nothing there for you, my dear Michael. I’ve been offering to distribute that drug for several years, but always I am refused.”


  “She said it wasn’t hers to sell.”


  “She helped make the fairies, Michael. What do you think?”


  Mike thought about that on the ride back, and on and off all the next day, speculation mixed with the glimpse he’d had of the fairy’s fine-boned face, its wild fearless gaze.


  “I heard talk of a place out there where it doesn’t matter you’re chipped,” Wayne Patterson volunteered the next evening, in the cafe where Mike was whiling away the time before the sex arcade opened. He explained in his dogged old man’s way. “The thing is, they say you can find anything out on the fringe, but when you’re out there . . . You’re there, that’s all that matters on the fringe. You can’t fall any further. Nothing at all to do with fairies.”


  “You said you saw a fairy?”


  “The peepers killed most of them when they broke up the liberationists,” Wayne said. “Maybe there are one or two left, but that’s it. It’s more important they’re fringers than fairies.”


  Mike said. “Right now I’ve something more interesting to think about. Last night, I learnt there are still liberationists.”


  He explained what had gone down, and Wayne grew serious. “I tell you one thing. Mike. Don’t fuck with Dr Luther. He’s been around a long time. He’s got all sorts of connections and immunities.”


  “That drug turns out to be real, there are maybe what? A million zeks, two million? Most of them wanting to be turned on. And then there are the straights.”


  Wayne said, “You used to be on Hux. right? Bad stuff, Mike. I think you want a taste again. I seen this before. Go talk to your therapist, he’ll tell you.”


  “What I was into . . . I don’t need a replacement for that. What I need is to get out from under the chip, away from Dr Luther and his little tricks. And I know that costs money. There are places that’ll take it out easy enough, but then I need a new identity, don’t want to look at tripling my sentence if I get caught. And you. Wayne, what about you?”


  “What about me?” Wayne said, looking confused.


  “You got to get yourself out, too. You’re stuck here and you deserve better. Name a place you want to go, you can get there.” He could see the idea growing in Wayne by the way the old man’s eves started to lose focus. He said, “All I need is someone who knows the fringes, someone who can find out where the liberationists are hiding.”


  “Those guys you were talking about,” Wayne said. “They sound an awful lot like some ghosts I was staying with some time. You know, stateless people. These were from I think Albania.”


  Mike smiled. “I believe it’s my round,” he said. “What do you want, coffee or juice?”


  Later, at work. Dr Luther made no mention of the last night, for which Mike was very grateful. He I wasn’t sure if he could hold his tongue if Dr Luther made one of his remarks. He prepped a doll for surgery, washing its stringy blue body with alcohol, giving it a shot to put it under with the pneumatic hypodermic. Dr Luther worked quickly, building a muscular orifice in the doll’s abdominal wall: this was for the special customer who took to heart the old maxim about understanding death by fucking life in the gall bladder.


  “You’ll help with the delivery tonight,” Dr Luther said, after they had rolled the doll onto the gurney and Mike was sluicing blood from the stainless steel table. Dr Luther snapped off his gloves and dropped them into the bucket of clotting blood. “Just look tough and say nothing. That’s all Eve wants. You mess up, she’ll tell me, but I trust you not to mess up, Michael. And don’t bother coming back when you’re done. This is an expensive rush job. no need to open the arcade tonight.”


  “I’ll do my best,” Mike said, nice as pie, thinking that if Dr Luther wanted him out of the way that night there were more subtle ways to go about it. Arrogance was as bad a vice as stupidity.


  The delivery was in the smart neighbourhood to the west of the Damrak. on Prinsengracht canal, a stone’s throw from the Anne Frank House. Eve, the hard-faced Frenchwoman, didn’t lift a finger as Mike manoeuvred the groggy doll out of the water taxi and across the cobbled street into the elevator of the tall narrow apartment building.


  The special client lived in the penthouse. It was done out in retrochic: a gleaming hardwood floor; glass walls on three sides of the living room looking out across the lights of the city; leather and chrome furniture spotlit like museum pieces, which was probably what they were. An actual human butler, whom Mike at first mistook for the client, a small grave Thai in a loose black smock, helped instal the doll in a ceramic and stainless steel bathroom while Eve waited by the door. The butler handed her a fat envelope which she put in her Chanel bag.


  On the way down, Mike said. “What happens to it?” Eve gave him a hard look and said, “They do things to it, maybe fuck it, maybe not, and then kill it, slowly.”


  “Not my idea of sex.”


  “You don’t have much imagination, do you, Michael? That’s good. Don’t ask questions, and you’ll be all right.”


  Outside she handed him a bill before she stepped into the waiting water taxi. Ten ecus.


  He stood at the edge of the quay and said, “What do I do. buy a cup of coffee?”


  In the water taxi, Eve looked up. “Isn’t it almost your curfew? You go home now, stay cool.”


  But going home was the last thing on Mike’s mind; instead, he walked back to Dr Luther’s sex arcade. It was shut, its frontage dark amongst the neon hustle and bustle of midnight. A black, official-looking limo was illegally parked on the corner under the big Pepsi-Cola hologram, its human driver reading by the hologram’s red, white and blue light, oblivious to the colourful crowds that swirled around him while he waited for his boss to finish with his cheap thrill. In the Neiumarkt Square beyond, the lights of the funfair’s big wheel slowly revolved against the purple night.


  Mike got in at the back door at the bottom of a set of narrow slippery steps, using the key he’d taken on the way out. He was looking through the steel pharmacy cabinet in the basement when he heard footsteps above and then muffled voices.


  Each of the cubicles had an intercom set. In the old days the girls would have used them in case the customer got rough; now they were marked for customer convenience. Mike switched them on, one by one, his heart tripping at each click, until he heard Dr Luther telling someone that it was risky, they probably wouldn’t even come, with an edge to his voice Mike had never heard before.


  A man’s voice, heavy and slow, fluent Dutch coloured by an unidentifiable accent, said, “That’s your problem. I trust for your own sake you’ll find a way.”


  “I could tell them that the batch was contaminated. It would work as long as they haven’t started to use it.”


  “I don’t want details, Luther. Just that it’s arranged.”


  “Well, as long as I’m not involved beyond that.”


  “We arrest them, leave you. My word.”


  “I’m losing a source of income, you know’.”


  “Hardly a major worry for you, given your special clients. You know we can make it up to you. Tomorrow night.”


  Mike didn’t need to hear any more. He shut off the intercom, and went through the pharmacy cabinet, then the surgical kit. That was where he found the reprogramming device. It was a slim black tube with a gridded lens at its flared end, a digital input pad and a red button set in its shaft. He prayed that the thing wasn’t date specific, that what had worked yesterday would work today, and put it to his right eye and pressed the button. Then he pulled open the refrigerator and grabbed a couple of sealed bags of thyrotropic hormone, and went out the way he’d come in.


  On the hot, crowded, neon-lit street, he saw the limo pull away, moving slowly over the cobbles. A moment later, Dr Luther appeared at the door of the arcade. He carefully locked it. and went off in the opposite direction. Mike ran all the way to the club where Wayne Patterson was working.


  At that time of night, the trams were mostly empty. Wayne Patterson sat on one side of the aisle, Mike on the other. Mike felt a buzzing excitement, couldn’t stop telling the old man what he’d heard, although all Wayne would say was that of course Dr Luther was a snitch, just about everyone on the Walletjes was, it was how they got through life, it didn’t mean anything.


  “But it does!” Mike said passionately. He was thinking of that sweet glimpse, the beautiful creature. He could have reached out . . . He remembered that Wayne Patterson had once told him about the time he’d worked in a termination plant. They strapped the dolls in bucket seats on a kind of chain, shot them in the head with a captive bolt, and the seats carried them into the incinerator. Inspectors were supposed to make sure every doll was dead before it burned, but Wayne had said maybe one in a hundred woke up with a broken skull, started to scream and struggle, and the inspectors knew all about it, because why else would the dolls have to be strapped in . . .


  It was still hot when they reached the service station at the motorway intersection, the night air close and absolutely still. Traffic made a rushing noise beyond the screen of trees. Lights twinkled out in the heath, little fires. Wayne Patterson shivered, said it was so spookily the same.


  “Then you can find them.”


  “Look, Mike, they’ve a mind to it they can find you. But they don’t want to—”


  “The liberationists can’t be that far away. Luther expects to meet up with them tomorrow. And they said they’d look out for me. They want to turn me on.”


  “And you’re going to let them.”


  “Sure. I have to try the goods first, don’t I?”


  “The goods. Right. But that’s not really why you’re doing this, is it?” When Mike didn’t answer, Wayne sighed and said, “Might as well get it over. Stay close to me, kid. Don’t go running off no matter what you see.”


  A hundred metres beyond the neon orange glow of the parking lot, it was almost pitch black. The stars were bright, but there was no moon. The two men kept tripping on heather roots exposed in the sandy soil. Once, Wayne made Mike stand still for a whole minute because of shadows on a low ridge ahead, until he suddenly snorted and said. “It’s okay. I think they’re just bushes.”


  They were: dwarf willows, with an old torn sleeping bag bunched up in their shelter. “Someone was here,” Wayne Patterson remarked, and Mike laughed, something relaxing in him. and told Wayne he was a dead loss as an Indian scout.


  “Hold up.” Wayne said. “I think I hear someone coming.”


  That was when they were rushed. There were two packs, coming from right and left, throwing plastic sheets over both men, knocking them down by press of numbers. Mike felt hard little fingers clutching at the baggies of hormone solution, and tried to hug them to his chest, but something bit his wrist and he howled and let go, kicking against the weights on his legs, which suddenly vanished. He sat up, convulsively threw away the plastic sheeting, called out Wayne’s name.


  Silence.


  Mike reached out, walking his fingertips centimetre by centimetre across sandy soil until they encountered Wayne Patterson’s nylon windbreaker. The old man didn’t move; there was no pulse in his throat. Mike straddled him and started heart massage and mouth-to-mouth, but Wayne didn’t respond and then Mike found the thin spike that had been driven into his right eye and with a sudden convulsive movement flung himself away from the corpse.


  That was when he heard the music.


  It came from the north, deeper in the wasteland. A faint glow showed there and Mike walked towards it, stumbling over tussocky grasses in near darkness. It was past two o’clock in the morning, and his right eye throbbed. Reprogramming had only increased the limit that the chip allowed by a few kilometres, and he cloudily wondered how much time he had before the extension on his curfew ran out.


  The light came from a fire which burned in a little steep-sided hollow. There were two huts built right into the sides of the hollow like entrances to mine shafts, their walls made of crates with product names still stencilled on their sides, their steep roofs of overlapping flattened tins. A wailing music rose up from somewhere near the fire. It was a wild skirl of women’s voices, a dissonant chorus that sent chills snarling at the base of Mike’s spine. He’d never heard music like it.


  As Mike went down the slope, his right eye suddenly swarmed with black chevrons—a warning that he’d reached his limit. He clapped his hands over his eyes and cried out, and tripped and fell, rolling down the sandy slope and coming to rest at the feet of the men who’d come around the fire to meet him.


  They helped Mike up. He had to squint around the chevrons to see them. They were dressed in shabby black suits, or long dark coats over jeans and ragged pullovers. With black curly hair and a gypsy look, they all looked a little like each other, as if they were all brothers or uncles in the same family, the same family indeed as the men who had escorted the woman liberationist. They spoke what sounded like Italian, slow enough that Mike could almost understand it. One of them held up a bulky old-fashioned radio with a grey plastic grill front and twisted a dial, and the music stopped.


  Mike had fallen into the middle of a gang of ghosts, part of the population of second- or third-generation refugees from the central European wars or from further still, old-style Russians who’d fled the Islamic Jihad, and Africans who’d migrated like so many birds up Italy into Europe’s heartland. There were millions of them living in the wild places outside the cities and arcologies, enduring the hot summers and cold winters, the ice storms and droughts caused by the great climatic overturn. They had no money but used an elaborate system of barter; no government but that of the family or group; no law but that which the EC refugee commission imposed upon them. They took medical care from U.N. clinics, work and food where they could.


  One of the men, a tall broad fellow perhaps a few years younger than Mike, said in broken French that he and his brothers were from Albania, that he would be honoured if Mike would break bread here with them while they waited for his friend, and Mike, misunderstanding, told him about Wayne, the way he had been killed.


  The man said he understood, that they could do something for this Wayne if perhaps Mike had some money . . .?


  Mike discovered that the slender roll of notes he’d stashed in the key pocket of his jeans was gone: all he could offer were a few coins, sliver-thin ecus and a heavy English five pound coin with milled edges. Poor enough fare for the ferryman, but the tall man jingled them in his palm, then clapped Mike on the back.


  Somewhere on the other side of the fire, the radio started up with the women’s chanting voices again. An unlabelled green bottle with a chipped neck was passing from hand to hand. A moment later, just as Mike was trying to explain that he couldn’t drink brandy, the woman liberationist stepped out of one of the huts.


  “Quite a sight you made,” she said, “stumbling this way and that across the heath, like King Lear with his fool, looking for Cordelia.”


  Her grey dreadlocks were flattened to one side, as if she’d been sleeping, and her skin gleamed with sweat; her cotton dress, printed with a Martian scape of sand and pitted rocks, clung to the upper slopes of her loose breasts. She looked drunk, or stoned.


  “Were those really children?”


  “Of course they were. Fairies don’t need money.”


  Mike wondered how she knew the kids had stolen his bankroll. He said, “I was bringing you some thyrotropic hormone. They got that when they killed my friend.”


  “Oh, and are you sure that’s what he was?” The way she said it, Mike knew what she’d done. She added, all concern, “Is there something wrong with your eye?”


  “I’m out here at my limit. I can’t go any further. That hormone was all I had. And the money. Except I can tell you something—”


  One of the Albanians handed the woman the bottle of brandy. She swigged deeply, wiped her mouth. “You came to see the fairies. If you still want that, you’ll have to take this in your mouth. Hurry. We don’t have much time.”


  She thrust out her hand, palm-up: a leech-like gob of live jelly curled and uncurled there. Mike stepped back, and she laughed.


  “No one said it would be easy!” Then her face was in his, brandy fumes so strong it was a wonder his chip wasn’t triggered. “I can show you such wonders. Do you have the courage?”


  “Why I came out here—” But he couldn’t explain. He had no plan, only desire, sudden and physical as hunger. “Yes,” he said. “Yes, I will. Yes.”


  Then her hand was over his mouth, and he could feel the thing against his lips. “Don’t swallow,” she said. “Don’t chew. Just let it in.”


  Mike opened his mouth with an act of will, felt the thing squirm onto his tongue. He gagged, but it had already sunk into his mucosal membranes. A slow throbbing spread out from the soft tissue at the muscular root of his tongue, filling the cave of his mouth. A wave of nausea rolled over him and he doubled over and vomited.


  The woman held his hair back as his stomach wetly clenched, forcing up chyme thin as egg white. When he was able to stand, she said, “Now you’re almost ready.”


  Mike started to ask what she’d done to him, but suddenly there was a great beating of wings and light stabbed down, flooding the little hollow. Moments later a helicopter descended from the darkness beyond the glare, blowing out the fire and sending ashes flying up. An amplified voice said something that was lost in the helicopter’s roar.


  The Albanians were disappearing into one of the huts. The woman grabbed Mike’s hand and dragged him into the other. “Crawl,” she said, and pushed him into the dark at the back, which turned out to be an old drainage pipe.


  Mike crawled, following the sounds of the woman as she turned left at a Y-junction. Warning chevrons floated before him; his right eye felt as if it was filled with mercury.


  Maybe ten, maybe twenty minutes of this. At some point the chevrons faded from Mike’s sight: the woman was leading him back towards Amsterdam. Mike began to appreciate how the dolls moved around. There had been kilometres and kilometres of pipes installed at the beginning of the century to drain saltwater seepage, part of the now-abandoned reclamation schemes.


  The pain in his eye and the chevrons came back: he felt a sudden breeze. The woman pulled him up. They were in an inspection manhole. Mike could hardly see now. He said, “I can’t go any further,” but the woman only said she’d see about that and started climbing. Mike followed, hand over hand up the iron staples that made a ladder up the manhole. Hot hands grasped his, pulled him up, and something, a fairy, grinned into his face. With the chevrons swarming in his sight Mike couldn’t tell whether it was the one he’d seen before. It kissed him full on the mouth, and he felt the hot worm of its tongue writhe across his teeth.


  The creature giggled and then it was running into the darkness towards tangles of pipes and blockhouses. an abandoned chemical plant or pumping station lightless except for a single warning light flashing red on top of a tall chimney.


  As Mike started after the fairy, the structure seemed to flow into itself, growing taller, turrets reaching up against a sky softly luminous and dusted with living stars as a meadow is dusted with daisies. A woman took his hand: she was tall and fair, dressed in a loose gown that swept to her feet, with a coronet thrust carelessly in her long loose hair. Her laughter was like a bell; her soft hand thrilled in Mike’s own, and he turned and pulled her to him and kissed her until she pulled away, laughing again. “You have to save yourself,” she said, and led him on until black light filled his eyes and spiralled into his head and took him away.


  Mike came awake all at once, sweat starting from every pore. His right eye hurt like crazy, tender as when he’d been chipped. He was lying in a nest of greasy, smelly rags, head-first inside a dead-end pipe just long enough to hold him. Light flickered beyond his feet; there was the sound of people moving around. He turned himself around, pain flaring in his eye with every movement. When he stuck his head out to take a look where he was, the same fairy he’d seen that one time at the service station smiled at him from about a metre away and he remembered and managed not to scream.


  He was in some kind of vault, big as a church, lit by vague shafts of light that fell through grids high above. A double row of steel girders held up a ceiling of concrete slabs. They stood either side of a central channel that was filled with black water in which grossly fat dolls wallowed on their backs like beached walruses. Naked blue-skinned fairies moved amongst the girders, going to and fro, weaving in and out, forming groups of six or eight or ten that slowly collapsed against each other, writhing and crawling and licking and stroking in languorous slow motion before flowing away in different directions.


  It made Mike think of the ant heaps under the flagstones of the path of his parents’ house. When he’d been little he’d lever up the slabs to watch with a mixture of curiosity and revulsion the swarming secret life. He’d forgotten that emotion until now.


  Every so often a fairy would step up and bend to kiss the bloated blue-skinned belly of one of the dolls that wallowed in the trough of black water – no, they were sucking at tubes which jutted from crusted ligatures and dribbled clear pink goo. Mike saw the woman, hands cupped on the shiny swollen belly of one of the dolls, cheeks hollowing as she sucked. She straightened, slowly licked her lips, then dreamily stalked up the slope. Mike hastily slid out of his hole, falling to his knees on wet gritty concrete.


  The woman crouched beside him. Stuff like egg albumin glistened on her chin. “Welcome to fairyland,” she said. “I can tell you’re not seeing it as it is.”


  “Oh. I am. I am. Jesus, you live like this?”


  “Once we thought only of freeing them,” the woman said dreamily. “We unchained their minds, sharpened their intelligence, induced sexual maturation. We liberated them. We believed they should decide their own destiny, but we didn’t realize that we weren’t making them more human, but less. Did you ever read science fiction?”


  “Not really.” Mike found all those old movies that showed up on cable kind of disturbing, full of the violent aspirations of a bad century. They put odd thoughts in his head, fantasies of instant gratification, limitless power. Stuff like that could mess up your life, he should know.


  “They always thought the aliens would come from the stars. But they’re here, Mike. We made them. When the peace police came down, some of us escaped. We ran into the wilderness. The fairies found us. took us in. We’d changed them and they started to change us.” She giggled. “Here we are. Isn’t it wonderful?”


  Mike said, “Dr Luther wants to turn you in. You go to him again, he will.”


  “Dr Luther told the peepers you’d lead them to us. He thinks that he can get the drug for free if he can find out where we live. There’s a recording circuit in your chip. So we took it out.”


  “I knew it! You’re crazy!”


  Mike felt a wave of panicky despair. He really didn’t need this. His flaky old counsellor had been clear about that one point: trying to interfere with your chip automatically tripled your sentence. He’d be an old man before he came out from under, childless, unloved. He’d be like poor dead Wayne Patterson.


  He said, without hope, “Take me back.”


  “Mike, Mike. Don’t you understand? You have so much to give. You have what they need, what they want. They’re only the third stage. We were the first, the dolls the second, fairies the third. You can contribute to what the fairies need for the fourth, for the fusion. Certain genes . . . Fairies, males and females both, are sterile, but still they are making a new generation. They learn so quickly. They strip bowel epithelial cells to the haploid state and fuse them, gestate the embryos in the abdominal cavities of males when they run short of females.


  “They need you, Mike. They need what you have to add to what they have already taken, as much variety as possible, yes. Don’t think you’re the first or the last. And you’ll be rewarded. You came here for the drug, but you can’t use the drug without the catalyst. That’s what I made you put under your tongue. It’s part of you now, has sunk its pseudoneurones into your limbic cortex. When it receives the blessing, then you’ll see all this as it really is!”


  Mike said, “Blessing?”


  The fairy’s hot fingers feathered Mike’s cheek. He didn’t know if he was going to throw up or come. Its beautiful knife-blade face was centimetres from his. Its eyes were flecked with gold, and he could see his own face, unshaven and ripely bruised around the right eye, reflected there. Its lips branded his own, and he felt its hot tongue slide into his mouth, sweet and hot and wet.


  And he saw.


  The fairy and the woman took him by the hands and he rose and walked down the broad sweep of soft living marble. The woman swung a little sack of soft leather, threw a pinch of gold dust from it into the air, then tied it around Mike’s neck, telling him it was his price, his reward.


  He hardly noticed, seeing the filigreed pillars that arched gracefully to the mother-of-pearl roof of this sumptuous chamber, hearing the siren song of the silken-skinned creatures that bathed in the silver waters of the central pool, joyously and generously offering their sweet intoxicating milk to any who craved it. He saw the lambent joy in the fairies that surrounded him, their touches waking waves of pleasure that pierced him to his core as they divested him of his clothes and pressed against him, moving together on and over and under, and Mike was taken in and he accepted and became a part of the flowing movement. Skin on skin, hotter than human. The arching press of strange, boned penises, not seeking to enter him but only flowing, tracing exquisite patterns across his skin. The woman’s laughter floating somewhere, tiny bells that tripped the mechanisms of his heart. It was better than Hux, it took him all, skin and muscle, nerve and bone and blood and brain. Someone fed him clear pink milk from their mouth, and it was an explosion of delight running through his core, rising and rising, the fairies intent around him now, still moving on him as he came in wave after wave, his come arching gloriously, caught in a crystal bottle by an intent fairy, sperm flickering like stars, like phosphorescent fish schooling in a coral grotto as Mike screamed with pleasure, and fainted.


  Night, warm wind stinking of halogens blowing across the coarse grass in which Mike lay. There was a plastic bag in his hand—he remembered that it had been a leather sack chock full of gold dust, but it held only a dredging of coarse sand – and then he remembered everything else, and laughed.


  From a little way off. Dr. Luther said, “Well you’re awake, even if you haven’t come to your senses.”


  “Oh Christ.”


  Dr Luther came forward and helped Mike sit up. Amsterdam’s sickly aurora, glowing at the level horizon. provided enough light for Mike to see Dr Luther’s quizzical expression.


  “You still have your chip,” Dr Luther said.


  “I do? I thought I was free . . .” What he felt was relief.


  “It went off. then came back on. That’s how we found you. The police are waiting, Michael, but they let me talk to you first. It is a small enough favour considering the help I gave. Where are they, Michael? They left you here. Where did they take you?”


  “I don’t know. Somewhere strange. Wonderful and strange. I don’t know where!”


  Then he cried out, because Dr Luther had grabbed hold of his hair, pulled his head back.


  “The drug, Michael. Tell me about the drug. It’s real, isn’t it? Tell me where, Michael, and you can walk free. All the cops want are the liberationists, the people who killed Wayne Patterson, who did this to you. Be smart. I can help you. Tell me all about it.”


  “Wayne Patterson was working for you, wasn’t he? They knew, that’s why they killed him. I’ve been a fool.”


  Dr Luther wrenched at Mike’s hair. “Tell me!”


  It was hard lo slay calm, but knowledge gave Mike strength. “Listen,” he said quietly.


  When Dr Luther bent closer Mike got a hand under his chin and pushed. Then they were rolling over in the dirt. Mike kicked and kicked, and Dr Luther went limp for-a second, long enough for Mike to break free and stand up. He was breathing in great gulps. shaking with the rush of adrenalin.


  Dr Luther slowly climbed to his feet. He brushed at the crumpled, stained trousers of his silk suit and looked sidelong at Mike with a wary expression. He suddenly looked old and frail.


  Mike said, “You don’t get it, do you? There are no more liberationists. The fairies don’t need them any more. You told me they weren’t anything, just modified dolls. You’re wrong. They’re as much like dolls as we are like dogs.”


  Lights flashed and danced in the distance: a line of figures was walking slowly across the heath towards them.


  Dr Luther said, pleading now, “Time’s up, Michael. The police will put you in the general labour pool if you don’t tell them. Last chance.”


  Mike said, “You don’t get it, do you? Matter of fact, you’ll never get it.”


  He remembered, as if in double-image, the pleasure and the reality. The fairies had used him and taken his germ cells and cast him away, but he understood and forgave them. They owed their creators nothing, and even the glimpse of their world was payment enough, for he knew no matter how much he might yearn for it. he couldn’t live there. They learn so quickly, the woman had said of the fairies. Learn and change, busy becoming something else, growing away from their origin. She’d given her all. and so had he. all he was able to give.


  He began to laugh. His children – what would his children be like? Still laughing, free at last, he walked past the old man towards the waiting police.
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  Children of the Revolution


  The first Niles knew of Magenta’s new squeeze was when she brought the kid into Max’s Head Shop, which in winter was where most of the Permanent Floating Wave tended to hang out when they weren’t working or sleeping. Max’s Head Shop was at the northern end of Scheveningen, the end where almost nobody lived any more because it was too close to the lawless wilderness of the Oostduinpark, where fringers and fairies and ghosts and goblins lurked. The Head Shop was a tall, narrow semi-ruin wedged between the abandoned multistorey car-park where the Wave rolled and a row of shops burnt out in some forgotten millennial riot and now subdivided into cribs used by some of the funky old resort’s transient summer population of students, street performers, seasonal workers and the like. The ground-floor bar was all one room, filled with little round tables and spindly aluminium cafe chairs and claustrophobic shadows, the kind of place that Carol Reed would have filmed at menacingly tipped angles. The counter ran under the helical stairs, lit only by ancient neon signs advertising American beers you couldn’t buy there. Saint Jack was always anchored at one end, and Max himself lurked beneath the glare, dispensing Guinness and blond and dark Heineken, coffee and smokes and frothy hot chocolate dusted with nutmeg, and mind-blowing hash brownies, fresh batches of which a crazy old woman brought in twice a day, and sipping Lucozade livened up with Four Roses bourbon, and selling tokens to the kids who were into the head-changing role-playing games that went on upstairs while the wrinklies nodded out on harmless drugs in the bar.


  It was late evening on a snowy winter’s night, with the wind right off the North Sea. The bar smelled of wet wool and old coffee grounds and harsh tobacco smoke. The big space-heater roared and roared on one note over the door, and bass sonics leaking from the Permanent Floating Wave made the thick china coffee cups on the long shelf behind the counter rattle and hum. Kids drifted up and down the helical stairs, as spaced out coming as going, but the ground floor of the Head Shop was almost empty. Niles, Burckhardt, Hans Rusberg and Doc Weird were chewing the fat about the Wave’s cable TV link at a corner table. The only other customers were a couple of zoned-out wasters with hair down to their waists; one had just said to the other, ‘I don’t know what this shit is I’ve taken, man, but my lower lip’s gone numb, when Magenta sashayed in.


  A young kid Niles had never seen before, a slim boy fourteen or fifteen years old, held the door open for her, and she paused there while freezing wind blew flakes of gritty snow around her and everyone in the place, except Saint Jack, nodding out as usual at the end of the bar, yelled at her to get in or get out or at least shut the door. But Magenta paused a few seconds before snapping her fingers. Her decrepit doll servant, Igor, a skinny misshapen dwarf resplendent in a cut-down bellboy uniform, plush purple loaded with gold braid that clashed violently with its blue skin, slid between the kid and the door. It had to stretch to reach the handle. Magenta whipped off her fake fur coat and Igor snatched it and with a swirling limp – like most dolls more than a decade old, it suffered from arthritis and osteoporosis—scurried away to hang it up.


  The Permanent Floating Wave collective supported the antislavery campaigns and didn’t use doll labour, but Magenta’s affectation of having a personal servant was tolerated because she had rescued Igor by bribing one of the convict overseers of the local recycling plant. A decade before, liberationist movements had kidnapped dolls and rewritten their control chips and set the resulting fairy changelings free in Europe’s wild places. It was typical of Magenta that she had turned this radical impulse to her own ends. She had been some kind of actress for a couple of years, and was strong on atmospheres and entrances. Niles had known dozens more or less exactly like her in his palmy studio days as a vision mixer before he’d contracted to direct the video of the disastrous comeback tour of this one-time mega trash aesthetique group Liquid Television, one long hot summer that was, Christ, twenty years ago. Artistes of the video cutaway shot, every one of them. Magenta was the only member of the Permanent Floating Wave who, when she wasn’t auditing, actually danced there. Nailed to an imaginary chalk mark, she would whip through long series of poses for hour after hour, no two the same, eyes focused on infinity while her face shifted from lust to predatory hunger to rapture at each snap of her hips and shoulders. She was still pretty good, Niles had to admit. In the good old bad old days, he’d probably have put out some fine for her, shared a couple of hours of slippery safe sex.


  Time was. Now Niles was a communal partner with her and the other half-dozen founder members of the Wave. Two years, the longest he’d stayed in any one place since he’d quit his nice steady safe studio job. Christ on a crutch. He was getting old, fifty next year, and nothing to show for it but a fading reputation as the fastest hands-on vision mixer west of the Rhine.


  Magenta slittled filmy black layers around herself as she took a chair at the Wave’s table. Melting snow starred the raven wing of her hair. Black lipstick, black nails, big square-lensed dark glasses that, with her deadwhite skin and hollowly shaded cheekbones, made her small face even more skull-like than usual. She looked like Morticia Addams with a hangover. ‘It’s been a time,’ she said.


  ‘It’s been a while,’ Hans Rusberg corrected her. He was looking at the kid who had come in with Magenta.


  Magenta answered his scowl with a sweet smile and said in her small, husky voice, ‘Why, Hans dear, are you in trouble with the police again?’


  She’d dropped out of law school to become a video extra, still knew enough to handle the minor hassles that came with the Permanent Floating Wave’s territory.


  Hans said, ‘No more than I ever am. How about you, Magenta? What’s with the sweetmeat? Or did you finally manage to grow something in that vat of yours?’


  ‘It’s not a vat at all; it’s an alembic,’ Magenta said. ‘I don’t expect you to appreciate the difference, Hans dear, but I expect you to know it.’


  ‘So who’s the kid?’ Niles said.


  ‘My new friend? Do you know, I’m not sure if he has a name.’ She reached out and drew the kid to her, rested her head against his hip. He was Indian or Pakistani, long glossy black hair framing a thin face with bee-stung lips and high cheekbones and watchful black eyes. He was dressed in ragged but clean denim so old the original indigo dye showed only in the creases: a slash-cut jacket with an orange fur collar; jeans out at the knees and bunched at the waist by a silver belt studded with glass rubies Niles recognized as Magenta’s. Despite the slush outside, he was shod in transparent plastic sandals, the kind geezers and babushkas wore to the beach in summer.


  ‘Hey,’ Hans said, ‘what they call you?’ and grinned when the kid flinched. Hans ran security and the refreshment concessions. He had half a metre and maybe 50 kilos on the kid. His big shaved head was like a boulder. ‘I swear your friends get younger and younger each year, Magenta. What do we call this one if he hasn’t got a name?’


  ‘Kid Charlemagne,’ Burckhardt said. He was the oldest of the Wave’s founder members; his parents had been actual honest-to-God hippies. He twinkled at Magenta from behind his round wire-framed spectacles and said, ‘Kid Charlemagne, because he gets it on, am I right, Magenta?’ and everyone at the table laughed except for Doc Weird, who didn’t get the reference because he probably was no more than a year or two older than the kid and hadn’t grown up when everything in the last half of the twentieth century had come around again in a millennial mixmastenng of pop culture.


  ‘Listen, guys, we honestly can’t afford charity cases,’ Doc Weird said. He was a blond Brit with an earnest, pedantic air. He told Magenta, ‘Gate’s way down. We even had the cable company on our backs just now.’


  Niles had had to deal with the man, some low-grade weaselly type with a moustache like a dead caterpillar glued to his sweaty upper lip, a bad fluorochrome print suit and patter right out of the worst excesses of twentieth-century free-market consumerism, littered with dead phrases like profit margin and customer demand, as if the post-capitalist revolution and the universal unearned wage hadn’t happened. Niles had forced himself to be polite, but it had given him a bad flashback to the days when the manager of Liquid Television had vanished with the expenses credit card mid-tour, stranding the group, their crew and Niles’s production team in Bosnia or Romania or some other godforsaken little monarchy where horses and carts were still the principal mode of transport. So he had retreated to Max’s to mellow out like the old E-head casualty everyone thought he was. He was supposed to be working the lighting systems and vision-mixing the cable TV feed, but one of the part-time kids could take care of it; there weren’t enough wavers this early in the night to get any sincere footage.


  Magenta said, ‘It’s winter. Of course the gate’s down.’


  ‘Down beyond that,’ Hans Rusberg said. ‘You stuck around more instead of trying to change gold to lead out in that ruined hotel, you’d know. We’re in trouble, and you go off on some trip, trawling for sweetmeat.’


  Magenta said, ‘He found me. We’ve been going through changes together.’


  The kid said in a soft hoarse voice, ‘Winter is hard.’


  ‘That’s about all he says,’ Magenta explained. ‘But he doesn’t need to say anything. I can read his every thought in his eyes.’


  ‘Bullshit,’ Hans said, but he was smiling. Magenta – her floating witchy post-millennial otherworldliness – amused him.


  ‘And these speak to him, of course,’ Magenta said, bringing out her silk-wrapped tarot cards.


  Niles smiled too. He said, ‘Now that really is bullshit.’


  ‘You only say that because you haven’t found anything to believe in,’ Magenta said serenely.


  Max came around the counter, carrying a little blue bottle of springwater for Magenta; the only time he came from behind bar was to serve Magenta. If Niles didn’t know better he’d think Max was sweet on her, this fat old boozehound with sad wet eyes and speckled capillaries in full bloom on the bulb of his nose, and a longtime boyfriend permanently on the nod in the corner.


  ‘Dear Max,’ Magenta said, and handed the bottle to her doll servant to taste, ‘how’s our Saint today?’


  Max said, ‘He’s good, the Saint’s good,’ and lumbered back into his shadowy corner behind the counter.


  ‘Saint Jack is always good,’ Burckhardt said, blue eyes twinkling behind his little round glasses. Burckhardt had grey hair pulled back in a bushy ponytail that didn’t quite hide his bald spot, and an air of quiet competence and invincible amusement. He audited the graveyard shift, the dawn come-down after Magenta’s or Doc Weird’s apocalyptic revels.


  ‘The Saint gives me the fucking creeps,’ Hans said.


  ‘I like him,’ Burckhardt said. ‘Saint Jack is always so effortlessly cool.’


  Doc Weird said, ‘I hear some guy’s started dealing that strain of fembots. You know, the psychoactive strain that permanently fixed the Saint’s head.’


  ‘Around here you can get anything you want,’ Burckhardt said with a shrug. ‘This isn’t England, thank Christ. Sometimes I think it would not be too bad, spending your twilight years in a permanent high.’


  ‘Yeah,’ Niles said, ‘but suppose you got a bad trip?’


  ‘Niles, my friend, sometimes I think that about my whole life. Did I ever tell you I was an LSD baby?’


  ‘First time today,’ Niles said, watching Magenta lay out her tarot cards, face down, in a lazy-eight pattern with two cards crossed at the waist. She suddenly seemed a different person, more together, more concentrated. He didn’t know whether to believe in the cards or not. They confused him: unlike most of the post-New Age shit Magenta was into, the cards seemed to make the universe more complicated than it really was, not less. The kid was watching her too, with an unsettling rapt concentration.


  She said, ‘You say the gate is down. This kid here-’


  ‘Kid Charlemagne,’ Burckhardt said, twinkling.


  ‘-is a natural auditor. He was playing around with my home kit, and I couldn’t believe the landscapes he made from such a limited palette. He really is a natural. That’s why I have brought him here, to try him out on the real thing. He’ll blow your minds.’


  ‘You say that about all your pick-ups,’ Hans said.


  ‘But this is true. I want him to share my shift, so you’ll see it’s true.’


  Doc Weird said, ‘Oh, guys, this is not what we need. Are we really to believe that someone off the streets can audit a paying crowd? He doesn’t look like he can organize his own thoughts, let alone the feedback from hundreds of wavers. I mean, really.’


  ‘Let’s give him a go,’ Niles said. Doc Weird’s self-righteousness was beginning to piss him off, not for the first time. ‘Why not? We’ve nothing to lose.’


  ‘We have our reputation,’ Doc Weird said stubbornly. ‘We can’t take a chance on losing that just for some kid that walks in off the street.’


  Burckhardt said affably, ‘I seem to remember we took a chance on you, Doc.’


  ‘I had tapes,’ Doc Weird said, ‘I had a reputation, guy. You knew you could rely on me.’


  Burckhardt said, ‘Tapes don’t mean anything out on the floor. You know that, Doc. You know that we took a chance letting you in right at the beginning.’


  Magenta had finished laying her pattern. She closed the remaining cards and said to Niles, ‘So you don’t have a problem with this?’


  ‘I’ll cut and paste and dither for anyone, but I can’t work miracles if the stuff isn’t there.’


  ‘Oh, he’s good.’


  Hans said, ‘Magenta, where did he really come from?’


  ‘He walked in, five days ago. It was snowing so hard—do you remember? I was watching the snow drifting down over the beach. He walked out of the snow, down by the grey slanting lines of the waves.’


  ‘I think I saw that movie,’ Burckhardt said. ‘What was it, Niles?’


  ‘Quincunx, maybe. Or almost anything by Tarkovsky.’


  ‘Didn’t he do Sleeper?’


  ‘No,’ Niles said, ‘but he should have.’ And he and Burckhardt laughed, because it was an old joke of theirs, two geezers shooting the same old shit day after day and not caring.


  ‘Winter is hard,’ the kid said again, in his soft hoarse voice. Niles noticed that he had the habit of looking from face to face to face with shy, sly glances, as if committing each turn of the conversation to memory. Now he stooped and plucked a card from the pattern in front of Magenta, who smiled with a pure delight that turned Niles’s heart. For a moment the boy and the middle-aged witchy woman seemed to him to be united in a rapt shadowy pose, lit from one side like a late Caravaggio. Then Igor bluntly insinuated itself into the frame and laid a restraining hand on the boy’s thin wrist, its long homy nails pressing into his downy brown skin.


  Magenta told her doll servant to hold off, and took the card from the boy and laid it face up. Beneath its laminate surface, on some sunny beach, the slim girl, blonde hair swinging, silver leotard shining, raised a banner decorated with the infinity symbol – the pattern in which the cards were laid – above her head as if in signal to the ship which, in full sail, doffed at the sea’s glittering horizon.


  Magenta tapped the card and it went through its brief loop again. ‘So you see! The Two of Coins. Changes work on the world which must be planned for. Changes connected with business, communications, journeys, which will stimulate joy and laughter.’


  Hans said, ‘Reversed, it means foolhardy discounting of impending disaster and loss of opportunity because of concentration on momentary pleasure.’


  ‘It’s only reversed for you,’ Magenta said. ‘Now, tell me again about the falling gate?’


  It was true. It seemed that every day that passed there were fewer wavers at the Permanent Floating Wave, and it wasn’t just the season. The Wave’s strength had always been that it had relied not on the holiday and conference trade, but on a solid core of custom from the suburbs of Scheveningen and Den Haag, and even from the arcologies along the Rhine. But the original wavers were beginning to outgrow its consensual hallucinations and one-mind-in-a-groove funkiness, while younger kids were into the inscrutable Zen nirvana trip at places like Max’s Head Shop.


  ‘I never bother to look,’ Max said when, two days later, after Kid Charlemagne’s first solo shift auditing the Permanent Floating Wave, Niles asked him for maybe the tenth time what went on upstairs. ‘It’s legal, that’s all I need to know. They eyedrop perfectly legal fully licensed fembot cultures, they sit and study texts and interact in whatever space they create for themselves in the core there, and they get off on it. They want to put tiny little self-replicating machines in their heads to rebuild their way of thinking, that’s their business. I just rent the space. They say they can’t talk about it because there isn’t the vocabulary for it.’ He held up his bottle of Four Roses; there was about two fingers left. ‘You want some of this in your coffee?’


  The bourbon fumed in Niles’s mouth, cut through his exhaustion. It was five in the morning. He’d been up all night, on-line mixing the action for the Wave’s cable TV programme. There was no one else in the bar except Saint Jack, nodding out as usual at the counter. Niles said, ‘Never thought I’d not understand the cutting age of popular culture.’


  ‘I hear Magenta’s squeeze made a hit his first time out.’


  ‘I thought you never watched cable. Or anything else. That’s one reason I like you, Max. You’re one of the few of our generation who has transcended television.’


  Max took a swig from the bottle, tipped the rest into the dregs of Niles’s coffee. ‘Save me from ex-media E-heads. I was talking to Burckhardt. He says this Kid Charlemagne’s a natural auditor. He says with two more like him the Wave could turn itself around. He also says the Brit kid who came in last summer is mad as hell about it.’


  ‘Yeah. How about that Doc Weird? You want to know why they call him that?’


  ‘Burckhardt almost made me want to go see this phenomenon myself.’


  ‘Bullshit, Max. You’ve never left this bar in all the time I’ve known you.’


  ‘I can’t expect Saint Jack to run it. So, you tell me why is the Brit called Doc Weird.’


  ‘Doc Weird is weird because he’s so straight. He has his career all mapped out. He did private parties around London for the experience, and now he’s into semi-legal gigs like the Wave for the exposure. Next year he’ll be a vee-jay, auditing some dumb net access arena, and he’ll end up with a designer credit to Nova Prodigy or some other prime-time interactive entertainment. He’s like my parents, for Christ’s sake. A fucking art yuppie.’


  ‘I thought you were some kind of Native American. One-quarter . . .’


  ‘One-eighth Zuni. Not that it’s important over here.’


  Max squinted at Niles, pursed his lips. ‘Yeah? Still, you know you have a kind of chiselled look? And your ponytail looks better than old Burckhardt’s, where he has to pull it over the bald spot back of his head. More authentic.’


  ‘Zuni’s didn’t go in for ponytails; you’re maybe thinking of Apaches. And I was born and raised in New York, my mother was an information dealer, my father a sculptor, and are you trying to chat me up, Max? I’m flattered.’


  ‘I swear I never hit up on my customers. Here, finish this. So is this Kid Charlemagne any good?’


  ‘He’s OK,’ Niles said, thinking back on the evening. ‘No, he’s better than OK. In fact, he’s actually pretty fucking amazing.’


  There had been no more than the usual number of people surfing the Wave that night, but Kid Charlemagne somehow brought them together, moving a growing group from one virtual micro-environment to the next, synchronizing music and mood to the wired-up wavers’ perceptual reactions in spiralling positive feedback that finally synchronized with Magenta’s gig at the core. It turned out he was already hardwired, something Magenta claimed to know nothing about; about half-way through the night Hans Rusberg said in passing that according to the security system Kid Charlemagne’s chips had the strangest specs he’d ever seen. ‘Like they were hand-grown. Think maybe the Kid escaped from some grey-market research lab?’ But by then things had started to cook, and Niles was too busy to be able to reply.


  The Permanent Floating Wave was threaded through the spiral spaces and ramps of an abandoned multi-storey car-park, its gridded concrete floors still stained with the oily excreta of extinct automobiles. Screens or nothing more than smoke or holograms or virtual projections divided it into spaces that ranged in size from intimate cubicles to the big central core, which could hold a thousand wavers and which was where Kid Charlemagne and his followers had ended up, Magenta fading out to the Kid’s groove in a moonlit glade where the revellers, fully hardwired or temporarily wired by an eyedrop’s worth of fembots, interacted with the elves and sprites and unicorns generated by the Wave’s core computers, and their mood, audited through Kid Charlemagne, looped into the homeostatic sound system and fed back their own rapture.


  It was corny stuff, but Niles was pleased by the rough cuts, and people actually started turning up after a few hours, filling out the spaces where more experimental landscapes, offline stuff culled from AI perceptual experiments, resonated and bled in and out of the core fantasia in a positive feedback spiral of rapture/unity/bliss/wholeness/ecstasy . . .


  Niles worked through the night in the little studio down in the basement, dithering and splicing live images and sending them out, not knowing and not caring whether or not the cable company was taking it to fill dead air in one or another of its thousand channels. For the first time in months the groove got to him, and he more or less collapsed on the job before he let someone else, a brisk young kid called Marta or Martha who had graduated from waver to part-time helper, take over. Too wired to sleep, Niles had walked around the block, marvelling at the double-parked rows of runabouts, and then had dropped by Max’s Head Shop to chill down.


  When he and Max had killed the bourbon, Niles walked back to the Permanent Floating Wave – the last of the wavers to leave were chasing down the morning’s first tram; Kid Charlemagne had lasted an hour more than he had – and crashed out on the cot he kept behind the mainframe.


  Niles woke around noon to silence, fixed himself coffee and found a stale doughnut, and remembered something Hans Rusberg had said. He found him working on a smoke projector, unblocking needle vents along its tangled tubing.


  Niles said, around a bite of doughnut, ‘How do you hand-grow chips?’


  ‘You get dolls to do it. Dumb, cheap and precise, just the kind of labour dolls were designed for. Takes a few hundred doll hours to guide the growth of a prototype chip; then you can test it and, if it works, fembots can learn how to grow it on templates. Watch your feet.’


  Niles stepped back as Hans threw out the smoke machine’s coils. Then he put on the heavy-framed spectacles which were cabled to the machine’s processor, and plumes of red and green smoke spurted to different heights in a standing wave that moved up and down the coils. Mixing to a murky purple, the smoke swirled around their knees. It smelt of burning leaves.


  ‘And Magenta’s kid has hand-grown chips in his head?’


  ‘Maybe so. Don’t know what they’re supposed to do, but they make him a natural auditor.’ Hans took off his spectacles, unplugged them, and speared them into the breastpocket of his shirt. ‘Which reminds me, some A&R type walked in. Seems that the Kid blipped her monitoring programmes. Doc Weird is following her around like a puppy dog, trying to cop some of the action, but all she wants is your outtakes.’


  And when Niles found her, she’d taken them too. Even paid for them, which considering she was from EuroNet was pretty fucking amazing.


  It was the talk of the communal meal that afternoon. The Wave was into informal interaction and spontaneous organization, but the daily communal meal, where everyone shared cooking and clearing up and ate as a group around a big table with no set places, was the one established ritual that was the exception to the rule that there were no rules. Burckhardt had organized the half-dozen part-time helpers. They’d cooked hot smoked sausage, potatoes and cabbage. There were chunks of airy bread, pitchers of cold, blond beer. It was a real Dutch meal.


  Magenta was being pretty cool about her coup. She sat at one end of the big scrubbed pine table, with Kid Charlemagne on one side of her and Igor on the other, inscrutable in her dark glasses while the others offered their congratulations. The Kid ate quickly, shovelling in his food without looking up from his plate. Niles was about the only person to tell him he’d done well, and the boy said with a curious mixture of arrogance and naivety that it had been easier than he’d thought.


  ‘Where did you get the imagery?’


  ‘It was . . . from everyone. Everyone there.’ Those dark solemn eyes, liquid as a deer’s. ‘I’m trying to understand. How different people are. I think it was lucky that it worked, because before I have practised only with Magenta. I use what she liked. With more people it is harder, but I like to learn.’


  Niles said, ‘You come by some time, I’ll show you what it looked like from the outside.’


  Kid Charlemagne essayed a smile, although his eyes remained as solemn and as warily watchful as ever. Niles thought that he looked like an actor who had strayed into the wrong play and was trying to wing it, never certain which line was his cue.


  Down at the other end of the table, Doc Weird said, ‘Hey, Niles, did you cop a feel of that executive? Do you think she’s your way back in?’


  ‘I never once worked for EuroNet,’ Niles said, feeling mean. ‘How about you, Doc? You were the one following her around like-’ what was it Hans had said? ‘-like a happy puppy.’


  ‘Just making sure she knew where the Kid was coming from, is all. We’re a collective.’


  ‘I’m glad you remember,’ Burckhardt said.


  Niles said, ‘Don’t recall she took any of your outtakes, Doc, but I could be mistaken.’


  ‘Aw, guy, she won’t be back,’ Doc Weird said. ‘She was after a taste, and she got it. End of story.’


  But she did come back while Kid Charlemagne did his thing that night, and the next night, too.


  She was half Niles’s age, a junior A&R executive from the acquisition arm of EuroNet, ultra-chic, and hard as nails. Her fashionably pale face was half-masked by video shades; her hair was silver, laser-cut to fall in complex scrolls over her shoulders. Niles bet she had a human personal trainer, a full-environment one-room apartment in one of the ribbon arcologies on the old Dutch-German border, and a sponsored kid somewhere in the third world to show she cared. Her clothes probably cost more than his annual disposable income – even her doll assistant, who did the actual work of transferring and sorting the dumped output from Niles’s cameras, was better dressed than he was.


  Her second night at the Wave, when she made her offer, she wore loose hand-tailored trousers strapped at waist and ankles, a raw-silk blouse, and a kind of bolero jacket swirling with intricate hand-stitched patterns – the kind of work made possible by doll labour, but still incredibly expensive.


  The executive watched while Niles did his stuff, mostly long zoom shots and slow pans intercut with stills chopped so slow all movement blurred in long arcs. It was around four in the morning, and even Kid Charlemagne couldn’t maintain the energy level for much longer. Pretty soon Burckhardt would take over and cool things down. The executive had come in half an hour ago; already her doll assistant had transferred most of that night’s footage. After a while, she said, ‘This isn’t much of a set-up, is it? Where did you get those cameras?’


  ‘Old security equipment.’


  ‘That’s what I thought—charge-coupled plates? My God. And that board – I never thought I’d see actual sliders on a mixing desk. You don’t even have a light interface, do you?’


  ‘I’m not chipped.’


  ‘Really?’


  Niles pushed back from the mixing desk and swung his chair around to face the executive. He told her, ‘This isn’t biz. This is just a little fringe enterprise. We’re not into profit or expansion. We provide a service, a little excitement for citizens who are bored with Nova Prodigy and The Game of God and YesterYear and the rest of the prime-time interactive entertainments, who want to get off on uncontrolled spontaneity, who want the thrill of the fringe without its risk. We get by.’


  ‘Less and less, the word is. People are getting tired of your cheap thrill.’


  ‘That’s just the season. Winter is hard.’ Niles thought that he knew exactly what was coming, but he still wanted to hear it, and felt an edgy touch of the old excitement, from back when he’d been new to the biz and anything had seemed possible.


  And when Burckhardt had started to wind the Wave right down, and the executive put a hand on Niles’s thigh and said, ‘My doll can mix stuff like this,’ he wasn’t surprised at all. A few minutes later she was lying on her back on the cot behind the humming mainframe, and Niles was peeling open a condom pack. ‘It’s OK,’ the executive said, grinning. ‘I’ve full medical.’


  ‘Yeah, but I don’t.’ Niles’s voice caught when she opened the wings of her blouse and lay back, white skin luminous. Then he bent to her, used hands and mouth until she pulled him up and guided him inside her.


  Later, she said, ‘I’ve a little confession to make. I’ve been looking at archive clips of your studio work.’


  Niles laughed, but still felt uneasy. ‘You don’t how old that makes me feel. That stuff was from twenty years back, and I bet I was older then than you are now.’


  The executive laughed too, and told Niles that he was too good for this place, and so was this Kid Charlemagne. That the two of them made an interesting package she could promote to her bosses. That he knew very well that the Permanent Floating Wave wouldn’t last out the winter.


  Niles had been thinking for a while that maybe it was time to move on, to break the feeling of having slittled down like some dumb old barnacle on a dumb old rock. It wasn’t as if he was breaking any kind of contract. People came and went in the Wave – already a couple of the founder members had moved on. But he still had the feeling that he was being drawn into something out of his control. It was like riding one of David Lynch’s long slow tracking shots in deep close-up that come to rest on something that makes sense only when the frame is pulled back. He said, ‘There’s this woman that looks for the kid . . .’


  ‘Black hair, white face, black clothes?’


  The executive was young, and hungry, and very sharp.


  Niles admitted it.


  ‘The kid fucking her?’


  ‘Vice versa, I guess.’


  ‘If he wants, she can come along. We can find her a job, somewhere or other.’


  ‘If you really want Kid Charlemagne, why don’t you just talk to him?’


  ‘I tried it. He told me that winter was hard.’


  ‘I don’t think he’s said more than a dozen words to me. To anyone, apart from Magenta. And I’m hardly a state-of-the-art mixer.’


  The executive ran her nails down Niles’s flanks. ‘That’s part of your charm. I can make a good pitch on it.’ She was young, after all. She still had some measure of charity.


  ‘I can talk to Magenta,’ Niles said, sensing that the executive had already tried. He added, ‘Failing that, you could always just take the Kid. I’ve a feeling he’d go along with it.’


  ‘That’s illegal. He’s no doll, after all. We have to have a contract, and that means we need him to agree to work for us.’


  Niles understood. ‘And you think I can persuade him to agree?’


  The executive wriggled out of his embrace and told her doll assistant to pack everything up. As she dressed, she said, ‘You might want to think about whether he’s underage, and where he’s come from. If we have a contract with him, our legal department can handle those details, but it could make big trouble for your little collective. You decide what you want, my friend. The trouble with the universal unearned wage is that most people can do what they want but can’t decide what to do. Wise up and think about what you want to do for the rest of your life. You’re old enough.’


  And then she was gone, the little well-dressed blue-skinned doll, a ribbed aluminium case in each hand, tagging at her heels.


  ‘The straight world always beats you down,’ Niles said to Max about ten minutes later.


  Max, who had cracked a new bottle of Four Roses, poured a shot into his coffee cup. ‘Tell me about it.’


  ‘You want to be careful, Max. You could turn out be an alcoholic.’


  ‘First drink of the day. Besides, you aren’t alcoholic if you only drink in company, and I’ve always got Jack. He doesn’t sleep much, and I learnt to do without. You ever dream with your eyes open?’


  There was an instant then when Niles could have matched this admission with one of his own, but Saint Jack stirred down at the end of the bar, maybe registering that someone had said his name, as he sometimes did. He said, slowly but distinctly, ‘Dreams help you evolve.’


  Max and Niles waited.


  Saint Jack’s eyes were focused on infinity; his mouth lifted in an ecstatic smile that transfigured his hollow-cheeked, stubbly face. He said in his slow, gentle voice, ‘You know how it was, way back when in Africa? Tribes of man-apes ate these mushrooms that grew in the shit of antelopes and buffalo. They got smarter to deal with the visions, and they needed to share the visions too, so they invented language. Language is the mind’s only reality, and so our reality is produced by language. But while the men hunted, the women grew things, and to do that they had to keep their heads straight, and they stopped eating the mushrooms. That was the first retreat from nature, the beginning of the Fall. Then the ice came, and drove the man-apes from Africa out into Asia, where the right kind of mushrooms couldn’t be found. Ever since, we’ve been trying to get back to the garden of the mind.’


  Max said softly, ‘You’re always there, now, man.’


  ‘It’s not the same place,’ Saint Jack said, with a sad smile. ‘You can’t ever get back to where you started from. But the dolls . . . did you ever think that maybe that’s where they are now?’


  When Niles got back to his room, he found Kid Charlemagne sleeping under his mixing desk. He pulled out some spare bedding, woke the Kid and got him rolled up in it, and asked him about Magenta.


  ‘I belong here now, friend Niles. I have time to become in this place. Magenta can look out for me still, but here I feel safe.’


  Niles sat on his heels and dug his fingers into his scalp. It was the dead hour before dawn, Max’s bourbon had brought him to the point where he could sleep through an earthquake, and here was his chance to find out about this strange Kid. He said, ‘What about you and Magenta?’


  ‘Can she really do magic?’


  ‘Much as anyone can.’ When Kid Charlemagne’s eyes grew round with alarm, Niles added, ‘Which means no. How old are you, Kid? Where are you from?’


  ‘Around.’


  ‘Verstaat u wat ik zeg? Naw, you don’t, do you?’


  ‘That’s Dutch.’


  ‘OK, but you don’t speak it. I mean, you say you’re from around here, but you can’t speak the language.’


  ‘I recognize it. Full of hills, unlike the land. But I have trouble with words.’


  Yeah, but you aren’t autistic, Niles thought. Maybe the Kid was a refugee, some boatperson dropped through the social security net and lost on the fringe. There were millions of them out there, ghosts, fourth worlders trapped on the edge of the first. The Kid looked up at him, seeming very young and very innocent, only his brown big-eyed face and mop of hair showing above the blanket’s coarse weave. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ Niles said. ‘Get some sleep.’


  ‘Dreams are good,’ Kid Charlemagne said. ‘I understand dreams.’ Then he reached up and touched Niles’s forehead. His fingertips were cold. He said, ‘You’re silent, friend Niles. I like that.’


  Niles was woken maybe half a dozen hours later, around noon, muzzy with sleep loss and sweating under a heap of blankets. Weak winter light leaked around the edges of the plastic sheeting that blocked one end of the shanty room. Electric light shone on the far side of the mixing desk, and there was the breathy hum of a blow-heater. Low voices, then a thump, and Hans swearing. ‘Hold him still,’ Hans said. ‘He has to know to keep still.’ Someone else—it was Doc Weird – said something Niles didn’t catch, and Hans said, ‘He won’t interfere. He’s a burnt-out case.’


  They were kneeling either side of Kid Charlemagne, caught in a dusty shaft of morning light that shone on the mask which covered the Kid’s face. Cables looped from it to a monitor plate which, resting on his knees, cast green light under Hans’s chin. He and Doc Weird, holding both Kid Charlemagne’s hands in his, were so intent that they didn’t notice Niles, who in his mind’s eye framed this tableau as one might some Renaissance deposition, the light the ladder by which the Kid’s spirit ascended, Hans and the Doc the grieving yet wondering relatives.


  Hans touched points on the monitor with a pen, and grunted in satisfaction when new lines scrolled up. Kid Charlemagne twisted slightly as lights flickered around the edge of the smooth black mask, and Doc Weird tightened his grip on the Kid’s hands.


  Niles understood that they were trying to access the Kid’s strange implanted chips. Controlled patterns of light fed information in; chip-induced phosphene emissions from the rod cells in the Kid’s retinas, caught by tiny fibre-optic cameras in the mask, transmitted information out. To an experienced hacker like Hans, even negative replies to interrogative commands provided clues to the functions of the chips.


  Niles watched for a long minute: the small shifts in the clenched, linked postures of the Kid and Doc Weird, the tension of Hans’s concentration on the monitor’s scrolling lines; the light that backed them, rich in dust, each mote a hundred times larger than the self-replicating fembots, assemblages of carbon polyhedra doped with heavy metals which, operating on scales of a billionth of a millimetre, had changed the Kid’s brain molecule by molecule.


  It was a ceremony Niles didn’t dare interrupt, an opening into the heart of the mystery of Kid Charlemagne he was too scared to share because it was too deep, too intimate. The Kid had changed things; things were moving apart. Niles stepped backwards and left them there.


  Later, Kid Charlemagne came up to Niles as he was checking out a camera that had developed a raster line. This was in the core of the Permanent Floating Wave, which the night before the Kid had transformed into a cross between a coral grotto and Ernst’s Europe after the Rain. Now it was a big bare space with an oil-blackened floor marked out with silvery duct tape, and squat concrete columns and plywood partitioning, racks of lights and camera tracks clinging close to the low ceiling, and loops of cabling stapled along the concrete panel walls. It was like the rehearsal spaces in the studios where Niles had worked so long ago, a bare place stripped of props and magic.


  Kid Charlemagne watched Niles run the faulty camera back down its track, servomotors whining. Did those liquid black eyes look violated, abused? Niles felt compelled to say something, some social inanity that as usual went past the Kid without stopping, so he went to work, patching in the diagnostic widget, which told him that the charge-coupled photon collector had degraded. Niles unshipped the camera from its track, and Kid Charlemagne followed him back to the basement studio, watched as Niles took out the old collector, fitted a new one and bench-tested the camera. Just for the hell of it, he aimed it at the Kid, who seemed startled to see his own image on the little monitor.


  Niles let him play with the camera. ‘You never seen television before? I bet you don’t even know you’ve been on it six hours straight the last couple of days.’


  Kid Charlemagne smiled, but he was watching the monitor as he tracked the camera around his own head. ‘Cool,’ he said. ‘I’d like stuff like this. It makes things more real.’


  ‘Where are you from, huh?’ Niles asked. ‘Where are you going?’


  Questions Niles might as well have asked himself, except he knew. EuroNet, if he could make it, which meant if he could get the Kid to go, because the Kid was all the A&R. executive really wanted. But Niles could live with that. He could even live with Magenta, and wasn’t surprised when she stepped into the studio a few minutes later. Stranger things had been happening recently. It was as if the virtual microcosms of the Permanent Floating Wave were bleeding across into the real world.


  Kid Charlemagne swung the camera on her and laughed at the way the monitor mirrored her surprise in miniature, and Niles flashed on the thought that this must look the way Doc Weird’s and Hans’s examination of Kid Charlemagne had looked to him. Clandestine. Covert. Furtive.


  Kid Charlemagne said to Niles, ‘It’s just winter, you know? Winter’s so hard. So they sent me out into the real world.’


  ‘That’s what they told you, dear,’ Magenta said, ‘but Niles doesn’t want to hear your troubles. That’s behind you.’ She raised her arms, then let her filmy black layers collapse around herself. She was holding her head to see the monitor out of the corner of her eye; Niles could see that by watching her, but it wasn’t obvious when he watched her image on the monitor—yeah, she was still a pro.


  The Kid moved the camera to follow the movement of Magenta’s arms, zooming in like any tyro. Niles said, ‘You’ve got to frame a shot and hold it, unless it’s a reaction or a tracking shot. But what Magenta needs is a straight frame.’


  ‘She needs the Kid,’ Magenta said, dropping her arms. That was when Niles realized what was missing. It was her old doll familiar, Igor.


  ‘I’ve come for my boy,’ Magenta said. ‘I need his help.’


  Kid Charlemagne turned to Niles. ‘If I must go, you come too, friend Niles.’


  ‘It isn’t serious,’ Magenta started to say, but the Kid said again, ‘You come too! Niles! You must!’ with such force there was no denying him.


  On the way up to the Wave’s entrance, Magenta told Niles that she had taken to leaving Igor to watch over her rooms. She’d had the feeling that she was being watched, that something or someone had bad intentions towards her. Strange things were happening around her, she said. The familiar had an alarm and it knew to squeeze it if there was trouble, and that was what it had done. ‘But it’s probably nothing, Niles. You know how Igor is. A seagull lighting on the terrace gives him a heart attack. Really, you don’t need to tag along.’


  Normally, Niles would have agreed with her, for Magenta always dramatized her life, as if everything that happened to her had to be retrofitted into a complex recursive soap script. But there was enough weirdness around these past few days that anything seemed possible, even Magenta’s fantasies, and besides, the Kid really was spooked.


  And then, when they came around the curve of the ramp, they saw that Hans was waiting down by the big doors, a pile of coats at his feet. He said, ‘I hear you’ve trouble, Magenta,’ but he was looking at the Kid.


  Magenta said, ‘Is this some kind of conspiracy I don’t know about?’


  ‘If you’ve run into trouble, let security handle it,’ Hans said. ‘It’s my job.’


  It’s probably nothing. Really. Igor had one of his turns, that’s all.’


  Kid Charlemagne gripped Niles’s arm and said in an intense whisper, ‘If we all go, there is no danger. I stay with you.’


  Hans said, ‘Hear that? I’d like for it to be nothing, Magenta, I really would. And I reckon that so long as I come along maybe nothing will happen.’


  Outside, as they ploughed through blowing snow after Magenta, who led the way at a brisk, determined pace, sulkily silent, Kid Charlemagne said quietly to Niles, ‘They do not mean harm. They are just curious That is why they want me to go back. But I like to be part of the Wave now.’


  ‘These are your friends,’ Niles said, his voice almost lost in the immense silence of the falling snow.


  It was snowing hard, and wind off the North Sea drove the snow almost horizontally down the wide avenues. The streetlights were all on, and snow slanted across their orange glare. A tram drifted by, headed into civilization, sparks from its overhead cable hissing in the downpour of white motes. Niles was almost hypnotized by the way the flakes blurred into a general greyness in every direction but that in which he was looking, where they seemed to float lazily in slow motion, so that the trajectory of each flake could be traced.


  ‘Come on, man,’ Hans said. ‘You can play in the snow when we’ve sorted this out.’


  ‘They are interested, that is all. Just interested.’ Kid Charlemagne clutched a grey army blanket around himself; he still wore his transparent sandals.


  Hans was walking on the other side of the Kid from Niles. ‘Now we have a situation,’ he said, with resigned satisfaction. He wore an immense quilted overcoat, his face hidden in a fur-trimmed hood. ‘All this stuff about Igor is just bullshit. The Kid starts to earn a reputation and Magenta wants to get him away from us. You think she’s had an offer from somewhere else?’


  Niles said, ‘Did you find anything about the Kid’s chips?’


  ‘I wondered when you’d ask. They don’t speak any language I know, I can tell you that.’


  Kid Charlemagne said, ‘They make me one of my people.’


  ‘This is bad fantasy,’ Hans said. ‘People on the fringe just about have it together to mount a raid on produce dumpbins. It takes three of them to get a fire going. There’s no time for anything but survival out there.’


  ‘Fairies,’ Niles said.


  Hans said, ‘I’m telling you, man! I used to live out there! The only dolls I ever saw when I was out there, they were dead. Saw some women cook and eat one once. That was a hard winter . . .’


  ‘Fairies are real,’ Niles said stubbornly. ‘This old woman, the caretaker at the zek residence down the street until this summer? She was into doll liberation once upon a time. She used to make fairies.’


  Hans said dismissively, ‘That was a decade ago. Longer. Liberationists turned the dolls loose and they died. There aren’t any fairies these days because no one’s making them.’


  ‘The old woman disappeared. Maybe she’s making fairies again.’


  ‘Word was the cops came after her. You came in from the cold, Kid. What do you know?’


  Niles looked at Kid Charlemagne, but his face was hidden by a fold of grey blanket.


  The Kid said, ‘All kinds five out there . . .’


  Beyond the corner, the sea-front complex ran away under the falling snow. Lights and neon signs faded into the. blurring whiteness, but holograms stood strangely sharp, like islands of another reality. The promenade was almost deserted; beyond the closed and shuttered beachfront cafes, the grey sea was dashed with whitecaps.


  Magenta turned and said, ‘You don’t need to come! Really, it probably isn’t anything!’


  She reached for Kid Charlemagne, who shrank beside Niles, and Hans said, ‘All for one and one for all, Magenta. Let’s just do it.’


  The abandoned hotel where Magenta had her place was beyond the northern end of the promenade, near the edge of the Oostduinpark, the edge of the invisible country of the fringers. The Great Climatic Overturn had brought scorching summers and hard winters to the countries bordering the North Sea. In the Netherlands, the vast agricultural industries had retreated to ribbon arcologies along the axis of the diverted Rhine; from the roof of the Permanent Floating Wave you could see their constellations blaze on the horizon. Polders once so laboriously reclaimed from the sea were now succumbing to saltwater seepage, had become a patchwork wilderness along the abandoned seaboard of Europe’s most densely populated state.


  The concrete ziggurat of the old hotel was on the border of this wilderness. Foundations undercut by storms, it was listing like a foundering passenger liner. Dunes that had buried all but its top two floors were deep with snow, only the bent-over tips of their manes of coarse grasses showing.


  They all climbed up the rickety fire escape to the roof and its clutter of air-conditioning vents and smashed solar panels. The windmill which generated Magenta’s electricity whirred in the snowy gale. Snow had piled up against the padlocked door to the stairway, dry as polystyrene beads in the intense cold. Niles and Hans had to pull together to heave the door open against the drift.


  Magenta had taken over the bridal suite. She held up a caged light as she led the way down the corridor, with its peeling flock wallpaper and threadbare mildewed carpet. Freezing air blew into their faces, and there was a dull repetitive banging up ahead: it was the double doors to the suite swinging to and fro in the wind. Hans grinned at Niles and dodged through the doors as they swung back. Niles followed, and Hans turned to him in the middle of the wreckage.


  Moth-eaten net curtains billowed at the broken french windows to the terrace. The cold, windy air reeked of alcohol and formaldehyde Furniture had been tipped over; books lay everywhere like broken birds, pages ruffling in the wind. A big oak table was strewn with broken bottles and jars and scraps of stained and labelled tissues: the smashed remains of Magenta’s collection of medical curiosities. The brass alembic had been tipped over, its sphere dented and crushed. The cabling which had fed it Jupiter’s microwave radiation, gathered from the three-metre antenna Magenta had installed on the roof, had been ripped away. Snow had blown across the layers of rotting Persian carpets and was everywhere marked with small footprints.


  Magenta called out her familiar’s name from the doorway, and then she started laughing.


  ‘Kids,’ Hans said in a quiet voice.


  There was a sound from the bedroom.


  Magenta stood still in the doorway, the wind ruffling her long hair and the layers of her clothing. Her big shades were like a hole through her face into the darkness at her back. Kid Charlemagne stood beside her, looking this way and that with unconcern. Niles realized that his detachment was no affectation but true naivety. For him, the world was simply a marvellous place, radiant with innocence. It was that radiance which shone through his virtual realities and redeemed their borrowed images.


  Hans signalled to Niles, and they positioned themselves either side of the bedroom door, just like cops, and just like a cop Hans swivelled and kicked open the door, ran inside. Niles followed in time to see two small figures drop out of sight from the open window.


  ‘Jesus Christ,’ Hans said.


  On the big fourposter bed was what was left of Igor. The doll had been stripped of its bellboy’s uniform, and its arms and legs were tied to the bedposts. Its eyes were gone. The raw red wounds were vivid against its blue skin.


  Hans shouted, ‘Come on!’ Then he vaulted the windowsill and was gone. Snow blew around Niles as he looked out. The drop was no more than three metres, to drifted snow. Niles landed in snow deep as his thighs and fell over.


  Two figures that Niles hoped were only children were floundering over the crest of the first of the line of dunes that saddled away from the hotel. Hans was already half-way up the slope, and by the time Niles had got to his feet he was at the top. He turned, veiled in falling snow, and shouted, ‘The little fuckers have some friends!’


  When Niles caught up with him, Hans pointed to the half-dozen child-sized figures at the crest of the next line of dunes, shadows in the blowing whiteness. ‘Let’s leave it,’ Niles said. Snow had soaked through his clothes, and the wind cut into him. He said, ‘Maybe they’re only kids . . .’


  Hans said, ‘You think kids did that to Igor?’ His hood had fallen back. He cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted, ‘You! You little bastards! You just wait there!’


  He started down the slope, and there was a flare of light amongst the figures on the facing crest. Niles glimpsed something arc through falling snow, a long dark fleck trailing a flickering light. It drifted lazily for a moment, then seemed to gather itself and leap forward.


  Hans looked up just as it smashed into him, and he was thrown back, clutching the burning end of the spear with both hands, pulling it from his left shoulder, then letting go and falling backwards. Flames flickered and sputtered on the front of his quilted coat, and Niles beat them out.


  ‘Fuck,’ Hans said with forceful surprise, and laughed. ‘A wire-guided rocket spear!’


  Someone caught Niles’s shoulder. It was Kid Charlemagne. He had lost his blanket and was dusted with powdery snow from head to foot. His black hair, starred with snow, blew around his face. ‘I jumped!’ he shouted. His fear mirrored Niles’s own. ‘I ran from Magenta and jumped after you! We go! We go!’


  Niles helped Hans up, slow and clumsy, floundering with him in the deep snow. He was so scared he felt he would at any moment fly straight out of his body.


  Kid Charlemagne danced around them. ‘I’m sorry! I’m sorry! We go!’


  Niles looked at the line of figures at the top of the far dunes. Not children. He couldn’t turn his back on them. Instead, holding up Hans, he stepped backwards, fitting his boots into his own footsteps, until he had climbed back over the top of the dune. Then he turned and, with Hans limping beside him, breathing heavily into his neck, he followed Kid Charlemagne through the blowing snow.


  There was no sign of Magenta. Niles used the phone point at the beginning of the promenade and called a taxi. It arrived within a minute, and Hans fell inside it. Niles shouted into the taxi driver’s blue face, told it to take Hans to the hospital, and then the taxi disappeared into the blizzard.


  Kid Charlemagne said anxiously, ‘It’s not good to stay here.’


  Niles felt every minute of his fifty years pressing on his shoulders. ‘We don’t have time to go with Hans. You’ve got a show to run, Kid.’


  ‘I think they want me back,’ Kid Charlemagne said, and started off into the snow. When Niles caught up with him, he said, ‘I learn, friend Niles. I learn they use me.’


  ‘Those kids were using you? What are they, fringers?’


  ‘I want to learn more,’ Kid Charlemagne said, and wouldn’t say anything else, all the way back to the Permanent Floating Wave, where Magenta was waiting for them in the studio.


  Niles ignored her. He went straight to the phone and called the emergency department of the local aid station, and some AI circuit told him that information about patients was restricted.


  ‘Be careful,’ Magenta said. ‘You’ll have the cops down on us, and that wouldn’t do at all.’


  Niles said, ‘Those kids tried to kill Hans. Maybe I should call the cops.’


  Magenta said, ‘It’s his own fault he was hurt. He wasn’t supposed to be there; nor were you. And Niles, you know they weren’t kids.’ She was sitting in the swivel chair at Niles’s mixing board, running a long black thumbnail up and down the sliders, one by one.


  Niles said, ‘So they’re what? Fairies? Jesus Christ, Magenta!’


  ‘People,’ Kid Charlemagne said.


  ‘His people are fairies,’ Magenta said. ‘Oh Niles, haven’t you worked it out yet? They changed the Kid into what he is. He’s an experiment.’


  ‘Why was he changed?’


  ‘Because they could do it. Because they took him when he was a little kid, and they wanted him to think like they did. Because they like the irony of chipping a human, when every one of them has been under human control. Who knows how fairies think? They did it by instinct, by trial and error. They sent him out here to see how he worked. Now they want him back, for what he is, just as that woman from EuroNet wants him.’


  Niles said, ‘That’s something we have to talk about.’


  ‘You never did think I was very clever,’ Magenta said. ‘But I didn’t need to be to find out about your little deal.’


  ‘Who told you? Max?’


  ‘Close.’


  ‘Saint Jack? Jesus.’


  ‘I talk to the Saint. Not many people bother to, apart from Max. The Saint isn’t brain-fried by his permanent high, you know. It’s just put him on a different level of consciousness.’


  Niles remembered the Saint’s monologue about the evolution of human language and consciousness through drugs. Or through the lack of them. Dolls and their controller chips. Suppose the implanted chips were taken away, would dolls have to evolve consciousness to cope with the loss of the command strings by which they were regulated and which instructed them every moment of every day? What kind of consciousness would it be? And he also wondered, with a sudden chill, if Kid Charlemagne was being controlled.


  Magenta said, ‘Maybe I should tell the Permanent Floating Wave about the EuroNet offer.’


  ‘Go ahead. We don’t have rules here. And besides, she wants you to come in on it, too, Magenta.’


  ‘No, Niles. I care too much about my changeling to allow it.’


  ‘I look out for myself,’ Kid Charlemagne said. ‘I have fun.’


  Magenta told him, ‘This isn’t the fairyland.’


  ‘No one owns the Kid,’ Niles said. ‘That’s the point.’


  ‘But you’d let EuroNet own him, if they could . . .’


  Kid Charlemagne had been looking back and forth between the two of them, with an expression that was not quite yet a smile.


  ‘Let the Kid choose,’ Niles said.


  Magenta laughed. ‘Oh, Niles! You’re always so sure of yourself. So sure you’re always right!’


  ‘Right now I’m not sure of anything, except I’m scared for the Kid. Those things out there mean business. Hans could have been killed . . .’


  ‘Of course you’re sure! That’s why you’ll let the Kid choose for himself. But you don’t understand anything yet.’ Magenta swung up from the chair in a flurry of black veils. She put her hands either side of Niles’s face and turned it to hers, kissed him on the lips, then on his right eye.


  As he blinked in surprise, she said, ‘Now you’re really going to see!’


  Niles didn’t understand what she meant until the night was under way, and the A&R executive and two of her vice-presidents, and their doll assistants and tall, heavyweight doll bodyguards had all crowded in his studio. The dolls stood with stiff obedience along one wall, while the humans watched the monitors above the mixing desk and Niles mixed simple tracking shots for the cable TV feed.


  Kid Charlemagne was already deep into doing his thing in the core of the Permanent Floating Wave, with a more than capacity crowd of wavers trancing along. The soundscape was a pounding sweep of drums spiked with startling peaks of brass percussion. The landscape was all half-melted, slickly organic spires, mostly red and studded with jewels, under a dense blue sky in which cutouts showed whirling constellations. It seemed to stretch out to infinity: ward subroutines working through the wavers’ transceivers, either their own or temporary links built by eye-dropped fembots, kept them away from the walls of the core, and from passing through the spikes and spires of the virtual landscape.


  Kid Charlemagne seemed to float in the centre, describing an orbit about a tall thin spire that glistened like raw tourmaline and pulsated and shuddered to the beat like a sensitive filament of the living landscape. Without the patched overlay from the Wave’s computers, it could be seen that he was standing on a platform suspended on a crane arm. Later, he would descend, and the virtual landscape would begin its convulsive unbound metamorphosis as the crowd’s frenzy mounted towards catharsis.


  ‘He can hold a crowd,’ one of the veeps said.


  The other said, ‘What else can he do? What does he do that’s new?’


  The first said, ‘One thing he’ll have to do is change his name. Obscure pop-culture references might have been sales points in the millennium.


  but not now.’


  Both of them were clean-shaven and fashionably pale-skinned, ramrod straight in their one-piece asymmetric suits.


  The executive, sweating under her mask of opalescent make-up, said, ‘I know it’s a simple set-up, but what’s new are the nuances he puts into it.’


  ‘I didn’t see that on the tapes,’ the first veep said.


  ‘Well, that’s why we are here,’ the executive said.


  Niles sensed her nervousness. She had probably been working herself up to the pitch all day. He suggested that the EuroNet veeps might want to sample what happened for themselves.


  ‘If we like what we see tonight, we’ll sample it with proxies,’ the first veep said.


  The second reached out and started to pan and zoom one of the cameras. Niles restrained his impulse to slap the man’s hand away. He had shiningly clean square-cut nails, thick gold rings on every finger, and a multi-dial Rolex that probably cost more than the Wave’s annual turnover.


  ‘We don’t see too much so far,’ the first veep said.


  ‘Check out the unity,’ the executive said, with what seemed to Niles to be overly forced enthusiasm. ‘Check out the bliss on the faces of the crowd.’


  The first veep laid a hand on the back of Niles’s chair, enveloping Niles in a wave of piny cologne, as the second switched out the overlay and started to zoom in on individual faces. Niles, working his board more or less on automatic pilot, watched with more than half his attention. After a few moments he parasitized the feed from the camera the veep had commandeered, overlaid each blurry face with a halo effect against a solarized gold wash, and let them bleed one after the other under wide pans of the crowd.


  ‘Nice,’ the second veep said. ‘Corny, but nice.’ He asked about the contract with the TV station, wanting details Niles didn’t have.


  ‘It’s nothing our legal department can’t handle,’ the executive said breezily. ‘Strictly a standard freelance fee-for-feed non-binding agreement.’


  Niles suddenly understood that she sounded happy because the deal was going down. If they wanted to know how to get the Kid, of course it was going down. He felt his tension ebb a little, and in that moment a blue-skinned smooth doll face, haloed, bled away as it was overlain by the image of a girl’s blissful face.


  Niles slapped the veep’s hands away and clicked the camera back to its last position – but the doll was gone. He whirled for the door and then one of the bodyguard dolls was in his face and the other was holding his arms, elbows together, at his back. Both were taller than Niles, built like hypertrophied sumo wrestlers. Carbon whisker quills, tipped with steel, rattled on their forearms; thicker spines made a ruff around their necks. The one in Niles’s face smiled, showing sharky rows of serrated metal teeth. Its breath reeked of acetone.


  ‘Call them off!’


  ‘All right,’ one of the veeps said, and the bodyguards let Niles go and he was out of the room, tearing up the wide spiral ramp towards the core of the Wave. He ran through sliding primary colours, as if he was plunging through the broken shards of a rainbow. As the throb and cascading clatter of the soundscape grew louder, the shapes began to draw together. Gemmed outcrops flashing, they rose above him in spiky shapes towards a layered, washed-out sky where a red disc hung; it had small, yellow eyes, and a tiny mouth, upper lip lifted as if to nibble.


  He was wired. Someone – he realized that it had been Magenta, when she had kissed him – had infected him with fembots; the tiny machines had built transceivers in his brain, translating the virtual output of the core computers directly into his optic nerves. This realization brought not panic but exhilaration.


  People passed him by on the right and the left, masked in gorgeous feathers. Their movements bled light into the air, and when he raised and flexed his hand, traceries like golden filaments hung afterwards, slowly fading into an exquisite buttery glow.


  ‘Niles!’ It was a figure hooded and robed in a cascade of red feathers, eyes lambent as an owl’s.


  ‘Oh shit,’ it said, and touched something to Niles’s forehead.


  Then Niles was standing on a grey concrete ramp, with nothing but noise pounding around him. A young woman in a brand-new yellow denim jacket – it was brisk, serious Marta – held the pen-shaped transducer to his temple, cutting out the induced visions. Wavers pushed around them, wide-eyed with close to religious ecstasy.


  ‘Some time to get wired!’ Marta shouted over the pounding music. ‘The cable TV was on the phone! Wants to know why the feed was jammed!’


  ‘There are fairies here! I’ve got to find Magenta!’


  ‘The Kid dropped fairies after his first night,’ Marta said, and Niles realized that she thought he was still tripping and said, ‘Did you see her?’


  ‘She’s in there,’ Marta said, meaning the core. ‘I’ll get on the desk, OK? Enjoy yourself.’


  And then she was gone, and the vision swirled around Niles once more. A crowd of fabulous creatures swept him along, into the core.


  Niles fetched up against a towering green column that in reality was one of the plywood-clad pillars which held up the core’s low ceiling. Now it felt like living glass under his fingers. Delicate flutings spiralled up, breaking around animate faces neither human nor animal. Dancers swirled by him, bleeding complex patterns of light that pulsed to the deep bass rhythm that Niles could feel through the soles of his feet, in his bones. Their dance defined a kind of plaza. Beyond it stretched a shattered, mostly red landscape. Pillowy coralline shapes piled into cliffs; broken crystalline pillars leaning everywhere; vast thorny skeletal structures in a mazy confusion, from which human figures seemed to be trying to rise. Above, a blue sky pulsed with holes through which strange bright constellations whirled, as if they were gateways to younger universes, or places where physical laws conformed more closely to human expectation, so that stars really were stars and not giant balls of fusing gas.


  The dancers whirled in contrary orbits. Here a whole group stamped in a circle; there a single person swayed with upraised arms while others swirled past. All were robed in feathers, and feathery masks that now and again dissolved to show ecstatic faces. At the centre of their intricate pavan was a collapsed beast like an arthropod horse, its head swept back into a single horn, a palanquin on its back both organic and crystalline, four pillars holding up a tented roof on which stood a figure with the sleek beaked head of a bird, a long lance in its hand from which a dozen rags fluttered in stop motion, their sigils constantly transforming.


  The figure was Kid Charlemagne, auditing the session. Niles plunged towards him through the wild dance, now pulled in one direction, now whirled away in another. A woman shoved a flask against Niles’s lips – tin ticked teeth, soft sweet liquid flooded his mouth. He pulled away and a man turned him and French-kissed him, laughed and shouted to the beat of the soundscape, ‘We are bro-thers!’


  Niles broke the man’s grasp, but another of the dancers caught him up, robed and hooded in a cascade of gorgeous red feathers. For an instant this flickered to show Magenta’s black-lipped white face, her eyes obscured by the big black shades.


  Niles yelled that there were fairies loose in the Wave, and she put her mouth to his ear and said in a voice like tiny silver bells, ‘I know! Isn’t it wonderful?’ And then Niles saw the sharp-featured blue face that peeked out from her cascade of feathers.


  Small hard hands grasped the waist of his loose shirt. Niles pulled away and gained the flank of the horse-thing. Its scales were rough and warm under his fingers as he climbed, and when he was half-way up its great homed head turned and regarded him with a lambent golden eye. Niles felt a great surge of transcendental harmony, and if Kid Charlemagne hadn’t reached down and pulled him up he might have stayed there.


  When Niles told him about the fairies, Kid Charlemagne laughed out loud; the hooked beak of his eagle’s-head mask opened so wide Niles could see the bright-red tongue within. ‘They see what I can do! They tremble in awe!’ He swept his lance about him, and it extended out over the heads of the crowd that surged about the palanquin like waves on the shore. The bass rhythm changed gear and the landscape began to pulse with it. Light shone within the coralline cliffs, brighter and brighter. They were melting in light.


  ‘I won’t go back,’ Kid Charlemagne said, and that was when the fairies scrambled over the edge of the palanquin.


  Niles saw them as figures hooded in black, with beaked masks made of interlocking triangles. Two, four, six of them. Kid Charlemagne jabbed at them with his lance, and briefly they transformed into what they really were: blue-skinned homunculi half the size of a man, with narrow shaven heads and grim, alert expressions. They all looked like brothers: the same flattened, spread nose, the same large liquid black eyes. All were marked on the cheeks with parallel scars.


  ‘No!’ Kid Charlemagne yelled. ‘I won’t go back! Help me, friend Niles!’


  And he hurled the lance at the fairies and jumped into the crowd. Niles glimpsed him struggling with two or three black-cloaked figures amongst the whirl, and jumped after, plucking one off the Kid’s back, suddenly tangled with two more which tried to pull him in different directions. He went one way, knocked that fairy down, roared when the other bit him. It expanded into a black cloud covering his arm, needlepoints of pain somewhere inside it. Then Kid Charlemagne vanished into the cloud, and it flew away from Niles, dwindling. The Kid was rolling over and over, tangled with a doll in filthy cut-down coveralls. Niles plucked it up by a leg and an arm, shook it hard, and threw it into two others. Then he pulled the Kid up and they ran.


  They ran through the dancers, shoving them aside and being shoved back. Panic spread like ripples across a pond. Without an auditor, the soundscape was drifting awry, its bass lines tangling and halting and restarting, brass crashing in discordant diminishing crescendos. All around, crystal pillars began to blur and melt inward like candles thrown in a furnace.


  The vast pulsating entrance dwindled to a shabby tunnel. Niles and Kid Charlemagne ran into it just as the music finally ground to a halt in a cacophony of brass, like a derailed train. The Kid’s eagle head faded into goggles and battered black transducer helmet.


  As they ran down the spiral ramp, Doc Weird ran up it towards them. He grabbed Niles and half-turned him. He was mad as hell. ‘You crazy old man! The whole system’s gone down!’


  ‘You don’t let me by,’ Niles said, ‘I’m gonna walk right through you.’ The skinny Brit let go of Niles’s sleeve. ‘Your EuroNet squeeze packed up and left a minute ago,’ he said. ‘Your deal’s fucked, guy.’ He laughed and ran away down the ramp, shouting, ‘Hans! Hans! I found them!’


  ‘Everyone crazy,’ Kid Charlemagne said. Tears starred his dark eyes. ‘Everyone hurts.’


  ‘Welcome to the world,’ Niles said. ‘I’ll try and get you out of this if I can, but then you have to think about who you want to be.’


  Grey smoke rose up at them as Niles and the Kid descended. Cables were strewn over the concrete ramp, jetting green and white and yellow vapours. Figures ran past them, panicky wavers on the way down, one or two of the Wave’s helpers on the way up.


  Hans was waiting for them where the ramp turned out into the vast subdivided space of the ground-floor level. The long wide corridor that led to the entrance was filled with smog and the glare of emergency lights, and at the door he turned a powerful torch on Niles and Kid Charlemagne, its beam striking like a lance through roiling vapours.


  Niles said despairingly, ‘You gotta let the Kid go!’


  ‘We only want his chips,’ Hans said. He stepped forward. His left arm was strapped to his side; bandages bulked out his chest under a white shirt spotted with dried brown blood. ‘Don’t make me hurt you, Niles.’


  ‘I don’t care what kind of deal you and Doc Weird have-’


  ‘Deals! That’s good, coming from someone trying to fuck us over with EuroNet.’ Then Hans looked around wildly. ‘Hey! Goddamn you, don’t play tricks with me!’


  Kid Charlemagne said softly in Niles’s ear, ‘He can’t see us now.’


  Hans stumbled forward, good arm swinging, the torch waving its bright beam through the smoke. Niles and Kid Charlemagne shrank from him, then ran past.


  Police cars and fire engines were drawn up in slushy snow along the centre of the avenue, cherry lights revolving above the packed pastel roofs of the double- and triple-parked runabouts of the capacity crowd. Smoke was pouring from every floor of the Permanent Floating Wave. Screams, people stumbling amongst the emergency vehicles, ducking under the orange tape of police lines. A helicopter fluttered somewhere above the revolving lights and the glare of the streetlamps. Niles saw the A&R executive climb into a long limo parked beyond the police lines at the end of the block, and his heart turned over as the limo made a U-turn and slid away.


  ‘No one sees us,’ Kid Charlemagne said, ‘if they have machines in their heads. Except you – I fixed that.’


  ‘Jesus, you can talk with chips?’


  Kid Charlemagne tapped Niles’s forehead. ‘You were so quiet before Magenta magicked you. I liked that.’


  ‘I’ll be quiet again, when the fembots die out.’ But suppose Magenta had infected him with a rogue strain of fembots? He should get a shot of universal phage, like he’d had to do a couple of times when he’d gotten wired by pranksters. But there wasn’t time to get to a clinic; he was in the middle of a war. He told Kid Charlemagne, ‘Everyone wants you for one thing. You understand?’


  The intense cold and the Wave’s chemical smoke had made his throat raw. Yeah, and that was why he was crying.


  Kid Charlemagne nodded.


  ‘If you were changed, there’d be no one on your back. You could live your life the way you wanted. You understand?’


  Another nod.


  ‘Maybe there’s a way to do it right now.’


  ‘Would I be like you?’


  ‘You’d lose everything people want from you. But you could start trying to learn to be yourself. Not what other people want you to be.’


  ‘It’s hard not to. When I can see what they want . . .’ Blue light washed rhythmically over the Kid’s face. He said, ‘Do it to me, friend Niles. Make me human.’


  Max’s Head Shop was closed and shuttered, but Niles took Kid Charlemagne down the alley at the side and banged on the service door until Max let them in.


  He took about ten minutes to convince, and every second Niles felt something inside himself wind tighter and tighter. When the fat man said for the third time that it was ten years since the Saint had tried to pull someone’s chips, Niles said, ‘Listen, if the Saint can’t do it, give me a paring knife and I’ll try to do it myself.’


  ‘The Kid here really wants it done?’


  Kid Charlemagne said, ‘I want to be human.’


  Max put his hands up. ‘You talk to the Saint. It isn’t any of my business.’


  From the other end of the counter the Saint said, in a spaced-out drawl, ‘It’s anti-evolution. Why live in the old world when there’s so many richer realities elsewhere?’


  Niles said, ‘Does that mean you’ll do it or not, Saint?’


  Kid Charlemagne said, ‘As long as they’re in my head, I’m owned.’


  ‘How about it, man?’


  ‘Well, I don’t suppose anyone should own anyone else,’ the Saint said. He was looking between Niles and the Kid, focused on something about a million light years away. ‘I used to do it with dolls, a long time ago,’ he said dreamily. ‘This funky old punk, Darlajane B, taught me how. She lives around the corner here. You know Darlajane B, Niles?’


  That was the old caretaker of the zek residence. Niles said, ‘I knew her, Saint. She went away this summer.’


  ‘She says she can take out the changes the machines made in my brain, but that’s something not even the real head scientists could do. And even if they could, I’ve gotten so used to them that it wouldn’t make any difference. Darlajane B, she has some odd ideas, but she means well. I can do it here, if Max gets my stuff’


  When Max had disappeared upstairs, the Saint said to Kid Charlemagne, ‘I can see you know things.’


  ‘It hurts.’


  ‘Yeah, knowledge does hurt if you’re not used to it. See, we’re used to it, us man-apes. Used to hurting. Used to the sting of the apple’s aftertaste. There was a time before that when we made our own realities the way you do, but now this is all we got.’


  Kid Charlemagne said, ‘There are too many realities. Him-’ he pointed to Niles, ‘and you. I mix them together and give them back.’


  ‘You should have seen him, Saint.’


  ‘I don’t need any more of that machine stuff’ Saint Jack said with a dreamy look, i made it my own . . .’


  He’d gone away, somewhere inside his own head. Niles shook him. ‘Goddamn you, Saint! You stay awake!’


  ‘He’s always awake,’ Max said, coming around the last turn of the stairs. He hefted a frayed plastic sportsbag, corners mended with yellow tape. ‘Here you go, man. You remember this stuff?’


  Saint Jack had Kid Charlemagne lie down on the bar counter, his head cradled on a shaped block of wood. The Saint shook up a little plastic bottle and put drops in the Kid’s eyes to immobilize them; the Kid’s pupils were raggedly huge when Niles leant over him and asked him if he was sure this was what he wanted.


  ‘I want to find out what it is to be myself.’


  ‘You won’t be able to audit.’


  ‘Friend Niles, you can teach me again. We can go somewhere else.’


  ‘Sure.’


  Saint Jack hooked the arms of his magnifying spectacles over his jutting ears. He said, ‘It’ll take a minute, maybe, if you let me do it.’


  ‘Where’s your equipment?’


  ‘For this I don’t need too much. I told you it was easy. There won’t even be any blood. Hold still now,’ he told Kid Charlemagne, and shoved spoon-shaped plastic spacers under the Kid’s eyeballs, hooked about the raw red rims with a fine probe. He drew something out from the Kid’s right eye and dropped it into the palm of Niles’s hand, did the same with the left.


  Niles looked at the tiny chips and said, ‘That’s it?’


  The Saint smiled his dreamy smile. ‘These are the logic engines. Stuff all through his head still; I could put in fembots to scavenge it out, if I had the cultures. You could find a grey-market shop does that, if you want. But taking these out disconnects everything.’


  ‘Kid, you hear that?’


  But Kid Charlemagne was silent. He lay as still as the tomb figure of a crusader, head on the hard pillow, hands crossed on his chest, eyes rolled up like white stones.


  ‘Kid?’


  Magenta said, ‘You’ve switched him off, and now you expect him to speak?’


  She was leaning in the back doorway. Her dark glasses masked half her white face. Small shapes clustered behind her.


  Max said, ‘I’m sorry, Niles. I really didn’t think the Saint could do it. Turns out I was wrong.’


  Magenta said, ‘Max sent out word you were up here, Niles. He’s trying to tell you that you don’t know what you’re doing.’


  Niles was thinking of a line from an old novel: anyone who owns a frying pan owns death. But there wasn’t a frying pan in the bar, let alone any knives. Just bottles and glasses and mugs, and the heavy coffee machine with its tarnished eagle. He said, ‘You trust those things after what they did to Igor?’


  Magenta took off her dark glasses. Her eye sockets were yellow with old bruises. She said, ‘They explained things to me.’


  ‘That’s clumsy work,’ the Saint said.


  ‘Next time I’ll come to you. Meanwhile, maybe you can start up the Kid there. Put him back together, Saint Jack.’


  Niles held out his hand. ‘What are these worth?’


  The fairies made a rustling in the shadows behind Magenta. Niles could suddenly feel them in his head, but nothing he felt made any sense.


  Magenta said calmly, ‘Your life, perhaps. Don’t you think they have duplicates? He’s nothing without them. Everything he is, everything he learnt, is in the parallel network that fembots spun in his skull. Without the processors his higher functions are closed off from his medulla oblongata. His body will breathe and circulate blood for a while, but eventually it will fail. They took him very young. He was their first changeling, and they sent him out into our world to see how he fared. Now they want him back.’


  ‘No one owns anyone,’ Niles said. He was speaking directly to the dolls in the shadows, trying to make a connection, but it was Magenta who replied. She was their connection.


  She said, ‘You do. You have two lives in the palm of your hand.’


  ‘They changed you a while ago, didn’t they?’ You brought us out to your place to get the Kid back.’


  ‘It was a misunderstanding. They didn’t mean to hurt anyone. Hans frightened them: they only expected me and the Kid. But the Kid knew I was going to take him back and thought he’d be safe if you came along, and Hans had his own plans for the Kid.’


  ‘They killed Igor. That was a misunderstanding?’


  ‘Igor was killed when the fairies were ready to take the Kid back. I didn’t need Igor any more because I wouldn’t need to act as if I hadn’t been saved, and he was too old to be made over. Hundreds of dolls are killed every day. Thousands. They die in industrial accidents, they die from working down seabed mines, from working in reactors. Or they’re killed when they’re too old to work. Over in Rotterdam, they are hunted for sport. They freed Igor. Give Saint Jack the chips, Niles.’


  ‘The Kid isn’t a thing to be owned.’


  ‘The fairies would say that about any one of their kind. They are the changelings that liberationists like Darlajane B made from slaves. But the liberationists didn’t think what their changelings would do once the fairies were set free. They make their own kind now, when they need to. It isn’t a revolution, not the way the liberationists wanted, but something wild and strange. You can’t understand it right now, Niles, no more than you can understand the kids who use the Head Shop, but you will. You don’t know it, but you’ve been saved. Give back the chips.’


  Niles looked into Magenta’s eyes, and she smiled. It was a real smile, and he knew that she still lived somewhere in her head, that she was changed but she was not destroyed. The fairies were not as cruel as humans, who had made them as casually as they used them, as things, nothing more, who did not understand the responsibility of creators, and he sighed and opened his hands.


  When Niles left a few days later, most of the crew of the Permanent Floating Wave took him over to Max’s Head Shop and stood him a few rounds of brandies to send him on his way.


  Burckhardt said, ‘We’ll miss you, man.’


  ‘Maybe I’ll come back in spring.’


  Burckhardt said, ‘We might be needing a few seasonal workers by then,’ and he and Niles smiled, because they both knew it wasn’t true. The Permanent Floating Wave had crested. Hans had been arrested when the police broke up the panicky near-riot the fairies had caused, and Doc Weird had left for the chance of a job in a Luxembourg TV station. The gate had plummeted, and the cable TV station had dropped its option on the Wave’s feed.


  When Niles was finally about ready to go he set his bag on his shoulder and went over and shook Saint Jack’s hand.


  ‘You take care now,’ he said.


  ‘I’m beyond good and evil,’ the Saint said, nodding and smiling. ‘I don’t need to deal with that any more.’


  ‘Pray for the rest of us, then,’ Niles said, and thought he could feel the Saint’s benediction pricking inside his head. Magenta had changed him, with a kiss. The chips spun by her fembots had flayed him open, but he welcomed their changes.


  Max came down to that end of the bar and said, ‘She asked me to look out for the Kid, Niles, so I made the call when I went upstairs to get the Saint’s stuff. I didn’t know . . .’


  ‘I’d probably have done the same thing,’ Niles said.


  The Saint said, ‘The Kid walked out free. Inside your own head there are worlds wilder and stranger than anything outside.’


  Maybe there were. Niles could begin to believe that now. On his way out of town he took a detour, and stood a long while by the chain-link fence that separated the Oostduinpark from the street. He hooked his fingers in the freezing wire and shook it so snow fell from its rolled top.


  It was dusk, bitterly cold. A multitude of small fires burned out there in the rolling wilderness, making strange flickering constellations. Most of them had been lit by fringers or streetkid gangs, but which hadn’t? Niles listened inside his head for a long time, but perhaps they were too far away.


  Still, it came to Niles that he no longer knew which side was which. Were they on the outside, or was this the outside now? Spurred by the thought, he rattled the fence again and called the Kid’s name, but he might as well have been shouting at the sky.


  When he saw a tram rolling up the street towards him he left off and ran for the corner, where it stopped to pick him up. The doll driver didn’t even glance at Niles when he dropped his token, but Niles could feel, deep beneath the dull linear texture of the doll’s programming, a glimmer of otherness, that same glimmer that was widened into the brand-new prelapsarian light of the fairies. Niles grinned like a fool, and as the tram lurched and carried him off into the world, he fell into a seat by an old woman and asked her if she’d been saved yet.
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  The Temptation of Dr Stein


  Paul J. McAuley is a research biologist who lives in Scotland. His first novel, Four Hundred Billion Stars (1988) won the Philip K. Dick Award and was followed by Secret Harmonies, Eternal Light (shortlisted for the Arthur C. Clarke Award) and Red Dust. He has also published a collection of short stories, The King of the Hill, and with Kim Newman he co-edited In Dreams, an anthology of stories about the culture and myths surrounding the 7-inch single.


  “The Temptation of Dr Stein” was written especially for this volume and is set in the same alternate history as his latest novel, Pasquale’s Angel, in which the inventions of the Great Engineer, Leonardo da Vinci, have made Florence into a world power. The novel features a cameo by a certain Dr Pretorious (a character played by the great English eccentric Ernest Thesiger in the 1935 movie Bride of Frankenstein), and this story concerns his activities in Venice, some ten years earlier . . .


  DR STEIN PRIDED himself on being a rational man. When, in the months following his arrival in Venice, it became his habit to spend his free time wandering the city, he could not admit that it was because he believed that his daughter might still live, and that he might see her amongst the cosmopolitan throng. For he harboured the small, secret hope that when Landsknechts had pillaged the houses of the Jews of Lodz, perhaps his daughter had not been carried off to be despoiled and murdered, but had been forced to become a servant of some Prussian family. It was no more impossible that she had been brought here, for the Council of Ten had hired many Landsknechts to defend the city and the terraferma hinterlands of its empire.


  Dr Stein’s wife would no longer talk to him about it. Indeed, they hardly talked about anything these days. She had pleaded that the memory of their daughter should be laid to rest in a week of mourning, just as if they had interred her body. They were living in rooms rented from the cousin of Dr Stein’s wife, a banker called Abraham Soncino, and Dr Stein was convinced that she had been put up to this by the women of Soncino’s family. Who knew what the women talked about, when locked in the bathhouse overnight after they had been purified of their menses? No good, Dr Stein was certain. Even Soncino, a genial, uxorious man, had urged that Dr Stein mourn his daughter. Soncino had said that his family would bring the requisite food to begin the mourning; after a week all the community would commiserate with Dr Stein and his wife before the main Sabbath service, and with God’s help this terrible wound would be healed. It had taken all of Dr Stein’s powers to refuse this generous offer courteously. Soncino was a good man, but this was none of his business.


  As winter came on, driven out by his wife’s silent recriminations, or so he told himself, Dr Stein walked the crowded streets almost every afternoon. Sometimes he was accompanied by an English captain of the Night Guard, Henry Gorrall, to whom Dr Stein had become an unofficial assistant, helping identify the cause of death of one or another of the bodies found floating in the backwaters of the city.


  There had been more murders than usual that summer, and several well-bred young women had disappeared. Dr Stein had been urged to help Gorrall by the Elders of the Beth Din; already there were rumours that the Jews were murdering Christian virgins and using their blood to animate a Golem. It was good that a Jew – moreover, a Jew who worked at the city hospital, and taught new surgical techniques at the school of medicine – was involved in attempting to solve this mystery.


  Besides, Dr Stein enjoyed Gorrall’s company. He was sympathetic to Gorrall’s belief that everything, no matter how unlikely, had at base a rational explanation. Gorrall was a humanist, and did not mind being seen in the company of a man who must wear a yellow star on his coat. On their walks through the city, they often talked on the new philosophies of nature compounded in the university of Florence’s Great Engineer, Leonardo da Vinci, quite oblivious to the brawling bustle all around them.


  Ships from twenty nations crowded the quay in the long shadow of the Campanile, and their sailors washed through the streets. Hawkers cried their wares from flotillas of small boats that rocked on the wakes of barges or galleys. Gondoliers shouted vivid curses as skiffs crossing from one side of the Grand Canal to the other got in the way of their long, swift craft. Sometimes a screw-driven Florentine ship made its way up the Grand Canal, its Hero’s engine laying a trail of black smoke, and everyone stopped to watch this marvel. Bankers in fur coats and tall felt hats conducted the business of the world in the piazza before San Giacometto, amid the rattle of the new clockwork abacuses and the subdued murmur of transactions.


  Gorrall, a bluff muscular man with a bristling black beard and a habit of spitting sideways and often, because of the taw of tobacco he habitually chewed, seemed to know most of the bankers by name, and most of the merchants, too – the silk and cloth-of-gold mercers and sellers of fustian and velvet along the Mercerie, the druggists, goldsmiths and silversmiths, the makers of white wax, the ironmongers, coopers and perfumers who had stalls and shops in the crowded little streets off the Rialto. He knew the names of many of the yellow-scarfed prostitutes, too, although Dr Stein wasn’t surprised at this, since he had first met Gorrall when the captain had come to the hospital for mercury treatment of his syphilis. Gorrall even knew, or pretended to know, the names of the cats which stalked between the feet of the crowds or lazed on cold stone in the brittle winter sunshine, the true rulers of Venice.


  It was outside the cabinet of one of the perfumers of the Mercerie that Dr Stein for a moment thought he saw his daughter. A grey-haired man was standing in the doorway of the shop, shouting at a younger man who was backing away and shouting that there was no blame that could be fixed to his name.


  “You are his friend!”


  “Sir, I did not know what it was he wrote, and I do not know and I do not care why your daughter cries so!”


  The young man had his hand on his long knife, and Gorrall pushed through the gathering crowd and told both men to calm down. The wronged father dashed inside and came out again, dragging a girl of about fourteen, with the same long black hair, the same white, high forehead, as Dr Stein’s daughter.


  “Hannah,” Dr Stein said helplessly, but then she turned, and it was not her. Not his daughter. The girl was crying, and clasped a sheet of paper to her bosom – wronged by a suitor, Dr Stein supposed, and Gorrall said that it was precisely that. The young man had run off to sea, something so common these days that the Council of Ten had decreed that convicted criminals might be used on the galleys of the navy because of the shortage of free oarsman. Soon the whole city might be scattered between Corfu and Crete, or even further, now that Florence had destroyed the fleet of Cortés, and opened the American shore.


  Dr Stein did not tell his wife what he had seen. He sat in the kitchen long into the evening, and was still there, warmed by the embers of the fire and reading in Leonardo’s Treatise on the Replication of Motion by the poor light of a tallow candle, when the knock at the door came. It was just after midnight. Dr Stein picked up the candle and went out, and saw his wife standing in the door to the bedroom.


  “Don’t answer it,” she said. With one hand she clutched her shift to her throat; with the other she held a candle. Her long black hair was down to her shoulders.


  “This isn’t Lodz, Belita,” Dr Stein said, perhaps with unnecessary sharpness. “Go back to bed. I will deal with this.”


  “There are plenty of Prussians here, even so. One spat at me the other day. Abraham says that they blame us for the bodysnatching, and it’s the doctors they’ll come for first.”


  The knocking started again. Husband and wife both looked at the door. “It may be a patient,” Dr Stein said, and pulled back the bolts.


  The rooms were on the ground floor of a rambling house that faced onto a narrow canal. An icy wind was blowing along the canal, and it blew out Dr Stein’s candle when he opened the heavy door. Two city guards stood there, flanking their captain, Henry Gorrall.


  “There’s been a body found,” Gorrall said in his blunt, direct manner. “A woman we both saw this very day, as it happens. You’ll come along and tell me if it’s murder.”


  The woman’s body had been found floating in the Rio di Noale. “An hour later,” Gorrall said, as they were rowed through the dark city, “and the tide would have turned and taken her out to sea, and neither you or I would have to chill our bones.”


  It was a cold night indeed, just after St Agnes Eve. An insistent wind off the land blew a dusting of snow above the roofs and prickly spires of Venice. Fresh ice crackled as the gondola broke through it, and larger pieces knocked against its planking. The few lights showing in the facades of the palazzos that lined the Grand Canal seemed bleary and dim. Dr Stein wrapped his ragged loden cloak around himself and asked, “Do you think it murder?”


  Gorrall spat into the black, icy water. “She died for love. That part is easy, as we witnessed the quarrel this very afternoon. She wasn’t in the water long, and still reeks of booze. Drank to get her courage up, jumped. But we have to be sure. It could be a bungled kidnapping, or some cruel sport gone from bad to worse. There are too many soldiers with nothing to do but patrol the defenses and wait for a posting in Cyprus.”


  The drowned girl had been laid out on the pavement by the canal, and covered with a blanket. Even at this late hour, a small crowd had gathered, and when a guard twitched the blanket aside at Dr Stein’s request, some of the watchers gasped.


  It was the girl he had seen that afternoon, the perfumer’s daughter. The soaked dress which clung to her body was white against the wet flags of the pavement. Her long black hair twisted in ropes about her face. There was a little froth at her mouth, and blue touched her lips. Dead, there was nothing about her that reminded Dr Stein of his daughter.


  Dr Stein felt the skin move over the bones of her hand, pressed one of her fingernails, closed her eyelids with thumb and forefinger. Tenderly, he covered her with the blanket again. “She’s been dead less than an hour,” he told Gorrall. “There’s no sign of a struggle, and from the flux at her mouth I’d say it’s clear she drowned.”


  “Killed herself most likely, unless someone pushed her in. The usual reason, I’d guess, which is why her boyfriend ran off to sea. Care to make a wager?”


  “We both know her story. I can find out if she was with child, but not here.”


  Gorrall smiled. “I forget that you people don’t bet.”


  “On the contrary. But in this case I fear you’re right.”


  Gorrall ordered his men to take the body to the city hospital. As they lifted it into the gondola, he said to Dr Stein, “She drank to get courage, then gave herself to the water. Not in this little canal. Suicides favour places where their last sight is a view, often of a place they love. We’ll search the bridge at the Rialto – it is the only bridge crossing the Grand Canal, and the tide is running from that direction – but all the world crosses there, and if we’re not quick, some beggar will have carried away her bottle and any note she may have left. Come on, Doctor. We need to find out how she died before her parents turn up and start asking questions. I must have something to tell them, or they will go out looking for revenge.”


  If the girl had jumped from the Rialto bridge, she had left no note there – or it had been stolen, as Gorrall had predicted. Gorrall and Dr Stein hurried on to the city hospital, but the body had not arrived. An hour later, a patrol found the gondola tied up in a backwater. One guard was dead from a single swordcut to his neck. The other was stunned, and remembered nothing. The drowned girl was gone.


  Gorrall was furious, and sent out every man he had to look for the bodysnatchers. They had balls to attack two guards of the night watch, he said, but when he had finished with them they’d sing falsetto under the lash on the galleys. Nothing came of his enquiries. The weather turned colder, and an outbreak of pleurisy meant that Dr Stein had much work in the hospital. He thought no more about it until a week later, when Gorrall came to see him.


  “She’s alive,” Gorrall said. “I’ve seen her.”


  “A girl like her, perhaps.” For a moment, Dr Stein saw his daughter, running towards him, arms widespread. He said, “I don’t make mistakes. There was no pulse, her lungs were congested with fluid, and she was as cold as the stones on which she lay.”


  Gorrall spat. “She’s walking around dead, then. Do you remember what she looked like?”


  “Vividly.”


  “She was the daughter of a perfumer, one Filippo Rompiasi. A member of the Great Council, although of the two thousand five hundred who have that honour, I’d say he has about the least influence. A noble family so long fallen on hard times that they have had to learn a trade.” Gorrall had little time for the numerous aristocracy of Venice, who, in his opinion, spent more time scheming to obtain support from the Republic than playing their part in governing it. “Still,” he said, scratching at his beard, “it’ll look very bad that the daughter of a patrician family walks around after having been pronounced dead by the doctor in charge of her case.”


  “I don’t recall being paid,” Dr Stein said.


  Gorrall spat again. “Would I pay someone who can’t tell the quick from the dead? Come and prove me wrong and I’ll pay you from my own pocket. With a distinguished surgeon as witness, I can draw up a docket to end this matter.”


  The girl was under the spell of a mountebank who called himself Dr Pretorious, although Gorrall was certain that it wasn’t the man’s real name. “He was thrown out of Padua last year for practising medicine without a license, and was in jail in Milan before that. I’ve had my eye on him since he came ashore on a Prussian coal barge this summer. He vanished a month ago, and I thought he’d become some other city’s problem. Instead, he went to ground. Now he proclaims this girl to be a miraculous example of a new kind of treatment.”


  There were many mountebanks in Venice. Every morning and afternoon there were five or six stages erected in the Piazza San Marco for their performances and convoluted orations, in which they praised the virtues of their peculiar instruments, powders, elixirs and other concoctions. Venice tolerated these madmen, in Dr Stein’s opinion, because the miasma of the nearby marshes befuddled the minds of her citizens, who besides were the most vain people he had ever met, eager to believe any promise of enhanced beauty and longer life.


  Unlike the other mountebanks, Dr Pretorious was holding a secret court. He had rented a disused wine store at the edge of the Prussian Fondaco, a quarter of Venice where ships were packed tightly in the narrow canals and every other building was a merchant’s warehouse. Even walking beside a captain of the city guard, Dr Stein was deeply uneasy there, feeling that all eyes were drawn to the yellow star he must by law wear, pinned to the breast of his surcoat. There had been an attack on the synagogue just the other day, and pigshit had been smeared on the mezuzah fixed to the doorpost of a prominent Jewish banker. Sooner or later, if the bodysnatchers were not caught, a mob would sack the houses of the wealthiest Jews on the excuse of searching out and destroying the fabled Golem which existed nowhere but in their inflamed imaginations.


  Along with some fifty others, mostly rich old women and their servants, Gorrall and Dr Stein crossed a high arched bridge over a dark, silently running canal, and, after paying a ruffian a soldi each for the privilege, entered through a gate into a courtyard lit by smoky torches. Once the ruffian had closed and locked the gate, two figures appeared at a tall open door that was framed with swags of red cloth.


  One was a man dressed all in black, with a mop of white hair. Behind him a woman in white lay half-submerged in a kind of tub packed full of broken ice. Her head was bowed, and her face hidden by a fall of black hair. Gorrall nudged Dr Stein and said that this was the girl.


  “She looks dead to me. Anyone who could sit in a tub of ice and not burst to bits through shivering must be dead.”


  “Let’s watch and see,” Gorrall said, and lit a foul-smelling cigarillo.


  The white-haired man, Dr Pretorious, welcomed his audience, and began a long rambling speech. Dr Stein paid only a little attention, being more interested in the speaker. Dr Pretorious was a gaunt, bird-like man with a clever, lined face and dark eyes under shaggy brows which knitted together when he made a point. He had a habit of stabbing a finger at his audience, of shrugging and laughing immodestly at his own boasts. He did not, Dr Stein was convinced, much believe his speech, a curious failing for a mountebank.


  Dr Pretorious had the honour, it appeared, of introducing the true Bride of the Sea, one recently dead but now animated by an ancient Egyptian science. There was much on the long quest he had made in search of the secret of this ancient science, and the dangers he had faced in bringing it here, and in perfecting it. He assured his audience that as it had conquered death, the science he had perfected would also conquer old age, for was that not the slow victory of death over life? He snapped his fingers, and, as the tub seemed to slide forward of its own accord into the torchlight, invited his audience to see for themselves that this Bride of the Sea was not alive.


  Strands of kelp had been woven into the drowned girl’s thick black hair. Necklaces layered at her breast were of seashells of the kind that anyone could pick from the beach at the mouth of the lagoon.


  Dr Pretorious pointed to Dr Stein, called him out. “I see we have here a physician. I recognize you, sir. I know the good work that you do at the Pietà, and the wonderful new surgical techniques you have brought to the city. As a man of science, would you do me the honour of certifying that this poor girl is at present not living?”


  “Go on,” Gorrall said, and Dr Stein stepped forward, feeling both foolish and eager.


  “Please, your opinion,” Dr Pretorious said with an ingratiating bow. He added, sotto voce, “This is a true marvel, doctor. Believe in me.” He held a little mirror before the girl’s red lips, asked Dr Stein if he saw any evidence of breath.


  Dr Stein was aware of an intense sweet, cloying odour: a mixture of brandy and attar of roses. He said, “I see none.”


  “Louder, for the good people here.”


  Dr Stein repeated his answer.


  “A good answer. Now, hold her wrist. Does her heart beat?”


  The girl’s hand was as cold as the ice from which Dr Pretorious lifted it. If there was a pulse, it was so slow that Dr Stein was not allowed enough time to find it. He was dismissed, and Dr Pretorious held up the girl’s arm by the wrist, and with a grimace of effort pushed a long nail though her hand.


  “You see,” he said with indecent excitement, giving the wrist a little shake so that the pierced hand flopped to and fro. “You see! No blood! No blood! Eh? What living person could endure such a cruel mutilation?”


  He seemed excited by his demonstration. He dashed inside the doorway, and brought forward a curious device, a glass bowl inverted on a stalk of glass almost as tall as he, with a band of red silk twisted inside the bowl and around a spindle at the bottom of the stalk. He began to work a treadle, and the band of silk spun around and around.


  “A moment,” Dr Pretorious said, as the crowd began to murmur. He glared at them from beneath his shaggy eyebrows as his foot pumped the treadle. “A moment, if you please. The apparatus must receive a sufficient charge.”


  He sounded flustered and out of breath. Any mountebank worth his salt would have had a naked boy painted in gilt with cherub wings to work the treadle, Dr Stein reflected, and a drumroll besides. Yet the curious amateurism of this performance was more compelling than the polished theatricality of the mountebanks of the Piazza San Marco.


  Gold threads trailed from the top of the glass bowl to a big glass jar half-filled with water and sealed with a cork. At last, Dr Pretorious finished working the treadle, sketched a bow to the audience – his face shiny with sweat – and used a stave to sweep the gold threads from the top of the glass bowl onto the girl’s face.


  There was a faint snap, as of an old glass broken underfoot at a wedding. The girl’s eyes opened and she looked about her, seeming dazed and confused.


  “She lives, but only for a few precious minutes,” Dr Pretorious said. “Speak to me, my darling. You are a willing bride to the sea, perhaps?”


  Gorrall whispered to Dr Stein, “That’s definitely the girl who drowned herself?” and Dr Stein nodded. Gorrall drew out a long silver whistle and blew on it, three quick blasts. At once, a full squad of men-at-arms swarmed over the high walls. Some of the old women in the audience started to scream. The ruffian in charge of the gate charged at Gorrall, who drew a repeating pistol with a notched wheel over its stock. He shot three times, the wheel ratchetting around as it delivered fresh charges of powder and shot to the chamber. The ruffian was thrown onto his back, already dead as the noise of the shots echoed in the courtyard. Gorrall turned and levelled the pistol at the red-cloaked doorway, but it was on fire, and Dr Pretorious and the dead girl in her tub of ice were gone.


  Gorrall and his troops put out the fire and ransacked the empty wine store. It was Dr Stein who found the only clue, a single broken seashell by a hatch that, when lifted, showed black water a few braccia below, a passage that Gorrall soon determined led out into the canal.


  Dr Stein could not forget the dead girl, the icy touch of her skin, her sudden start into life, the confusion in her eyes. Gorrall thought that she only seemed alive, that her body had been preserved perhaps by tanning, that the shine in her eyes was glycerin, the bloom on her lips pigment of the kind the apothecaries made of powdered beetles.


  “The audience wanted to believe it would see a living woman, and the flickering candles would make her seem to move. You’ll be a witness, I hope.”


  “I touched her,” Dr Stein said. “She was not preserved. The process hardens the skin.”


  “We keep meat by packing it in snow, in winter,” Gorrall said. “Also, I have heard that there are magicians in the far Indies who can fall into so deep a trance that they do not need to breathe.”


  “We know she is not from the Indies. I would ask why so much fuss was made of the apparatus. It was so clumsy that it seemed to me to be real.”


  “I’ll find him,” Gorrall said, “and we will have answers to all these questions.”


  But when Dr Stein saw Gorrall two days later, and asked about his enquiries into the Pretorious affair, the English captain shook his head and said, “I have been told not to pursue the matter. It seems the girl’s father wrote too many begging letters to the Great Council, and he has no friends there. Further than that, I’m not allowed to say.” Gorrall spat and said with sudden bitterness, “You can work here twenty-five years, Stein, and perhaps they’ll make you a citizen, but they will never make you privy to their secrets.”


  “Someone in power believes Dr Pretorious’s claims, then.”


  “I wish I could say. Do you believe him?”


  “Of course not.”


  But it was not true, and Dr Stein immediately made his own enquiries. He wanted to know the truth, and not, he told himself, because he had mistaken the girl for his daughter. His interest was that of a doctor, for if death could be reversed, then surely that was the greatest gift a doctor could possess. He was not thinking of his daughter at all.


  His enquiries were first made amongst his colleagues at the city hospital, and then in the guild hospitals and the new hospital of the Arsenal. Only the director of the last was willing to say anything, and warned Dr Stein that the man he was seeking had powerful allies.


  “So I have heard,” Dr Stein said. He added recklessly, “I wish I knew who they were.”


  The director was a pompous man, placed in his position through politics rather than merit. Dr Stein could see that he was tempted to divulge what he knew, but in the end he merely said, “Knowledge is a dangerous thing. If you would know anything, start from a low rather than a high place. Don’t overreach yourself, Doctor.”


  Dr Stein bridled at this, but said nothing. He sat up through the night, thinking the matter over. This was a city of secrets, and he was a stranger, and a Jew from Prussia to boot. His actions could easily be mistaken for those of a spy, and he was not sure that Gorrall could help him if he was accused. Gorrall’s precipitous attempt to arrest Dr Pretorious had not endeared him to his superiors, after all.


  Yet Dr Stein could not get the drowned girl’s face from his mind, the way she had given a little start and her eyes had opened under the tangle of gold threads. Tormented by fantasies in which he found his daughter’s grave and raised her up, he paced the kitchen, and in the small hours of the night it came to him that the director of the Arsenal hospital had spoken the truth even if he had not known it.


  In the morning, Dr Stein set out again, saying nothing to his wife of what he was doing. He had realized that Dr Pretorious must need simples and other necessaries for his trade, and now he went from apothecary to apothecary with the mountebank’s description. Dr Stein found his man late in the afternoon, in a mean little shop in a calle that led off a square dominated by the brightly painted facade of the new church of Santa Maria di Miracoli.


  The apothecary was a young man with a handsome face but small, greedy eyes. He peered at Dr Stein from beneath a fringe of greasy black hair, and denied knowing Dr Pretorious with such vehemence that Dr Stein did not doubt he was lying.


  A soldi soon loosened his tongue. He admitted that he might have such a customer as Dr Stein described, and Dr Stein asked at once, “Does he buy alum and oil?”


  The apothecary expressed surprise. “He is a physician, not a tanner.”


  “Of course,” Dr Stein said, hope rising in him. A second soldi bought Dr Stein the privilege of delivering the mountebank’s latest order, a jar of sulphuric acid nested in a straw cradle.


  The directions given by the apothecary led Dr Stein through an intricate maze of calles and squares, ending in a courtyard no bigger than a closet, with tall buildings soaring on either side, and no way out but the narrow passage by which he had entered. Dr Stein knew he was lost, but before he could turn to begin to retrace his steps, someone seized him from behind. An arm clamped across his throat. He struggled and dropped the jar of acid, which by great good luck, and the straw padding, did not break. Then he was on his back, looking up at a patch of grey sky which seemed to rush away from him at great speed, dwindling to a speck no bigger than a star.


  Dr Stein was woken by the solemn tolling of the curfew bells. He was lying on a moldering bed in a room muffled by dusty tapestries and lit by a tall tallow candle. His throat hurt and his head ached. There was a tender swelling above his right ear, but he had no double vision or dizziness. Whoever had hit him had known what they were about.


  The door was locked, and the windows were closed by wooden shutters nailed tightly shut. Dr Stein was prying at the shutters when the door was unlocked and an old man came in. He was a shrivelled gnome in a velvet tunic and doublet more suited to a young gallant. His creviced face was drenched with powder, and there were hectic spots of rouge on his sunken cheeks.


  “My master will talk with you,” this ridiculous creature said.


  Dr Stein asked where he was, and the old man said that it was his master’s house. “Once it was mine, but I gave it to him. It was his fee.”


  “Ah. You were sick, and he cured you.”


  “I was cured of life. He killed me and brought me back, so that I will live forever in the life beyond death. He’s a great man.”


  “What’s your name?”


  The old man laughed. He had only one tooth in his head, and that a blackened stump. “I’ve yet to be christened in this new life. Come with me.”


  They mounted a wide marble stair that wound through the middle of what must be a great palazzo. Two stories below was a floor tiled black and white like a chessboard; they climbed past two more floors to the top.


  The long room had once been a library, but the shelves of the dark bays set off the main passage were empty now; only the chains which had secured the books were left. It was lit by a scattering of candles whose restless flames cast a confusion of flickering light that hid more than it revealed. One bay was penned off with a hurdle, and a pig moved in the shadows there. Dr Stein had enough of a glimpse of it to see that there was something on the pig’s back, but it was too dark to be sure quite what it was. Then something the size of a mouse scuttled straight in front of him – Dr Stein saw with a shock that it ran on its hind legs, with a stumbling, crooked gait.


  “One of my children,” Dr Pretorious said.


  He was seated at a plain table scattered with books and papers. Bits of glassware and jars of acids and salts cluttered the shelves that rose behind him. The drowned girl sat beside him in a highbacked chair. Her head was held up by a leather band around her forehead; her eyes were closed and seemed bruised and sunken. Behind the chair was the same apparatus that Dr Stein had seen used in the wine store. The smell of attar of roses was very strong.


  Dr Stein said, “It was only a mouse, or a small rat.”


  “You believe what you must, doctor,” Dr Pretorious said, “but I hope to open your eyes to the wonders I have performed.” He told the old man, “Fetch food.”


  The old man started to complain that he wanted to stay, and Dr Pretorious immediately jumped up in a sudden fit of anger and threw a pot of ink at his servant. The old man sputtered, smearing the black ink across his powdered face, and at once Dr Pretorious burst into laughter. “You’re a poor book,” he said. “Fetch our guest meat and wine. It’s the least I can do,” he told Dr Stein. “Did you come here of your own will, by the way?”


  “I suppose the apothecary told you that I asked for you. That is, if he was an apothecary.”


  Dr Pretorious said, with a quick smile, “You wanted to see the girl, I suppose, and here she is. I saw the tender look you gave her, before we were interrupted, and see that same look again.”


  “I knew nothing of my colleague’s plans.”


  Dr Pretorious made a steeple with his hands, touched the tip of the steeple to his bloodless lips. His fingers were long and white, and seemed to have an extra joint in them. He said, “Don’t hope he’ll find you.”


  “I’m not afraid. You brought me here because you wanted me here.”


  “But you should be afraid. I have power of life and death here.”


  “The old man said you gave him life everlasting.”


  Dr Pretorious said carelessly, “Oh, so he believes. Perhaps that’s enough.”


  “Did he die? Did you bring him back to life?”


  Dr Pretorious said, “That depends what you mean by life. The trick is not raising the dead, but making sure that death does not reclaim them.”


  Dr Stein had seen a panther two days after he had arrived in Venice, brought from the Friendly Isles along with a great number of parrots. So starved that the bones of its shoulders and pelvis were clearly visible under its sleek black pelt, the panther ceaselessly padded back and forth inside its little cage, its eyes like green lamps. It had been driven mad by the voyage, and Dr Stein thought that Dr Pretorious was as mad as that panther, his sensibility quite lost on the long voyage into the unknown regions which he claimed to have conquered. In truth, they had conquered him.


  “I have kept her on ice for much of the time,” Dr Pretorious said. “Even so, she is beginning to deteriorate.” He twitched the hem of the girl’s gown, and Dr Stein saw on her right foot a black mark as big as his hand, like a sunken bruise. Despite the attar of roses, the reek of gangrene was suddenly overpowering.


  He said, “The girl is dead. I saw it for myself, when she was pulled from the canal. No wonder she rots.”


  “It depends what you mean by death. Have you ever seen fish in a pond, under ice? They can become so sluggish that they no longer move, yet they live, and when warmed will move again. I was once in Gotland. In winter, the nights last all day, and your breath freezes in your beard. A man was found alive after two days lying in a drift of snow. He had drunk too much, and had passed out; the liquor had saved him from freezing to death, although he lost his ears and his fingers and toes. She was dead when she was pulled from the icy water, but she had drunk enough to prevent death from placing an irreversible claim on her body. I returned her to life. Would you like to see how it is done?”


  “Master?”


  It was the old man. With cringing deference, he offered a tray bearing a tarnished silver wine decanter, a plate of beef, heavily salted and greenish at the edges, and a loaf of black bread.


  Dr Pretorious was on him in an instant. The food and wine flew into the air; Dr Pretorious lifted the old man by his neck, dropped him to the floor. “We are busy,” he said, quite calmly.


  Dr Stein started to help the old man to gather the food together.


  Dr Pretorious aimed a kick at the old man, who scuttled away on all fours. Dr Pretorious said impatiently, “No need for that. I shall show you, doctor, that she lives.”


  The glass bowl sang under his long fingernails; he smoothed the belt of frayed red silk with tender care. He looked sidelong at Dr Stein and said, “There is a tribe in the far south of Egypt who have been metalworkers for three thousand years. They apply a fine coat of silver to ornaments of base metal by immersing the ornaments in a solution of nitrate of silver and connecting them to tanks containing plates of lead and zinc in salt water. Split by the two metals, the opposing essences of the salt water flow in different directions, and when they join in the ornaments draw the silver from solution. I have experimented with that process, and will experiment more, but even when I substitute salt water with acid, the flow of essences is as yet too weak for my purpose. This –” he rapped the glass bowl, which rang like a bell – “is based on a toy that their children played with, harnessing that same essence to give each other little frights. I have greatly enlarged it, and developed a way of storing the essence it generates. For this essence lives within us, too, and is sympathetic to the flow from this apparatus. By its passage through the glass the silk generates that essence, which is stored here, in this jar. Look closely if you will. It is only ordinary glass, and ordinary water, sealed by a cork, but it contains the essence of life.”


  “What do you want of me?”


  “I have done much alone. But, doctor, we can do so much more together. Your reputation is great.”


  “I have the good fortune to be allowed to teach the physicians here some of the techniques I learned in Prussia. But no surgeon would operate on a corpse.”


  “You are too modest. I have heard the stories of the man of clay your people can make to defend themselves. I know it is based on truth. Clay cannot live, even if bathed in blood, but a champion buried in the clay of the earth might be made to live again, might he not?”


  Dr Stein understood that the mountebank believed his own legerdemain. He said, “I see that you have great need of money. A man of learning would only sell books in the most desperate circumstances, but all the books in this library have gone. Perhaps your sponsors are disappointed, and do not pay what they have promised, but it is no business of mine.”


  Dr Pretorious said sharply, “The fancies in those books were a thousand years old. I have no need of them. And it might be said that you owe me money. Interruption of my little demonstration cost me at least twenty ducats, for there were at least that many dowagers eager to taste the revitalizing essence of life. So I think that you are obliged to help me, eh? Now watch, and wonder.”


  Dr Pretorious began to work the treadles of his apparatus. The sound of his laboured breathing and the soft tearing sound made by the silk belt as it revolved around and around filled the long room. At last, Dr Pretorious twitched the gold wires from the top of the glass bowl so that they fell across the girl’s face. In the dim light, Dr Stein saw the snap of a fat blue flame that for a moment jumped amongst the ends of the wires. The girl’s whole body shuddered. Her eyes opened.


  “A marvel!” Dr Pretorious said, panting from his exercise. “Each day she dies. Each night I bring her to life.”


  The girl looked around at his voice. The pupils of her eyes were of different sizes. Dr Pretorious slapped her face until a faint bloom appeared on her cheeks.


  “You see! She lives! Ask her a question. Anything. She has returned from death, and there is more in her head than in yours or mine. Ask!”


  “I have nothing to ask,” Dr Stein said.


  “She knows the future. Tell him about the future,” he hissed into the girl’s ear.


  The girl’s mouth worked. Her chest heaved as if she was pumping up something inside herself, then she said in a low whisper, “It is the Jews that will be blamed.”


  Dr Stein said, “That’s always been true.”


  “But that’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”


  Dr Stein met Dr Pretorious’s black gaze. “How many have you killed, in your studies?”


  “Oh, most of them were already dead. They gave themselves for science, just as in the ancient days young girls were sacrificed for the pagan gods.”


  “Those days are gone.”


  “Greater days are to come. You will help. I know you will. Let me show you how we will save her. You will save her, won’t you?”


  The girl’s head was beside Dr Pretorious’s. They were both looking at Dr Stein. The girl’s lips moved, mumbling over two words. A cold mantle crept across Dr Stein’s skin. He had picked up a knife when he had stooped to help the old man, and now, if he could, he had a use for it.


  Dr Pretorious led Dr Stein to the pen where the pig snuffled in its straw. He held up a candle, and Dr Stein saw clearly, for an instant, the hand on the pig’s back. Then the creature bolted into shadow.


  It was a human hand, severed at the wrist, poking out of the pink skin of the pig’s back as if from a sleeve. It looked alive, the nails suffused, the skin as pink as the pig’s skin.


  “They don’t last long,” Dr Pretorious said. He seemed pleased by Dr Stein’s shock. “Either the pig dies, or the limb begins to rot. There is some incompatibility between the two kinds of blood. I have tried giving pigs human blood before the operation, but they die even more quickly. Perhaps with your help I can perfect the process. I will perform the operation on the girl, replace her rotten foot with a healthy one. I will not have her imperfect. I will do better. I will improve her, piece by piece. I will make her a true Bride of the Sea, a wonder that all the world will worship. Will you help me, doctor? It is difficult to get bodies. Your friend is causing me a great deal of nuisance . . . but you can bring me bodies, why, almost every day. So many die in winter. A piece here, a piece there. I do not need the whole corpse. What could be simpler?”


  He jumped back as Dr Stein grabbed his arm, but Dr Stein was quicker, and knocked the candle into the pen. The straw was aflame in an instant, and the pig charged out as soon as Dr Stein pulled back the hurdle. It barged at Dr Pretorious as if it remembered the torments he had inflicted upon it, and knocked him down. The hand flopped to and fro on its back, as if waving.


  The girl could have been asleep, but her eyes opened as soon as Dr Stein touched her cold brow. She tried to speak, but she had very little strength now, and Dr Stein had to lay his head on her cold breast to hear her mumble the two words she had mouthed to him earlier.


  “Kill me.”


  Behind them, the fire had taken hold in the shelving and floor, casting a lurid light down the length of the room. Dr Pretorious ran to and fro, pursued by the pig. He was trying to capture the scampering mice-things which had been driven from their hiding places by the fire, but even with their staggering bipedal gait they were faster than he was. The old man ran into the room, and Dr Pretorious shouted, “Help me, you fool!”


  But the old man ran past him, ran through the wall of flames that now divided the room, and jumped onto Dr Stein as he bent over the drowned girl. He was as weak as a child, but when Dr Stein tried to push him away he bit into Dr Stein’s wrist and the knife fell to the floor. They reeled backwards and knocked over a jar of acid. Instantly, acrid white fumes rose up as the acid burnt into the wood floor. The old man rolled on the floor, beating at his smoking, acid-drenched costume.


  Dr Stein found the knife and drew its sharp point down the length of the blue veins of the drowned girl’s forearms. The blood flowed surprisingly quickly. Dr Stein stroked the girl’s hair, and her eyes focused on his. For a moment it seemed as if she might say something, but with the heat of the fire beating at his back he could not stay any longer.


  Dr Stein knocked out a shutter with a bench, hauled himself onto the window-ledge. As he had hoped, there was black water directly below: like all palazzos, this one rose straight up from the Grand Canal. Smoke rolled around him. He heard Dr Pretorious shout at him and he let himself go, and gave himself to air, and then water.


  Dr Pretorious was caught at dawn the next day, as he tried to leave the city in a hired skiff. The fire set by Dr Stein had burnt out the top floor of the palazzo, no more, but the old man had died there. He had been the last in the line of a patrician family that had fallen on hard times: the palazzo and an entry in the Libro d’Oro was all that was left of their wealth and fame.


  Henry Gorrall told Dr Stein that no mention need be made of his part in this tragedy. “Let the dead lay as they will. There’s no need to disturb them with fantastic stories.”


  “Yes,” Dr Stein said, “the dead should stay dead.”


  He was lying in his own bed, recovering from a rheumatic fever brought about by the cold waters into which he had plunged on his escape. Winter sunlight pried at the shutters of the white bedroom, streaked the fresh rushes on the floor.


  “It seems that Pretorious does have friends,” Gorrall said. “There won’t be a trial and an execution, much as he deserves both. He’s going straight to the galleys, and no doubt after a little while he will contrive, with some help, to escape. That’s the way of things here. His name wasn’t really Pretorious, of course. I doubt if we’ll ever know where he came from. Unless he told you something of himself.”


  Outside the bedroom there was a clamour of voices as Dr Stein’s wife welcomed in Abraham Soncino and his family, and the omelettes and other egg dishes they had brought to begin the week of mourning.


  Dr Stein said, “Pretorious claimed that he was in Egypt, before he came here.”


  “Yes, but what adventurer was not, after the Florentines conquered it and let it go? Besides, I understand that he stole the apparatus not from any savage tribe, but from the Great Engineer of Florence himself. What else did he say? I’d know all, not for the official report, but my peace of mind.”


  “There aren’t always answers to mysteries,” Dr Stein told his friend. The dead should stay dead. Yes. He knew now that his daughter had died. He had released her memory when he had released the poor girl that Dr Pretorious had called back from the dead. Tears stood in his eyes, and Gorrall clumsily tried to comfort him, mistaking them for tears of grief.
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  For Ernest Thesiger, in memoriam.


  1995


  Recording Angel


  PAUL J. MCAULEY HAS MADE A SUBSTANTIAL REPUTATION AS A WRITER OF CONVINCING, COLORFUL, AND DIVERSE SCIENCE FICTION. HIS NOVELS INCLUDE RED DUST, ETERNAL LIGHT, AND PASQUALE’S ANGEL. HE IS CURRENTLY WOLKING ON FAIRYLAND, A NEAR-FUTURE SF NOVEL.


  “RECORDING ANGEL” VENTURES INTO E. M. FORSTER TERRITORY, WITH AN EPOCHAL DETOUR THROUGH CORDWAINER SMITH, PRODUCING AN EFFECT AT ONCE RICH AND STRANGE . . . AND HIGHLY MEMORABLE.


  MR NARYAN, THE Archivist of Sensch, still keeps to his habits as much as possible, despite all that has happened since Angel arrived in the city. He has clung to these personal rituals for a very long time now, and it is not easy to let them go. And so, on the day that Angel’s ship is due to arrive and attempt to reclaim her, the day that will end in revolution, or so Angel has promised her followers, as ever, at dusk, as the Nearside edge of Confluence tips above the disc of its star and the Eye of the Preservers rises above the Farside Mountains, Mr Naryan walks across the long plaza at the edge of the city towards the Great River.


  Rippling patterns swirl out from his feet, silver and gold racing away through the living marble. Above his head, clouds of little machines spin through the twilight: information’s dense weave. At the margin of the plaza, broad steps shelve into the river’s brown slop. Naked children scamper through the shallows, turning to watch as Mr Naryan, old and fat and leaning on his stick at every other stride, limps past and descends the submerged stair until only his hairless head is above water. He draws a breath and ducks completely under. His nostrils pinch shut. Membranes slide across his eyes. As always, the bass roar of the river’s fall over the edge of the world stirs his heart. He surfaces, spouting water, and the children hoot. He ducks under again and comes up quickly, and the children scamper back from his spray, breathless with delight. Mr Naryan laughs with them and walks back up the steps, his loose, belted shirt shedding water and quickly drying in the parched dusk air.


  Further on, a funeral party is launching little clay lamps into the river’s swift currents. The men, waist-deep, turn as Mr Naryan limps past, knuckling their broad foreheads. Their wet skins gleam with the fire of the sunset that is now gathering in on itself across leagues of water. Mr Naryan genuflects in acknowledgment, feeling an icy shame. The woman died before he could hear her story; her, and seven others in the last few days. It is a bitter failure.


  Angel, and all that she has told him—Mr Naryan wonders whether he will be able to hear out the end of her story. She has promised to set the city aflame and, unlike Dreen, Mr Naryan believes that she can.


  A mendicant is sitting cross-legged on the edge of the steps down to the river. An old man, sky-clad and straight-backed. He seems to be staring into the sunset, in the waking trance that is the nearest that the Shaped citizens of Sensch ever come to sleep. Tears brim in his wide eyes and pulse down his leathery cheeks; a small silver moth has slittled at the corner of his left eye to sip salt.


  Mr Naryan drops a handful of the roasted peanuts he carries for the purpose into the mendicant’s bowl, and walks on. He walks a long way before he realises that a crowd has gathered at the end of the long plaza, where the steps end and, with a sudden jog, the docks begin. Hundreds of machines swarm in the darkening air, and behind this shuttling weave a line of magistrates stand shoulder to shoulder, flipping their quirts back and forth as if to drive off flies. Metal tags braided into the tassels of the quirts wink and flicker; the magistrates’ flared red cloaks seem inflamed in the last light of the sun.


  The people make a rising and falling hum, the sound of discontent. They are looking upriver. Mr Naryan, with a catch in his heart, realises what they must be looking at.


  It is a speck of light on the horizon north of the city, where the broad ribbon of the river and the broad ribbon of the land narrow to a single point. It is the lighter towing Angel’s ship, at the end of its long journey downriver to the desert city where she has taken refuge, and caught Mr Naryan in the net of her tale.


  Mr Naryan first heard about her from Dreen, Sensch’s Commissioner; in fact, Dreen paid a visit to Mr Naryan’s house to convey the news in person. His passage through the narrow streets of the quarter was the focus of a swelling congregation which kept a space two paces wide around him as he ambled towards the house where Mr Naryan had his apartment.


  Dreen was a lively, but tormented, fellow who was paying off a debt of conscience by taking the more or less ceremonial position of Commissioner in this remote city which his ancestors had long ago abandoned. Slight and agile, his head shaved clean except for a fringe of polychrome hair that framed his parchment face, he looked like a lily blossom swirling on the Great River’s current as he made his way through the excited crowd. A pair of magistrates proceeded him and a remote followed, a mirror-coloured seed that seemed to move through the air in brief rapid pulses like a squeezed watermelon pip. A swarm of lesser machines spun above the packed heads of the crowd. Machines did not entirely trust the citizens, with good reason. Change wars raged up and down the length of Confluence as, one by one, the ten thousand races of the Shaped fell from innocence.


  Mr Naryan, alerted by the clamour, was already standing on his balcony when Dreen reached the house. Scrupulously polite, his voice amplified through a little machine that fluttered before his lips, Dreen enquired if he might come up. The crowd fell silent as he spoke, so that his last words echoed eerily up and down the narrow street. When Mr Naryan said mildly that the Commissioner was, of course, always welcome, Dreen made an elaborate genuflection and scrambled straight up the fretted carvings which decorated the front of the apartment house. He vaulted the wrought-iron rail and perched in the ironwood chair that Mr Naryan usually took when he was tutoring a pupil. While Mr Naryan lowered his corpulent bulk onto the stool that was the only other piece of furniture on the little balcony, Dreen said cheerfully that he had not walked so far for more than a year. He accepted the tea and sweetmeats that Mr Naryan’s wife, terrified by his presence, offered, and added, “It really would be more convenient if you took quarters appropriate to your status.”


  As Commissioner, Dreen had use of the vast palace of intricately carved pink sandstone that dominated the southern end of the city, although he chose to live in a tailored habitat of hanging gardens that hovered above the palace’s spiky towers.


  Mr Naryan said, “My calling requires that I live amongst the people. How else would I understand their stories? How else would they find me?”


  “By any of the usual methods, of course—or you could multiply yourself so that every one of these snakes had their own archivist. Or you could use machines. But I forget, your calling requires that you use only appropriate technology. That’s why I’m here, because you won’t have heard the news.”


  Dreen had an abrupt style, but he was neither as brutal nor as ruthless as his brusqueness suggested. Like Mr Naryan, who understood Dreen’s manner completely, he was there to serve, not to rule.


  Mr Naryan confessed that he had heard nothing unusual, and Dreen said eagerly, “There’s a woman arrived here. A star-farer. Her ship landed at Ys last year, as I remember telling you.”


  “I remember seeing a ship land at Ys, but I was a young man then, Dreen. I had not taken orders.”


  “Yes, yes,” Dreen said impatiently, “picket boats and the occasional merchant’s argosy still use the docks. But this is different. She claims to be from the deep past. The very deep past, before the Preservers.”


  “I can see that her story would be interesting if it were true.”


  Dreen beat a rhythm on his skinny thighs with the flat of his hands. “Yes, yes! A human woman, returned after millions of years of travelling outside the Galaxy. But there’s more! She is only one of a whole crew, and she’s jumped ship. Caused some fuss. It seems the others want her back.”


  “She is a slave, then?”


  “It seems she may be bound to them as you are bound to your order.”


  “Then you could return her. Surely you know where she is?”


  Dreen popped a sweetmeat in his mouth and chewed with gusto. His flat-topped teeth were all exactly the same size. He wiped his wide lipless mouth with the back of his hand and said, “Of course I know where she is—that’s not the point. The point is that no one knows if she’s lying, or her shipmates are lying—they’re a nervy lot, I’m told. Not surprising, culture shock and all that. They’ve been travelling a long time. Five million years, if their story’s to be believed. Of course, they weren’t alive for most of that time. But still.”


  Mr Naryan said, “What do you believe?”


  “Does it matter? This city matters. Think what trouble she could cause!”


  “If her story’s true.”


  “Yes, yes. That’s the point. Talk to her, eh? Find out the truth. Isn’t that what your order’s about? Well, I must get on.”


  Mr Naryan didn’t bother to correct Dreen’s misapprehension. He observed, “The crowd has grown somewhat.”


  Dreen smiled broadly and rose straight into the air, his toes pointing down, his arms crossed with his palms flat on his shoulders. The remote rose with him. Mr Naryan had to shout to make himself heard over the cries and cheers of the crowd.


  “What shall I do?”


  Dreen checked his ascent and shouted back, “You might tell her that I’m here to help!”


  “Of course!”


  But Dreen was rising again, and did not hear Mr Naryan. As he rose he picked up speed, dwindling rapidly as he shot across the jumbled rooftops of the city towards his aerie. The remote drew a silver line behind him; a cloud of lesser machines scattered across the sky as they strained to keep up.


  The next day, when, as usual, Mr Naryan stopped to buy the peanuts he would scatter amongst any children or mendicants he encountered as he strolled through the city, the nut roaster said that he’d seen a strange woman only an hour before—she’d had no coin, but the nut roaster had given her a bag of shelled salted nuts all the same.


  “Was the right thing to do, master?” the nut roaster asked. His eyes glittered anxiously beneath the shelf of his ridged brow. Mr Naryan, knowing that the man had been motivated by a cluster of artificial genes implanted in his ancestors to ensure that they and all their children would give aid to any human who requested it, assured the nut roaster that his conduct had been worthy. He proffered coin in ritual payment for the bag of warm oily peanuts, and the nut roaster made his usual elaborate refusal.


  “When you see her, master, tell her that she will find no plumper or more savoury peanuts in the whole city. I will give her whatever she desires!”


  All day, as Mr Naryan made his rounds of the tea shops, and even when he heard out the brief story of a woman who had composed herself for death, he expected to be accosted by an exotic wild-eyed stranger. That same expectation distracted him in the evening, as the magistrate’s son haltingly read from the Puranas while all around threads of smoke from neighbourhood kitchen fires rose into the black sky. How strange the city suddenly seemed to Mr Naryan: the intent face of the magistrate’s son, with its faint intaglio of scales and broad shelving brow, seemed horribly like a mask. Mr Naryan felt a deep longing for his youth, and after the boy had left he stood under the shower for more than an hour, letting water penetrate every fold and cranny of his hairless, corpulent body until his wife anxiously called to him, asking if he was all right.


  The woman did not come to him that day, nor the next. She was not seeking him at all. It was only by accident that Mr Naryan met her at last.


  She was sitting at the counter of a tea shop, in the deep shadow beneath its tasselled awning. The shop was at the corner of the camel market, where knots of dealers and handlers argued about the merits of this or that animal and saddlemakers squatted cross-legged amongst their wares before the low, cave-like entrances to their workshops. Mr Naryan would have walked right past the shop if the proprietor had not hurried out and called to him, explaining that here was a human woman who had no coin, but he was letting her drink what she wished, and was that right?


  Mr Naryan sat beside the woman, but did not speak after he ordered his own tea. He was curious and excited and afraid: she looked at him when he sat down and put his cane across his knees, but her gaze only brushed over him without recognition.


  She was tall and slender, hunched at the counter with elbows splayed. She was dressed, like every citizen of Sensch, in a loose, raw cotton overshirt. Her hair was as black and thick as any citizen’s, too, worn long and caught in a kind of net slung at her shoulder. Her face was sharp and small-featured, intent from moment to moment on all that happened around her—a bronze machine trawling through the dusty sunlight beyond the awning’s shadow; a vendor of pomegranate juice calling his wares; a gaggle of women laughing as they passed; a sled laden with prickly pear gliding by, two handspans above the dusty flagstones—but nothing held her attention for more than a moment. She held her bowl of tea carefully in both hands, and sucked at the liquid clumsily when she drank, holding each mouthful for a whole minute before swallowing and then spitting twiggy fragments into the copper basin on the counter.


  Mr Naryan felt that he should not speak to her unless she spoke first. He was disturbed by her: he had grown into his routines, and this unsought responsibility frightened him. No doubt Dreen was watching through one or another of the little machines that flitted about sunny, salt-white square—but that was not sufficient compulsion, except that now he had found her, he could not leave her.


  At last, the owner of the tea house refilled the woman’s bowl and said softly, “Our Archivist is sitting beside you.”


  The woman turned jerkily, spilling her tea. “I’m not going back,” she said. “I’ve told them that I won’t serve.”


  “No one has to do anything here,” Mr Naryan said, feeling that he must calm her. “That’s the point. My name is Naryan, and I have the honour, as our good host has pointed out, of being the Archivist of Sensch.”


  The woman smiled at this, and said that he could call her Angel; her name also translated as Monkey, but she preferred the former. “You’re not like the others here,” she added, as if she had only just realised. “I saw people like you in the port city, and one let me ride on his boat down the river until we reached the edge of a civil war. But after that every one of the cities I passed through seemed to be inhabited by only one race, and each was different from the next.”


  “It’s true that this is a remote city,” Mr Naryan said.


  He could hear the faint drums of the procession. It was the middle of the day, when the sun reached zenith and halted before reversing back down the sky.


  The woman, Angel, heard the drums too. She looked around with a kind of preening motion as the procession came through the flame trees on the far side of the square. It reached this part of the city at the same time every day. It was led by a bare-chested man who beat a big drum draped in cloth of gold; it was held before him by a leather strap that went around his neck. The steady beat echoed across the square. Behind him slouched or capered ten, twenty, thirty naked men and women. Their hair was long and ropey with dirt; their fingernails were curved yellow talons.


  Angel drew her breath sharply as the rag-taggle procession shuffled past, following the beat of the drum into the curving street that led out of the square. She said, “This is a very strange place. Are they mad?”


  Mr Naryan explained, “They have not lost their reason, but have had it taken away. For some it will be returned in a year; it was taken away from them as a punishment. Others have renounced their own selves for the rest of their lives. It is a religious avocation. But saint or criminal, they were all once as fully aware as you or me.”


  “I’m not like you,” she said. “I’m not like any of the crazy kinds of people I have met.”


  Mr Naryan beckoned to the owner of the tea house and ordered two more bowls. “I understand you have come a long way.” Although he was terrified of her, he was certain that he could draw her out.


  But Angel only laughed.


  Mr Naryan said, “I do not mean to insult you.”


  “You dress like a . . . native. Is that a religious avocation?”


  “It is my profession. I am the Archivist here.”


  “The people here are different—a different race in every city. When I left, not a single intelligent alien species was known. It was one reason for my voyage. Now there seem to be thousands strung along this long, long river. They treat me like a ruler—is that it? Or a god?”


  “The Preservers departed long ago. These are the end times.”


  Angel said dismissively, “There are always those who believe they live at the end of history. We thought that we lived at the end of history, when every star system in the Galaxy had been mapped, every habitable world slittled.”


  For a moment Mr Naryan thought that she would tell him of where she had been, but she added, “I was told that the Preservers, who I suppose were my descendants, made the different races, but each race calls itself human, even the ones who don’t look like they could have evolved from anything that ever looked remotely human.”


  “The Shaped call themselves human because they have no other name for what they have become, innocent and fallen alike. After all, they had no name before they were raised up. The citizens of Sensch remain innocent. They are our . . . responsibility.”


  He had not meant for it to sound like a plea.


  “You’re not doing all that well,” Angel said, and started to tell him about the Change War she had tangled with upriver, on the way to this, the last city at the midpoint of the world.


  It was a long, complicated story, and she kept stopping to ask Mr Naryan questions, most of which, despite his extensive readings of the Puranas, he was unable to answer. As she talked, Mr Naryan transcribed her speech on his tablet. She commented that a recording device would be better, but by reading back a long speech she had just made he demonstrated that his close diacritical marks captured her every word.


  “But that is not its real purpose, which is an aid to fix the memory in my head.”


  “You listen to people’s stories.”


  “Stories are important. In the end they are all that is left, all that history leaves us. Stories endure.” And Mr Naryan wondered if she saw what was all too clear to him, the way her story would end, if she stayed in the city.


  Angel considered his words. “I have been out of history a long time,” she said at last. “I’m not sure that I want to be a part of it again.” She stood up so quickly that she knocked her stool over, and left.


  Mr Naryan knew better than to follow her. That night, as he sat enjoying a cigarette on his balcony, under the baleful glare of the Eye of the Preservers, a remote came to him. Dreen’s face materialised above the remote’s silver platter and told him that the woman’s shipmates knew that she was here. They were coming for her.


  As the ship draws closer, looming above the glowing lighter that tows it, Mr Naryan begins to make out its shape. It is a huge black wedge composed of tiers of flat plates that rise higher than the tallest towers of the city. Little lights, mostly red, gleam here and there within its ridged carapace. Mr Naryan brushes mosquitoes from his bare arms, watching the black ship move beneath a black sky empty except for the Eye of the Preservers and a few dim halo stars. Here, at the midpoint of the world, the Home Galaxy will not rise until winter.


  The crowd has grown. It becomes restless. Waves of emotion surge back and forth. Mr Naryan feels them pass through the citizens packed around him, although he hardly understands what they mean, for all the time he has lived with these people.


  He has been allowed to pass through the crowd with the citizens’ usual generous deference, and now stands close to the edge of the whirling cloud of machines which defends the dock, twenty paces or so from the magistrates who nervously swish their quirts to and fro. The crowd’s thick yeasty odour fills his nostrils; its humming disquiet, modulating up and down, penetrates to the marrow of his bones. Now and then a machine ignites a flare of light that sweeps over the front ranks of the crowd, and the eyes of the men and women shine blankly orange, like so many little sparks.


  At last the ship passes the temple complex at the northern edge of the city, its wedge rising like a wave above the temple’s clusters of slim spiky towers. The lighter’s engines go into reverse; waves break in whitecaps on the steps beyond the whirl of machines and the grim line of magistrates.


  The crowd’s hum rises in pitch. Mr Naryan finds himself carried forward as it presses towards the barrier defined by the machines. The people around him apologise effusively for troubling him, trying to minimise contact with him in the press as snails withdraw from salt. The machines’ whirl stratifies, and the magistrates raise their quirts and shout a single word lost in the noise of the crowd. The people in the front rank of the crowd fall to their knees, clutching their eyes and wailing: the machines have shut down their optic nerves.


  Mr Naryan, shown the same deference by the machines as by the citizens, suddenly finds himself isolated amongst groaning and weeping citizens, confronting the row of magistrates. One calls to him, but he ignores the man.


  He has a clear view of the ship, now. It has come to rest a league away, at the far end of the docks, but Mr Naryan has to tip his head back and back to see the top of the ship’s tiers. It is as if a mountain has drifted against the edge of the city. A new sound drives across the crowd, as a wind drives across a field of wheat. Mr Naryan turns and, by the random flare of patrolling machines, is astonished to see how large the crowd has grown. It fills the long plaza, and more people stand on the rooftops along its margin. Their eyes are like a harvest of stars. They are all looking towards the ship, where Dreen, standing on a cargo sled, ascends to meet the crew.


  Mr Naryan hooks the wire frames of his spectacles over his ears, and the crew standing on top of the black ship snap into clear focus.


  There are fifteen, men and women all as tall as Angel, looming over Dreen as he welcomes them with effusive gestures. Mr Naryan can almost smell Dreen’s anxiety. He wants the crew to take Angel away, and order restored. He will be telling them where to find her. Mr Naryan feels a pang of anger. He turns and makes his way through the crowd. When he reaches its ragged margin, everyone around him suddenly looks straight up. Dreen’s sled sweeps overhead, carrying his guests to the safety of the floating habitat above the pink sandstone palace. The crowd surges forward—and all the little machines fall from the air!


  One lands close to Mr Naryan, its carapace burst open at the seams. Smoke pours from it. An old woman picks it up—Mr Naryan smells her burnt flesh as it sears her hand—and throws it at him.


  Her shot goes wide. Mr Naryan is so astonished that he does not even duck. He glimpses the confusion as the edge of the crowd collides with the line of magistrates: some magistrates run, their red cloaks streaming at their backs; others throw down their quirts and hold out their empty hands. The crowd devours them. Mr Naryan limps away as fast as he could, his heart galloping with fear. Ahead is a wide avenue leading into the city, and standing in the middle of the avenue is a compact group of men, clustered about a tall figure.


  It is Angel.


  Mr Naryan told Angel what Dreen had told him, that the ship was coming to the city, the very next day. It was at the same tea house. She did not seem surprised. “They need me,” she said. “How long will they take?”


  “Well, they cannot come here directly. Confluence’s maintenance system will only allow ships to land at designated docks, but the machinery of the spaceport docks here has grown erratic and dangerous through disuse. The nearest place they could safely dock is five hundred leagues away, and after that the ship must be towed downriver. It will take time. What will you do?”


  Angel passed a hand over her sleek black hair. “I like it here. I could be comfortable.”


  She had already been given a place in which to live by a wealthy merchant family. She took Mr Naryan to see it. It was near the river, a small two-storey house built around a courtyard shaded by a jacaranda tree. People were going in and out, carrying furniture and carpets. Three men were painting the wooden rail of the balcony that ran around the upper storey. They were painting it pink and blue, cheerfully singing. Angel was amused by the bustle, and laughed when Mr Naryan said that she shouldn’t take advantage of the citizens.


  “They seem so happy to help me. What’s wrong with that?”


  Mr Naryan thought it best not to explain about the cluster of genes implanted in all the races of the Shaped, the reflex altruism of the unfallen. A woman brought out tea and a pile of crisp, wafer-thin fritters sweetened with crystallised honey. Two men brought canopied chairs. Angel sprawled in one, invited Mr Naryan to sit in the other. She was quite at ease, grinning every time someone showed her the gift they had brought her.


  Dreen, Mr Naryan knew, would be dismayed. Angel was a barbarian, displaced by five million years. She had no idea of the careful balance by which one must live with the innocent, the unfallen, if their cultures were to survive. Yet she was fully human, free to choose, and that freedom was inviolable. No wonder Dreen was so eager for the ship to reclaim her.


  Still, Angel’s rough joy was infectious, and Mr Naryan soon found himself smiling with her at the sheer abundance of trinkets scattered around her. No one was giving unless they were glad to give, and no one who gave was poor. The only poor in Sensch were the sky-clad mendicants who had voluntarily renounced the material world.


  So he sat and drank tea with her, and ate a dozen of the delicious, honeyed fritters, one after the other, and listened to more of her wild tales of travelling the river, realising how little she understood of Confluence’s administration. She was convinced that the Shaped were somehow forbidden technology, for instance, and did not understand why there was no government. Was Dreen the absolute ruler? By what right?


  “Dreen is merely the Commissioner. Any authority he has is invested in him by the citizens, and it is manifest only on high days. He enjoys parades, you know. I suppose the magistrates have power, in that they arbitrate neighbourly disputes and decide upon punishment—Senschians are argumentative, and sometimes quarrels can lead to unfortunate accidents.”


  “Murder, you mean? Then perhaps they are not as innocent as you maintain.” Angel reached out suddenly. “And these? By what authority do these little spies operate?”


  Pinched between her thumb and forefinger was a bronze machine. Its sensor cluster turned back and forth as it struggled to free itself.


  “Why, they are part of the maintenance system of Confluence.”


  “Can Dreen use them? Tell me all you know. It may be important.”


  She questioned Mr Naryan closely, and he found himself telling her more than he wanted. But despite all that he told her, she would not talk about her voyage, nor of why she had escaped from the ship, or how. In the days that followed, Mr Naryan requested several times, politely and wistfully, that she would. He even visited the temple and petitioned for information about her voyage, but all trace of it had been lost in the vast sifting of history, and when pressed, the aspect who had come at the hierodule’s bidding broke contact with an almost petulant abruptness.


  Mr Naryan was not surprised that it could tell him nothing. The voyage must have begun five million years ago at least, after all, for the ship to have travelled all the way to the neighbouring galaxy and back.


  He did learn that the ship had tried to sell its findings on landfall, much as a merchant would sell his wares. Perhaps Angel wanted to profit from what she knew; perhaps that was why the ship wanted her back, although there was no agency on Confluence that would close such a deal. Knowledge was worth only the small price of petitioning those aspects which deal with the secular world.


  Meanwhile, a group of citizens gathered around Angel, like disciples around one of the blessed who, touched by some fragment or other of the Preservers, wander Confluence’s long shore. These disciples went wherever she went. They were all young men, which seemed to Mr Naryan faintly sinister, sons of her benefactors fallen under her spell. He recognised several of them, but none would speak to him, although there were always at least two or three accompanying Angel. They wore white headbands on which Angel had lettered a slogan in an archaic script older than any race of the Shaped; she refused to explain what it meant.


  Mr Naryan’s wife thought that he, too, was falling under some kind of spell. She did not like the idea of Angel: she declared that Angel must be some kind of ghost, and therefore dangerous. Perhaps she was right. She was a wise and strong-willed woman, and Mr Naryan had grown to trust her advice.


  Certainly, Mr Naryan believed that he could detect a change in the steady song of the city as he went about his business. He listened to an old man dying of the systematic organ failure which took most of the citizens in the middle of their fourth century. The man was one of the few who had left the city—he had travelled north, as far as the swampy slittlements where an amphibious race lived in a city tunnelled through cliffs overlooking the river. His story took a whole day to tell, in a stiflingly hot room muffled in dusty carpets and lit only by a lamp with a blood-red chimney. At the end, the old man began to weep, saying that he knew now that he had not travelled at all, and Mr Naryan was unable to comfort him. Two children were born on the next day—an event so rare that the whole city celebrated, garlanding the streets with fragrant orange blossoms. But there was a tension beneath the celebrations that Mr Naryan had never before felt, and it seemed that Angel’s followers were everywhere amongst the revellers. Dreen felt the change, too. “There have been incidents,” he said, as candid an admission as he had ever made to Mr Naryan. “Nothing very much. A temple wall defaced with the slogan the woman has her followers wear. A market disrupted by young men running through it, overturning stalls. I asked the magistrates not to make examples of the perpetrators—that would create martyrs. Let the people hold their own courts if they wish. And she’s been making speeches. Would you like to hear one?”


  “Is it necessary?”


  Dreen dropped his glass with a careless gesture—a machine caught it and bore it off before it smashed on the tiles. They were on a balcony of Dreen’s floating habitat, looking out over the Great River towards the nearside edge of the world. At the horizon was the long white double line that marked the river’s fall: the rapids below, the permanent clouds above. It was noon, and the white, sunlit city was quiet.


  Dreen said, “You listen to so much of her talk, I suppose you are wearied of it. In summary, it is nothing but some vague nonsense about destiny, about rising above circumstances and bettering yourself, as if you could lift yourself into the air by grasping the soles of your feet.”


  Dreen dismissed this with a snap of his fingers. His own feet, as always, were bare, and his long opposable toes were curled around the bar of the rail on which he squatted. He said, “Perhaps she wants to rule the city—if it pleases her, why not? At least, until the ship arrives here. I will not stop her if that is what she wants, and if she can do it. Do you know where she is right now?”


  “I have been busy.” But Mr Naryan felt an eager curiosity: yes, his wife was right.


  “I heard the story you gathered in. At the time, you know, I thought that man might bring war to the city when he came back.” Dreen’s laugh was a high-pitched hooting. “The woman is out there, at the edge of the world. She took a boat yesterday.”


  “I am sure she will return,” Mr Naryan said. “It is all of a pattern.”


  “I defer to your knowledge. Will hers be an interesting story, Mr Naryan? Have another drink. Stay, enjoy yourself.” Dreen reached up and swung into the branches of the flame tree which leaned over the balcony, disappearing in a flurry of red leaves and leaving Mr Naryan to find a machine that was able to take him home.


  Mr Naryan thought that Dreen was wrong to dismiss what Angel was doing, although he understood why Dreen affected such a grand indifference. It was outside Dreen’s experience, that was all: Angel was outside the experience of everyone on Confluence. The Change Wars that flared here and there along Confluence’s vast length were not ideological but eschatological. They were a result of sociological stresses that arose when radical shifts in the expression of clusters of native and grafted genes caused a species of Shaped to undergo a catastrophic redefinition of its perceptions of the world. But what Angel was doing dated from before the Preservers had raised up the Shaped and ended human history. Mr Naryan only began to understood it himself when Angel told him what she had done at the edge of the world.


  And later, on the terrible night when the ship arrives and every machine in the city dies, with flames roaring unchecked through the farside quarter of the city and thousands of citizens fleeing into the orchard forests to the north, Mr Naryan realises that he has not understood as much as he thought. Angel has not been preaching empty revolution after all.


  Her acolytes, all young men, are armed with crude wooden spears with fire-hardened tips, long double-edged knives of the kind coconut sellers use to open their wares, flails improvised from chains and wire. They hustle Mr Naryan in a forced march towards the palace and Dreen’s floating habitat. They have taken away Mr Naryan’s cane, and his bad leg hurts abominably with every other step.


  Angel is gone. She has work elsewhere. Mr Naryan felt fear when he saw her, but feels more fear now. The reflex altruism of the acolytes has been overridden by a new meme forged in the fires of Angel’s revolution—they jostle Mr Naryan with rough humour, sure in their hold over him. One in particular, the rough skin of his long-jawed face crazed in diamonds, jabs Mr Naryan in his ribs with the butt of his spear at every intersection, as if to remind him not to escape, something that Mr Naryan has absolutely no intention of doing.


  Power is down all over the city—it went off with the fall of the machines—but leaping light from scattered fires swim in the wide eyes of the young men. They pass through a market square where people swig beer and drunkenly gamble amongst overturned stalls. Elsewhere in the fiery dark there is open rutting, men with men as well as with women. A child lies dead in a gutter. Horrible, horrible. Once, a building collapses inside its own fire, sending flames whirling high into the black sky. The faces of all the men surrounding Mr Naryan are transformed by this leaping light into masks with eyes of flame.


  Mr Naryan’s captors urge him on. His only comfort is that he will be of use in what is to come. Angel has not yet finished with him.


  When Angel returned from the edge of the world, she came straight away to Mr Naryan. It was a warm evening, at the hour after sunset when the streets began to fill with strollers, the murmur of neighbour greeting neighbour, the cries of vendors selling fruit juice or popcorn or sweet cakes.


  Mr Naryan was listening as his pupil, the magistrate’s son, read a passage from the Puranas which described the time when the Preservers had strung the Galaxy with their creations. The boy was tall and awkward and faintly resentful, for he was not the scholar his father wished him to be and would rather spend his evenings with his fellows in the beer halls than read ancient legends in a long-dead language. He bent over the book like a night stork, his finger stabbing at each line as he clumsily translated it, mangling words in his hoarse voice. Mr Naryan was listening with half an ear, interrupting only to correct particularly inelegant phrases. In the kitchen at the far end of the little apartment, his wife was humming to the murmur of the radio, her voice a breathy contented monotone.


  Angel came up the helical stair with a rapid clatter, mounting quickly above a sudden hush in the street. Mr Naryan knew who it was even before she burst onto the balcony. Her appearance so astonished the magistrate’s son that he dropped the book. Mr Naryan dismissed him and he hurried away, no doubt eager to meet his friends in the flickering neon of the beer hall and tell them of this wonder.


  “I’ve been to the edge of the world,” Angel said to Mr Naryan, coolly accepting a bowl of tea from Mr Naryan’s wife, quite oblivious of the glance she exchanged with her husband before retreating. Mr Naryan’s heart turned at that look, for in it he saw how his wife’s hard words were so easily dissolved in the weltering sea of reflexive benevolence. How cruel the Preservers had been, it seemed to him never crueller, to have raised up races of the Shaped and yet to have shackled them in unthinking obedience.


  Angel said, “You don’t seem surprised.”


  “Dreen told me as much. I’m pleased to see you returned safely. It has been a dry time without you.” Already he had said too much: it was as if all his thoughts were eager to be spilled before her.


  “Dreen knows everything that goes on in the city.”


  “Oh no, not at all. He knows what he needs to know.”


  “I took a boat,” Angel said. “I just asked for it, and the man took me right along, without question. I wish now I’d stolen it. It would have been simpler. I’m tired of all this good will.”


  It was as if she could read his mind. For the first time, Mr Naryan began to be afraid, a shiver like the first shake of a tambour that had ritually introduced the tempestuous dances of his youth.


  Angel sat on the stool that the student had quit, tipping it back so she could lean against the rail of the balcony. She had cut her black hair short, and bound around her forehead a strip of white cloth printed with the slogan, in ancient incomprehensible script, that was the badge of her acolytes. She wore an ordinary loose white shirt and much jewelry: rings on every finger, sometimes more than one on each; bracelets and bangles down her forearms; gold and silver chains around her neck, layered on her breast. She was both graceful and terrifying, a rough beast slouched from the deep past to claim the world.


  She said, teasingly, “Don’t you want to hear my story? Isn’t that your avocation?”


  “I’ll listen to anything you want to tell me,” Mr Naryan said.


  “The world is a straight line. Do you know about libration?”


  Mr Naryan shook his head.


  Angel held out her hand, tipped it back and forth. “This is the world. Everything lives on the back of a long flat plate which circles the sun. The plate rocks on its long axis, so the sun rises above the edge and then reverses its course. I went to the edge of the world, where the river that runs down half its length falls into the void. I suppose it must be collected and redistributed, but it really does look like it falls away forever.”


  “The river is eternally renewed,” Mr Naryan said. “Where it falls is where ships used to arrive and depart, but this city has not been a port for many years.”


  “Fortunately for me, or my companions would already be here. There’s a narrow ribbon of land on the far side of the river. Nothing lives there, not even an insect. No earth, no stones. The air shakes with the sound of the river’s fall, and swirling mist burns with raw sunlight. And there are shrines, in the thunder and mist at the edge of the world. One spoke to me.”


  Mr Naryan knew these shrines, although he had not been there for many years. He remembered that the different races of the Shaped had erected shrines all along the edge of the world, stone upon stone carried across the river, from which flags and long banners flew. Long ago, the original founders of the city of Sensch, Dreen’s ancestors, had travelled across the river to petition the avatars of the Preservers, believing that the journey across the wide river was a necessary rite of purification. But they were gone, and the new citizens, who had built their city of stones over the burnt groves of the old city, simply bathed in the heated, mineral-heavy water of the pools of the shrines of the temple at the edge of their city before delivering their petitions. He supposed the proud flags and banners of the shrines would be tattered rags now, bleached by unfiltered sunlight, rotted by mist. The screens of the shrines—would they still be working?


  Angel grinned. Mr Naryan had to remember that it was not, as it was with the citizens, a baring of teeth before striking. She said, “Don’t you want to know what it said to me? It’s part of my story.”


  “Do you want to tell me?”


  She passed her hand over the top of her narrow skull: bristly hair made a crisp sound under her palm. “No,” she said. “No, I don’t think I do. Not yet.”


  Later, after a span of silence, just before she left, she said, “After we were wakened by the ship, after it brought us here, it showed us how the black hole you call the Eye of the Preservers was made. It recorded the process as it returned, speeded up because the ship was travelling so fast it stretched time around itself. At first there was an intense point of light within the heart of the Large Magellanic Cloud. It might have been a supernova, except that it was a thousand times larger than any supernova ever recorded. For a long time its glare obscured everything else, and when it cleared, all the remaining stars were streaming around where it had been. Those nearest the centre elongated and dissipated, and always more crowded in until nothing was left but the gas clouds of the accretion disc, glowing by Cerenkov radiation.”


  “So it is written in the Puranas.”


  “And is it also written there why Confluence was constructed around a halo star between the Home Galaxy and the Eye of the Preservers?”


  “Of course. It is so we can all worship and glorify the Preservers. The Eye looks upon us all.”


  “That’s what I told them,” Angel said.


  After she was gone, Mr Naryan put on his spectacles and walked through the city to the docks. The unsleeping citizens were promenading in the warm dark streets, or squatting in doorways, or talking quietly from upper-storey windows to their neighbours across the street. Amongst this easy somnolence, Angel’s young disciples moved with a quick purposefulness, here in pairs, there in a group of twenty or more. Their slogans were painted on almost every wall. Three stopped Mr Naryan near the docks, danced around his bulk, jeering, then ran off, screeching with laughter, when he slashed at them with his cane.


  “Ruffians! Fools!”


  “Seize the day!” they sang back. “Seize the day!”


  Mr Naryan did not find the man whose skiff Angel and her followers had used to cross the river, but the story was already everywhere amongst the fisherfolk. The Preservers had spoken to her, they said, and she had refused their temptations. Many were busily bargaining with citizens who wanted to cross the river and see the site of this miracle for themselves.


  An old man, eyes milky with cataracts—the fisherfolk trawled widely across the Great River, exposing themselves to more radiation than normal—asked Mr Naryan if these were the end times, if the Preservers would return to walk amongst them again. When Mr Naryan said, no, anyone who dealt with the avatars knew that only those fragments remained in the Universe, the old man shrugged and said, “They say she is a Preserver,” and Mr Naryan, looking out across the river’s black welter, where the horizon was lost against the empty night, seeing the scattered constellations of the running lights of the fisherfolk’s skiffs scattered out to the nearside edge, knew that the end of Angel’s story was not far off. The citizens were finding their use for her. Inexorably, step by step, she was becoming part of their history.


  Mr Naryan did not see Angel again until the night her ship arrived. Dreen went to treat with her, but he couldn’t get within two streets of her house: it had become the centre of a convocation that took over the entire quarter of the city. She preached to thousands of citizens from the rooftops.


  Dreen reported to Mr Naryan that it was a philosophy of hope from despair. “She says that all life feeds on destruction and death. Are you sure you don’t want to hear it?”


  “It isn’t necessary.”


  Dreen was perched on a balustrade, looking out at the river. They were in his floating habitat, in an arbour of lemon trees that jutted out at its leading edge. He said, “More than a thousand a day are making the crossing.”


  “Has the screen spoken again?”


  “I’ve monitored it continuously. Nothing.”


  “But it did speak with her.”


  “Perhaps, perhaps.” Dreen was suddenly agitated. He scampered up and down the narrow balustrade, swiping at overhanging branches and scaring the white doves that perched amongst the little glossy leaves. The birds rocketed up in a great flutter of wings, crying as they rose into the empty sky. Dreen said, “The machines watching her don’t work. Not anymore. She’s found out how to disrupt them. I snatch long-range pictures, but they don’t tell me very much. I don’t even know if she visited the shrine in the first place.”


  “I believe her,” Mr Naryan said.


  “I petitioned the avatars,” Dreen said, “but of course they wouldn’t tell me if they’d spoken to her.”


  Mr Naryan was disturbed by this admission—Dreen was not a religious man. “What will you do?”


  “Nothing. I could send the magistrates for her, but even if she went with them her followers would claim she’d been arrested. And I can’t even remember when I last arrested someone. It would make her even more powerful, and I’d have to let her go. But I suppose that you are going to tell me that I should let it happen.”


  “It has happened before. Even here, to your own people. They built the shrines, after all. . . .”


  “Yes, and later they fell from grace, and destroyed their city. The snakes aren’t ready for that,” Dreen said, almost pleading, and for a moment Mr Naryan glimpsed the depth of Dreen’s love for this city and its people.


  Dreen turned away, as if ashamed, to look out at the river again, at the flocking sails of little boats setting out on, or returning from, the long crossing to the far side of the river. This great pilgrimage had become the focus of the life of the city. The markets were closed for the most part; merchants had moved to the docks to supply the thousands of pilgrims.


  Dreen said, “They say that the avatar tempted her with godhead, and she denied it.”


  “But that is foolish! The days of the Preservers have long ago faded. We know them only by their image, which burns forever at the event horizon, but their essence has long since receded.”


  Dreen shrugged. “There’s worse. They say that she forced the avatar to admit that the Preservers are dead. They say that she is an avatar of something greater than the Preservers, although you wouldn’t know that from her preaching. She claims that this universe is all there is, that destiny is what you make it. What makes me despair is how readily the snakes believe this cant.”


  Mr Naryan, feeling chill, there in the sun-dappled shade, said, “She has hinted to me that she learnt it in the great far out, in the galaxy beyond the Home Galaxy.”


  “The ship is coming,” Dreen said. “Perhaps they will deal with her.”


  In the burning night of the city’s dissolution, Mr Naryan is brought at last to the pink sandstone palace. Dreen’s habitat floats above it, a black cloud that half-eclipses the glowering red swirl of the Eye of the Preservers. Trails of white smoke, made luminescent by the fires which feed them, pour from the palace’s high arched windows, braiding into sheets which dash like surf against the rim of the habitat. Mr Naryan sees something fly up from amongst the palace’s many carved spires—there seems to be more of them than he remembers—and smash away a piece of the habitat, which slowly tumbles off into the black sky.


  The men around him hoot and cheer at this, and catch Mr Naryan’s arms and march him up the broad steps and through the high double doors into the courtyard beyond. It is piled with furniture and tapestries that have been thrown down from the thousand high windows overlooking it, but a path has been cleared to a narrow stair that turns and turns as it rises, until at last Mr Naryan is pushed out onto the roof of the palace.


  Perhaps five hundred of Angel’s followers crowd amongst the spires and fallen trees and rocks, many naked, all with lettered headbands tied around their foreheads. Smoky torches blaze everywhere. In the centre of the crowd is the palace’s great throne on which, on high days and holidays, at the beginning of masques or parades, Dreen receives the city’s priests, merchants, and artists. It is lit by a crown of machines burning bright as the sun, and seated on it—easy, elegant and terrifying—is Angel.


  Mr Naryan is led through the crowd and left standing alone before the throne. Angel beckons him forward, her smile both triumphant and scared: Mr Naryan feels her fear mix with his own. She says, “What should I do with your city, now I’ve taken it from you?”


  “You haven’t finished your story.” Everything Mr Naryan planned to say has fallen away at the simple fact of her presence. Stranded before her fierce, barely contained energies, he feels old and used up, his body as heavy with years and regret as with fat. He adds cautiously, “I’d like to hear it all.”


  He wonders if she really knows how her story must end. Perhaps she does. Perhaps her wild joy is not at her triumph, but at the imminence of her death. Perhaps she really does believe that the void is all, and rushes to embrace it.


  Angel says, “My people can tell you. They hide with Dreen up above, but not for long.”


  She points across the roof. A dozen men are wrestling a sled, which shudders like a living thing as it tries to reorientate itself in the gravity field, onto a kind of launching cradle tipped up towards the habitat. The edges of the habitat are ragged, as if bitten, and amongst the roof’s spires tower-trees are visibly growing towards it, their tips already brushing its edges, their tangled bases pulsing and swelling as teams of men and women drench them with nutrients.


  “I found how to enhance the antigravity devices of the sleds,” Angel says. “They react against the field which generates gravity for this artificial world. The field’s stored inertia gives them a high kinetic energy, so that they make very good missiles. We’ll chip away that floating fortress piece by piece if we have to, or we’ll finish growing towers and storm its remains, but I expect surrender long before then.”


  “Dreen is not the ruler of the city.” Nor are you, Mr Naryan thinks, but it is not prudent to point that out.


  “Not anymore,” Angel says.


  Mr Naryan dares to step closer. He says, “What did you find out there, that you rage against?”


  Angel laughs. “I’ll tell you about rage. It is what you have all forgotten, or never learned. It is the motor of evolution, and evolution’s end, too.” She snatches a beaker of wine from a supplicant, drains it and tosses it aside. She is consumed with an energy that is no longer her own. She says, “We travelled so long, not dead, not sleeping. We were no more than stored potentials triply engraved on gold. Although the ship flew so fast that it bound time about itself, the journey still took thousands of years of slowed shipboard time. At the end of that long voyage we did not wake: we were born. Or rather, others like us were born, although I have their memories, as if they are my own. They learned then that the Universe was not made for the convenience of humans. What they found was a galaxy ruined and dead.”


  She holds Mr Naryan’s hand tightly, speaking quietly and intensely, her eyes staring deep into his.


  “A billion years ago, our neighbouring galaxy collided with another, much smaller galaxy. Stars of both galaxies were torn off in the collision, and scattered in a vast halo. The rest coalesced into a single body, but except for ancient globular clusters, which survived the catastrophe because of their dense gravity fields, it is all wreckage. We were not able to chart a single world where life had evolved. I remember standing on a world sheared in half by immense tidal stress, its orbit so eccentric that it was colder than Pluto at its farthest point, hotter than Mercury at its nearest. I remember standing on a world of methane ice as cold and dark as the Universe itself, wandering amongst the stars. There were millions of such worlds cast adrift. I remember standing upon a fragment of a world smashed into a million shards and scattered so widely in its orbit that it never had the chance to reform. There are a million such worlds. I remember gas giants turned inside out—single vast storms—and I remember worlds torched smooth by irruptions of their stars. No life, anywhere.


  “Do you know how many galaxies have endured such collisions? Almost all of them. Life is a statistical freak. It is likely that only the stars of our galaxy have planets, or else other civilisations would surely have arisen elsewhere in the unbounded Universe. As it is, it is certain that we are alone. We must make of ourselves what we can. We should not hide, as your Preservers chose to do. Instead, we should seize the day, and make the Universe over with the technology that the Preservers used to make their hiding place.”


  Her grip is hurting now, but Mr Naryan bears it. “You cannot become a Preserver,” he says sadly. “No one can, now. You should not lie to these innocent people.”


  “I didn’t need to lie. They took up my story and made it theirs. They see now what they can inherit—if they dare. This won’t stop with one city. It will become a crusade!” She adds, more softly, “You’ll remember it all, won’t you?”


  It is then that Mr Naryan knows that she knows how this must end, and his heart breaks. He would ask her to take that burden from him, but he cannot. He is bound to her. He is her witness.


  The crowd around them cheers as the sled rockets up from its cradle. It smashes into the habitat and knocks loose another piece, which drops trees and dirt and rocks amongst the spires of the palace roof as it twists free and spins away into the night. Figures appear at the edge of the habitat. A small tube falls, glittering through the torchlight. A man catches it, runs across the debris-strewn roof, and throws himself at Angel’s feet. He is at the far end of the human scale of the Shaped of this city. His skin is lapped with distinct scales, edged with a rim of hard black like the scales of a pine cone. His coarse black hair has flopped over his eyes, which glow like coals with reflected firelight.


  Angel takes the tube and shakes it. It unrolls into a flexible sheet on which Dreen’s face glows. Dreen’s lips move; his voice is small and metallic. Angel listens intently, and when he has finished speaking says softly, “Yes.”


  Then she stands and raises both hands above her head. All across the roof, men and woman turn towards her, eyes glowing.


  “They wish to surrender! Let them come down!”


  A moment later a sled swoops down from the habitat, its silvery underside gleaming in the reflected light of the many fires scattered across the roof. Angel’s followers shout and jeer, and missiles fly out of the darkness—a burning torch, a rock, a broken branch. All are somehow deflected before they reach the ship’s crew, screaming away into the dark with such force that the torch, the branch, kindle into white fire. The crew have modified the sled’s field to protect themselves.


  They all look like Angel, with the same small sleek head, the same gangling build and abrupt nervous movements. Dreen’s slight figure is dwarfed by them. It takes Mr Naryan a long minute to be able to distinguish men from women, and another to be able to tell each man from his brothers, each woman from her sisters. They are all clad in long white shirts that leave them bare-armed and bare-legged, and each is girdled with a belt from which hang a dozen or more little machines. They call to Angel, one following on the words of the other, saying over and over again:


  “Return with us—”


  “—this is not our place—”


  “—these are not our people—”


  “—we will return—”


  “—we will find our home—”


  “—leave with us and return.”


  Dreen sees Mr Naryan and shouts, “They want to take her back!” He jumps down from the sled, an act of bravery that astonishes Mr Naryan, and skips through the crowd. “They are all one person, or variations on one person,” he says breathlessly. “The ship makes its crew by varying a template. Angel is an extreme. A mistake.”


  Angel starts to laugh.


  “You funny little man! I’m the real one—they are the copies!”


  “Come back to us—”


  “—come back and help us—”


  “—help us find our home.”


  “There’s no home to find!” Angel shouts. “Oh, you fools! This is all there is!”


  “I tried to explain to them,” Dreen says to Mr Naryan, “but they wouldn’t listen.”


  “They surely cannot disbelieve the Puranas,” Mr Naryan says.


  Angel shouts, “Give me back the ship!”


  “It was never yours—”


  “—never yours to own—”


  “—but only yours to serve.”


  “No! I won’t serve!” Angel jumps onto the throne and makes an abrupt cutting gesture.


  Hundreds of fine silver threads spool out of the darkness, shooting towards the sled and her crewmates. The ends of the threads flick up when they reach the edge of the sled’s modified field, but then fall in a tangle over the crew: their shield is gone.


  The crowd begins to throw things again, but Angel orders them to be still. “I have the only working sled,” she says. “That which I enhance, I can also take away. Come with me,” she tells Mr Naryan, “and see the end of my story.”


  The crowd around Angel stirs. Mr Naryan turns, and sees one of the crew walking towards Angel.


  He is as tall and slender as Angel, his small, high-cheekboned face so like her own it is as if he holds up a mirror as he approaches. A rock arcs out of the crowd and strikes his shoulder: he staggers but walks on, hardly seeming to notice that the crowd closes at his back so that he is suddenly inside its circle, with Angel and Mr Naryan in its focus.


  Angel says, “I’m not afraid of you.”


  “Of course not, sister,” the man says. And he grasps her wrists in both his hands.


  Then Mr Naryan is on his hands and knees. A strong wind howls about him, and he can hear people screaming. The afterglow of a great light swims in his vision. He can’t see who helps him up and half-carries him through the stunned crowd to the sled.


  When the sled starts to rise, Mr Naryan falls to his knees again. Dreen says in his ear, “It’s over.”


  “No,” Mr Naryan says. He blinks and blinks, tears rolling down his cheeks.


  The man took Angel’s wrists in both of his—


  Dreen is saying something, but Mr Naryan shakes his head. It isn’t over.


  —And they shot up into the night, so fast that their clothing burst into flame, so fast that air was drawn up with them. If Angel could nullify the gravity field, then so could her crewmates. She has achieved apotheosis.


  The sled swoops up the tiered slope of the ship, is swallowed by a wide hatch. When he can see again, Mr Naryan finds himself kneeling at the edge of the open hatch. The city is spread below. Fires define the streets which radiate away from the Great River; the warm night air is bitter with the smell of burning.


  Dreen has been looking at the lighted windows that crowd the walls of the vast room beyond the hatch, scampering with growing excitement from one to the other. Now he sees that Mr Naryan is crying, and clumsily tries to comfort him, believing that Mr Naryan is mourning his wife, left behind in the dying city.


  “She was a good woman, for her kind,” Mr Naryan is able to say at last, although it isn’t her he’s mourning, or not only her. He is mourning for all of the citizens of Sensch. They are irrevocably caught in their change now, never to be the same. His wife, the nut roaster, the men and women who own the little tea houses at the corner of every square, the children, the mendicants and the merchants—all are changed, or else dying in the process. Something new is being born down there. Rising from the fall of the city.


  “They’ll take us away from all this,” Dreen says happily. “They’re going to search for where they came from. Some are out combing the city for others who can help them; the rest are preparing the ship. They’ll take it over the edge of the world, into the great far out!”


  “Don’t they know they’ll never find what they’re looking for? The Puranas—”


  “Old stories, old fears. They will take us home!”


  Mr Naryan laboriously clambers to his feet. He understands that Dreen has fallen under the thrall of the crew. He is theirs, as Mr Naryan is now and forever Angel’s. He says, “Those times are past. Down there in the city is the beginning of something new, something wonderful—” He finds he can’t explain. All he has is his faith that it won’t stop here. It is not an end but a beginning, a spark to set all of Confluence—the unfallen and the changed—alight. Mr Naryan says, weakly, “It won’t stop here.”


  Dreen’s big eyes shine in the light of the city’s fires. He says, “I see only another Change War. There’s nothing new in that. The snakes will rebuild the city in their new image, if not here, then somewhere else along the Great River. It has happened before, in this very place, to my own people. We survived it, and so will the snakes. But what they promise is so much greater! We’ll leave this poor place, and voyage out to return to where it all began, to the very home of the Preservers. Look there! That’s where we’re going!”


  Mr Naryan allows himself to be led across the vast room. It is so big that it could easily hold Dreen’s floating habitat. A window on its far side shows a view angled somewhere far above the plane of Confluence’s orbit. Confluence itself is a shining strip, an arrow running out to its own vanishing point. Beyond that point are the ordered, frozen spirals of the Home Galaxy, the great jewelled clusters and braids of stars constructed in the last great days of the Preservers before they vanished forever into the black hole they made by collapsing the Magellanic Clouds.


  Mr Naryan starts to breathe deeply, topping up the oxygen content of his blood.


  “You see!” Dreen says again, his face shining with awe in Confluence’s silver light.


  “I see the end of history,” Mr Naryan says. “You should have studied the Puranas, Dreen. There’s no future to be found amongst the artifacts of the Preservers, only the dead past. I won’t serve, Dreen. That’s over.”


  And then he turns and lumbers through the false lights and shadows of the windows towards the open hatch. Dreen catches his arm, but Mr Naryan throws him off.


  Dreen sprawls on his back, astonished, then jumps up and runs in front of Mr Naryan. “You fool!” he shouts. “They can bring her back!”


  “There’s no need,” Mr Naryan says, and pushes Dreen out of the way and plunges straight out of the hatch.


  He falls through black air like a heavy comet. Water smashes around him, tears away his clothes. His nostrils pinch shut and membranes slide across his eyes as he plunges down and down amidst streaming bubbles until the roaring in his ears is no longer the roar of his blood but the roar of the river’s never-ending fall over the edge of the world.


  Deep, silty currents begin to pull him towards that edge. He turns in the water and begins to swim away from it, away from the ship and the burning city. His duty is over: once they have taken charge of their destiny, the changed citizens will no longer need an Archivist.


  Mr Naryan swims more and more easily. The swift, cold water washes away his landbound habits, wakes the powerful muscles of his shoulders and back. Angel’s message burns bright, burning away the old stories, as he swims through the black water, against the currents of the Great River. Joy gathers with every thrust of his arms. He is the messenger, Angel’s witness. He will travel ahead of the crusade that will begin when everyone in Sensch is changed. It will be a long and difficult journey, but he does not doubt that his destiny—the beginning of the future that Angel has bequeathed him and all of Confluence—lies at the end of it.


  The True History of Doctor Pretorius


  To begin with, Larry Cochrane thought that it was just another slice of bread-and-butter sleaze. A contact in the Food and Drug Administration tipped him to an upcoming investigation into a Tijuana Clinic. The usual shit, peddling quack cures that supposedly delayed the onset of full blown AIDS, cut-rate plastic surgery, no-questions-asked abortions and sex-change operations. Added spice: the clinic’s owner, a certain Dr Septimus Pretorius, had old Hollywood connections. The kicker: several well-known AIDS victims had gone there for laetrile treatment of intractable Karposi’s, and former TV child star Bobby Dupre, Little Jim-Bob in the long-running 60s family TV saga Sunrise Acres, had died of acute septicemia after he was given a complete blood change to try and cure his crack habit.


  So far, so good. With no complications, Cochrane figured that he would be in and out in a month, sell it for 50K to one of the glossies, maybe earn twice as much from foreign rights, not to mention spin-off items that he could get his researcher to write for the movie mags.


  But within days of starting the investigation, Cochrane knew that the story would change his life. Definitely permanently, and maybe for ever.


  The evidence came tumbling out of the archives. Through all his long, colourful career, Dr Pretorius had never bothered to cover his tracks. He’d left clues scattered through newspaper, film and historical archives with a recklessness that was either crazy, foolish, or incredibly bold. Perhaps he thought that no one would believe his story; Larry Cochrane was having trouble believing even half of what his long-suffering researcher, Howard Zaslow, had uncovered.


  Witness:


  A b&w photograph of white-haired Dr Pretorius, scrawny and bird-like in Bermuda shorts and a long-sleeved white shirt, playing polo with Charlie Chaplin and Douglas Fairbanks.


  A sepia photograph, quartered by white lines where it had been folded, of Dr Pretorius, looking scarcely younger, lounging in safari kit in a canvas chair, boots cocked on the sprawled corpse of a dog-sized reptile that one of Zaslow’s pals at the UCLA Biology Department was convinced was some kind of dinosaur.


  A luminous, sharply focused daguerreotype of Dr Pretorius in frock coat and tall top hat standing with a shorter man who wore an even taller top hat and had his thumbs aggressively tucked into the pockets of his waistcoat, both of them looking straight at the camera with some great mechanical engine half lost in shadow behind them.


  A tattered handbill advertising, in type that was of different sizes on every line, that on June 22nd 1852, in the town hall of Cheltenham, Dr Pretorius, lately of Geneva, would demonstrate his electric elixir for the countering of the outward symptoms of old age.


  A warrant dated 3rd August 1809, stating that a certain Dr Pretorius, otherwise known as Horace Femm, resident at 13 Half Moon Street, should be arrested on sight, on suspicion of being a French spy and for enquiry into the disappearance of several young women known to be common prostitutes.


  A facsimile of a handwritten document, signed by Elizabeth the First of England above the imprint of her seal in cracked wax, declaring that Dr Pretorius of Cheapside was an agent invested with such powers of enquiry as necessary to seek out agents of Catholic powers.


  Another facsimile, this in Latin and dated 1423, which Howie Zaslow said was the death warrant for a Dr Praetorius, a notorious practitioner of various magics and malefic rites; it was from the Armand Hammer collection, and was one of only three known holographs of Charles VII of France.


  There was more, much more, including a connection with Ilsa Magall, the Destroying Angel of the Nazi death camps, that Cochrane could use to open up Pretorius like an abalone. But even half of this treasure trove was more than enough to convince Cochrane that this was even bigger than his recent bestseller about the RoChemCo disaster in Calcutta. Dr Pretorius had a secret that could make Larry Cochrane rich, and more than rich. It could enable him to live forever.


  Of course, Howie Zaslow also knew the score, but that was a fixable detail. Cochrane had a contact in the LAPD who knew a wise guy. One phone call and 10,000 dollars up front, and it was set.


  Armed with the results of Zaslow’s labours, Cochrane started to hassle the PR office of Dr Pretorius’s clinic. He got a quick but inadequate response: Dr Pretorius was willing to grant an interview, but there was some vagueness about the timing. “We’re undergoing a certain amount of reorganization,” Ransom, the PR man, told Cochrane over the phone, and promised to get back as soon as he could.


  So Cochrane told Howie Zaslow to keep digging up more dirt, packed a couple of changes of clothes with his portable computer, modem, and the licensed 9mm automatic he’d bought after the ’93 riots, and took off in a hire car for the Baja coast in Mexico, which was where Dr Pretorius had lived ever since he had set up his clinic in the 1920s.


  For two days, Cochrane sweated and chafed in a roach motel with no air-conditioning and some kind of lizard in the shower stall, in a Mexican fishing village ten miles north of Dr Pretorius’s estate. The village was a lost, God-forsaken place where bearded, pot-bellied refugees from the 60s stood knee-deep in the surf, bombed on LSD or hash, or sat around the bars drinking tequila from the bottle and talking about ’Nam. Cochrane drove past the estate’s impressive security fences, and made sure that the guards on the gate saw him taking photographs with his Nikon. He talked to the motel’s owner, the richest man in the village, who said that Dr Pretorius was a good man who sponsored the Festival of the Day of the Dead each year. He phoned up the estate office every couple of hours to let them know he was waiting, and badgered Howie Zaslow for more dirt, for more on the rumours that Dr Pretorius was about to relocate.


  When Cochrane left L.A., Zaslow had been close to uncovering the crux of a set of deals that included selling off the estate and the private clinic. Now, on the phone, Zaslow said, in his slow thoughtful way, that Cochrane should wait a couple of days for the fuller picture, the financial trail was sort of complicated.


  Cochrane, sitting on the edge of the sagging motel bed, strangling the phone in one hand and squeezing a sweating can of ice-cold Coke in the other, said, “Get your hands off your chicken-neck dick, Howie, and chase this down. That PR guy, Ransom, told me they were relocating, which means soon. I need to know all about his plans. I need an in. I need you to start doing some real work. I’ve already waited long enough, and this quaint fishing town outwore its welcome as soon as I checked in.”


  “Another day,” Zaslow’s voice pleaded. “Give me time to chase down the share purchases and you can hit Pretorius really hard.”


  Cochrane held the can of Coke to the back of his neck and counted to ten.


  Zaslow said, “Are you still there, boss?”


  “Another day and Pretorius might not be. There’s a stream of trucks leaving his estate. Maybe there’s another way in if we can get hard evidence about this death camp rumour.”


  “That one’s no problem,” Zaslow said, his voice sounding smug. He’d been working for Cochrane for two years, and in an odd way Cochrane would miss the man’s infuriating plodding pedantry. Zaslow was in his 30s, a pale-skinned New Yorker with a summa cum laude from Yale and the distracted air of a perpetual research student. He had an old-fashioned regard for facts. Right now, though, Cochrane was burning with impatience. He had a lot more to lose than some pissant story.


  Zaslow said, “The Simon Weisenthal Institute came through. They have details of his collaboration with Ilsa Magall. Weird transplants, stuff about vacuum exposure that has a link with the V2 rocket programme. I think that’s how Pretorius got into the States, by the way. The Army rounded up anyone that had anything to do with Peenemunde before the Russians got there.”


  “Sometimes you’re worth the money I pay you. I got to have that stuff.”


  “It’s coming from Austria by courier.”


  “I need it now, fuck-head. Look, okay. Get it to me any way you can as soon as you can. This is definitely kosher?”


  “One hundred per cent.”


  So Cochrane phoned Dr Pretorius’s estate for the fourth time that day, and told Ransom that he had documentation proving that his boss was a Nazi collaborator, and would he like to discuss it in person, or with the Israeli secret service? Cochrane hung up as Ransom started to bluster, and ten minutes later the phone rang. To his amazement, Pretorius was in.


  Early the next morning, Larry Cochrane was waiting with his holdall and portable computer outside the village’s beat-up cantina. He was wearing his black Armani suit; his beard was trimmed; his ponytail was tied back with a silver death’s-head clasp. Cochrane’s inquisitorial style was modelled on Robert de Niro in Angel Heart, and generally its brooding menace gave him an edge in interviews.


  All in all, he was feeling fairly terrific, although he was not so carried away that he had not neglected to strap on his shoulder holster. This day, the first in what promised to be a very long life, was shaping up pretty well. The sun was brassy, not yet at its full heat. The ocean was blue, sparkling with whitecaps, the air so clear you could see out to the horizon. Except for a couple of fishermen manhandling their boat up the white beach, the village was barely awake. An Americano was sleeping off last night’s tequila over by the garbage cans, watched by a piebald dog that trotted over and sat by Cochrane as he drank a Coke in the shade of the cantina’s awning.


  Seven on the dot, the limo swung off the road. The Americano, hand out, stumbled up as the chauffeur loaded Cochrane’s bags. Cochrane lowered the smoked glass window and gave the bum the finger; then the chauffeur hit the gas.


  Moving trucks, two travelling together every few minutes, heading north towards the border, passed the limo as it drove south. The chauffeur wouldn’t answer Cochrane’s questions with anything other than a shrug, so Cochrane watched MTV on the inset TV and drank one of Dr Pretorius’s Diet Cokes from the built-in fridge.


  The limo turned off the highway, climbed past a clump of coral trees and stopped while a big brute of a guard, sweating through his tan uniform, opened the gate in the tall double fence. The guard was hunchbacked, and his face was brutish and scarred, his nose smashed flat, his tiny eyes like piss-holes in snow. His blubbery lips worked as he waved the limo through. The narrow road switch-backed through rolling pastures wet by sprinklers that set rainbows in the hot Mexican air. Once, the limo stopped to let a couple of giraffes amble past; Pretorius was supposed to have more animals on his estate than there were in San Diego zoo.


  The house itself came into view only as the limo climbed the shoulder of the rise: a Normandy chateau, with sharply ridged roofs and a spiky tower, standing in a formal garden of lawns and clipped hedges. The limo rumbled over a wide cattle grid that bridged a steep-sided ditch with razor wire on the outward-facing slope – to keep the animals out of the garden, Cochrane supposed – and drew up by the mansion’s great Gothic door where Dr Pretorius’s PR man, Ransom, was waiting.


  Dr Pretorius was ready to talk, Ransom said, as he led Cochrane around the side of the house. As they walked across a sweep of gravel towards a huge glasshouse framed with Victorian ironwork, palms and tree ferns visible through the whitewash on its panels of glass, Ransom added, “Dr Pretorius is eager to tell the truth about his life. He won’t hold anything back, Larry. You must trust him.”


  But Cochrane knew that his job really started when the subjects of his investigations finally agreed to talk, because they only wanted to tell their version of the truth, to smokescreen, to play the victim, to shift the blame. Cochrane had had the president of RoChemCo telling him that careless local workers had caused the explosive outgassing in the Calcutta plant that killed thousands in the surrounding shanty town; the chairman of ScotOil blaming environmentalists for regulations that had distracted the crews of his company’s tankers and led to illegal discharges killing millions of seabirds and seals in the new Falklands oil fields; the Police Chief of Tupelo blaming rioters for inciting police to violence that left more than 20, including a grandmother and two children, dead of shotgun wounds after cops opened up on a group protesting compulsory prayer in schools.


  Larry Cochrane was a master at the adversarial techniques of the new, aggressive breed of journalist. He didn’t agree, he didn’t gently point out the contradictions his interviewees tangled around themselves: he went for the jugular. He had been carried out of the RoChemCo headquarters by four security guards. He had screamed into the face of the police chief until she burst into tears. The interview with the chairman of ScotOil had ended after the man threw a lead decanter at him. Cochrane knew what he wanted and he didn’t care how he got it.


  But Dr Pretorius disarmed Cochrane by simply agreeing with everything. He said that it was all true, and he didn’t care. “I’m disappointed,” he said, with a sly, foxy smile. He leaned forward in his wheelchair, and said into the Sony proDAT tape recorder on the wicker table, “You’ve done so much work, Mr Cochrane. You’ve found out where the bodies are buried. You are quite right when you say I have exploited the desperation of dying men and women. But you haven’t stopped to consider this. No one wants to die, and that is why I am rich.”


  Dr Pretorius was hunched within a crocheted shawl, with a tartan blanket wrapped around his legs, as immune to the stifling heat in the huge greenhouse as a mummy. Only his head and hands were visible. If he really was 500 years old, he looked every day of it: a mummy indeed, the dry, deeply wrinkled leathery skin of his face sunk so close to his skull that the arches of his cheekbones and the jut of his jaw were clearly visible. Only his white hair, combed back from his high forehead and crowned by a crocheted skull cap, showed any vigour. His hands were spotted with age, and constantly fretted at the hem of his shawl; his nails were curved like talons.


  Cochrane leaned forward, too. The wicker chair creaked under his 200 pounds. With his face less than a couple of handspans from Dr Pretorius’s long, sharp nose, he said, “The Mexican government has agreed to the demands of the FDA that clinics like yours should be subject to full licensing procedures. Tell me you’re not worried by that, doctor. Terminal cancer patients have spent every last cent on your so-called cures. AIDS patients have died while crossing the border because of the false hopes you held out. Your clinic has peddled some weird treatments in its time, none of them anything to do with real medicine. The monkey gland extracts, for instance. How will you explain those in court?”


  “In fact, they were based on the blood of langur monkeys. There were unfortunate side effects, but it really did promote rejuvenation of the skin. As for patient deaths, how many die in hospitals? How many are killed by the treatments that are supposed to help them? Modern medicine is a brutal business, a matter of poisoning the patient to the edge of death in the hope that his illness is more susceptible. Ah, Mr Cochrane, they come to my clinic because they are dying. Even if they are cured, many die of secondary infections they acquired during their illnesses.


  “But that is not what I wish to talk about. I am interested in your interest in my history. That’s why I allowed you here, as my guest.”


  “I’d say you’re looking at extradition, at families of your patients suing you for everything you have, at charges of murder and false practice. You don’t look like you’ve got long to live yourself, and I think you’ll spend the rest of your short life being reamed by sex-starved lifers.”


  “I did not realize you were homosexual,” Dr Pretorius said. “Ah, but perhaps you do not realize this yourself.” He looked amused. “You are 32, Mr Cochrane. Your father died of heart failure in his 58th year; there is a history of pancreatic cancer in your mother’s family. Actuarial tables would give you no more than another 30 years. How would you like to live to be a hundred?”


  Cochrane had plans to live much longer than that. Keeping his face still, he said, “And end up looking like you?”


  “You would have to live a lot longer than that,” Dr Pretorius said.


  “How old are you?”


  “You already know the answer to that question, I believe,” Dr Pretorius said, calmly meeting Cochrane’s gaze.


  Cochrane called his bluff. “I’m supposed to believe what could be a bunch of fake documents?”


  “But you do believe. You are hungry for my secret, Mr Cochrane. That is why you think you are here, although, as I said, you are here because I allow it. Because I want my story known.”


  Cochrane made a counterstrike. “Maybe I’m not interested in your story. Maybe a better story would be your arrest and trial. Let’s face it, I’m here because I threatened to print an expose of your crimes.”


  “I think you’ll find that most were committed in other countries, far away and long ago. It is not human justice I fear, Mr Cochrane, but it is true that you could be a . . . nuisance. Please, ask questions. I will answer as I can.”


  Cochrane was ready for this tactic. Everything was in his head: his memory was part of his success. He didn’t need to flip through notes, or pause to check facts. He said, “Let’s start with a simple one. You were involved with the Edinburgh surgeon, Dr Moreau. There was a scandal, and Moreau quit the country. It was rumoured that Burke and Hare –”


  Dr Pretorius’s laugh was like the dry rattling of seeds in a gourd. “Moreau had no need of those gentlemen. His was more a veterinary art. He called himself a surgeon, but he was a butcher. He knew nothing of sepsis, to begin with. He stole secrets, Mr Cochrane. His end was quite fitting, an epitaph to all such meddlers.”


  “Then there was no connection between Moreau, yourself, and Dr Henry Jekyll? I have clippings from the Scotsman that says otherwise. July 5th, 1886.”


  “Dr Jekyll was a poor unstable fellow. He fled to London, you know. Reports of his death were quite exaggerated. There was a spate of murders that had his stamp . . . Now, he did know something of surgery.”


  “And you vanished, too. There’s a gap in the records of about five years.”


  “Ah, Africa,” Dr Pretorius said. “It was a foolish expedition, but not one I regret. I have learned to regret nothing. Poor Ayesha. I loved her, you know. Oh, not in the coarse physical sense. It was something higher, something purer. It was a true meeting of minds. Haggard claimed her for himself in that ridiculous account, but he was no gentleman. He tried to force her in the worst way, and the wounds accelerated her aging – and so she tried to purify herself too early. Perhaps I do regret saving Haggard’s life, but one can’t live on regrets. I went there in search of rejuvenation, and it was one place untouched by science, as was my poor, lovely Ayesha, but Haggard and his jack-booted kind—I think also of that bombast Challenger – put an end to that. The last of magic vanished under a wash of British Empire red. Well, but I was already tainted myself, of course.”


  Cochrane wondered if the man’s bravado was nothing more than senility. Old men grow arrogant, forgetting the uncertainty of their youth, forgetting defeat and remembering only victory. Make a jump. Catch him in a lie, a contradiction. He said, “You were linked to a number of women in the 30s.”


  “No doubt you know their names better than I do. They were only human, Mr Cochrane. Goddesses on the silver screen, of course, but not in the flesh. Our friendships were, of course, purely platonic. All girls together, as it were.”


  “At least one had an abortion.”


  “More than one. They came to my clinic for that, amongst other things. I suppose you read it in one of Anger’s books. He was here, you know. A beautiful, puckish young thing. He rode up on a motorcycle with a Mexican lad who was surely underage. There was some scandal when Garbo found James Whale and Anger’s Mexican Adonis sucking off each other – her phrase, you understand – in the rose garden. She was here with her own lover, of course, a vain but rather glorious woman who made a habit of stealing women from men.”


  Dr Pretorius had slyly trumped Cochrane with this story. He was a harder target than he looked, and Cochrane thought that he would enjoy breaking him down. It was time to bring this round to the power he held over this old man.


  But Dr Pretorius quickly dismissed the allegations about collaboration with Ilsa Magall. He rolled up his sleeve and showed the blurry blue numbers tattooed on his wrist, and said, “I am a homosexual and a Jew. Luckily, they put the star on me, not the triangle: the queers flew up the chimney almost as soon as their feet touched the mud. Mr Cochrane, I worked as an alternative to death. Old men who did not work lasted no longer in the camps than the time it took to have them undress and step into the showers.”


  “The Israeli government will take a different view, if I choose to tell them where you are. They’re looking for a Dr Loew, but that number on your wrist will be enough identification.”


  Dr Pretorius shrugged inside his shawl. “You have no proof, or you would show it to me. You are my guest here, Mr Cochrane.”


  “Then you admit you’re guilty.”


  “Of course I’m guilty. I’m a damned soul, damned by my pact with Astorath, and proud of it. Perhaps you’re damned too, perhaps not, but I know I am. It is a privileged position.”


  A moment later, a male nurse and the PR man, Ransom, appeared through the sweating greenery. Just before he was wheeled away, Dr Pretorius said, “Look around as much as you want, but you will not be allowed beyond the ha-ha. It is for your safety, you understand: wild creatures live in the grounds. You interest me, Cochrane. I may allow you to tell my story. In the house you may find such evidence as you need, to convince you.”


  “Convince me?”


  “Of my history,” Dr Pretorius said, and then he was wheeled away through a curtain of hanging ferns. “Show him, Ransom.”


  Ransom was a bluff, British guy in his late 60s, exRoyal Air Force and as stiff as a ramrod, his carefully ironed Jaeger blazer and crisp white haircut visibly wilting in the dry heat as he walked Cochrane through the extensive gardens to the guest bungalows. Dr Pretorius would see Cochrane the next day, Ransom said; he hoped that an overnight stay wasn’t an inconvenience?


  “I guess that’s the Brit way of saying I’m a prisoner.”


  “Oh no. No no. A guest.”


  Cochrane wondered if this was some way of making a move on him. If they tried, they were in for a surprise. He said, “I’d have to make a call to my office. They like to know where I am, if you know what I mean.”


  “Oh, quite,” Ransom said. “We want you to enjoy your stay here.”


  “Yeah? I think I will look around. Soak up the atmosphere. Shake off the stink of the boonie fishing village I just spent two days in. I don’t like being made to hang about, Ransom. In fact, I fucking hate it. The only compensation is that I get to write everything up. If I don’t get what I want, your boss will hang in Tel-Aviv.”


  “Dr Pretorius wants you to write the truth. His true history.”


  “And what’s that? Beyond the fact he’s ready to make a run for it?”


  Ransom emitted a patently false laugh. “I believe you should talk to your researcher, Larry, but before that perhaps I could show you around the house and grounds. This place has seen quite a bit of history. Chaplin stayed in the bungalow we’ll put you up in, and Churchill next door. Still has the cigar humidor Dr Pretorius had installed for him. Did I give you the information pack?”


  “I glanced at it.”


  “Best thing to do with that kind of stuff,” Ransom said. He was the kind of PR flak who agreed to everything. “Better at first hand, eh? I believe Dr Pretorius suggested that you look around the house.”


  “Sure,” Cochrane said. He was already tired of the man’s bluff, hollow heartiness, and said that perhaps he’d go freshen up.


  “Look around by yourself, by all means,” Ransom said. “But please, as Dr Pretorius suggested, don’t wander across the ha-ha – the perimeter ditch? We wouldn’t like any of the animals chasing after you.”


  “Someone was killed, weren’t they?”


  “Ah, I see you’ve done some research. Yes, some minor 50s starlet was killed by a jackal. Silly girl couldn’t hold her drink and wandered off downhill towards the sea. But that was a long time ago, and you’re more sensible, I know. I believe that your cocaine habit is quite cured, for instance.”


  Cochrane wasn’t surprised that Pretorius’s people had been checking up on him. He said, “The 50s, that was when they were coming up here for so-called rejuvenation injections, right?”


  “Oh no, not here at the house. That would be the clinic.”


  “The one that’s closing down.”


  “Re-locating,” Ransom said firmly.


  “Whatever. I heard she was found naked.”


  “Animals often do that before they eat. Strip the clothes off. I was in Africa,” Ransom added, then said goodbye to Cochrane at the door of the guest bungalow.


  The bungalow was a big, airy room with a tiled bathroom in back. Cane furniture, white shutters, a fan slowly turning up in the rafters, gave it an old-fashioned British colonial ambience.


  Cochrane’s bag was at the foot of the bed; his clothes neatly folded away in the bamboo dresser. Cochrane opened up his Compaq portable and unshipped his phone coupler – but the only way of dialling out was through an old-fashioned mechanical switchboard that wouldn’t support computer traffic.


  “Can you believe this shit,” he said to Howie Zaslow, when he finally got through to L.A. on the phone. “The fucker’s got the biggest satellite dish outside of NASA sitting in back of his stately pile, and I bet all he uses it for is to jack off to the Playboy channel. I want to download stuff from you, I’m going to have to get someone to drive me to the nearest public phone.”


  Zaslow’s voice crackled down a thousand miles of copper cable and bad connections into the cream bakelite handset. “Did he talk?”


  “Not exactly. He’s playing games. He agreed with everything I said, then tried to fob me off with sex scandals from the Jurassic, and even more blatant shit about pacts with devils. The Nazi stuff shook him, though. He has me shut up in the estate right now.”


  “Are you in trouble?”


  “Hell, no. This is just part of the negotiations.” Cochrane thought it funny, Zaslow concerned about his safety when he had nothing but bad news for the little nerd.


  Zaslow said, “He might come after me, too.”


  “Don’t be chickenshit. I’m the one who’s out here. You want to benefit from this, you better work your sad ass digging dirt.”


  “You still don’t know if he has a secret,” Zaslow said. “For instance, he could be a mutant. You wouldn’t be able to benefit from an oddity in his genetic makeup.”


  “He’s as human as you and me. Just a hell of a lot older.”


  “Not every mutant is a monster. In fact, most aren’t. There are plenty of single-locus mutations –”


  “So I’ll sell him to science,” Cochrane said impatiently. They’d been through all this before, and it hadn’t convinced Cochrane then. “Do what I tell you,” Cochrane said. “Speculate on your free time.”


  Zaslow said, “Well, I got more on his career. There was a Dr Pretorius teaching natural philosophy and chemistry at the University of Ingolstadt in the 1800s. He was involved with a scandal concerning some Swiss student. Something about robbing graves, and maybe necrophilia. The student disappeared after a riot.”


  “I don’t give a fuck about ancient history. We’ll only get Pretorius to come across with the goods if he knows we have evidence that could hang him.” Cochrane was about to put down the phone, then said on a whim, “Oh, check out the name Astorath for me.”


  “Animal, vegetable or mineral?”


  “How the hell should I know? Pretorius said he had some kind of deal going with him. Just do your job, and I’ll try and find a place to plug in my modem.”


  The manicured gardens around the house were extensive: long formal beds of roses, shedding petals in the heat, between trimmed evergreen hedges; neatly pruned fruit trees; a formal Japanese garden with sinuously raked gravel and an arrangement of the oldest bonsai Cochrane had ever seen. Tennis courts, a manicured croquet lawn, a swimming pool in white marble with a reproduction of Rome’s Trevi fountain spouting water at the deep end, and Neptune and mermaids worked in mosaic tile at the bottom of the crystal-clear water. A row of brightly painted cabins beyond; Cochrane checked one out, grinned when he saw the hand-carved daybed inside. The place had been famous for its discreet orgies in the 30s and 40s, Hollywood stars in cross-border hi-jinks safe from the press’s prying eyes.


  The gardens stretched around the back of the house towards a winding service road. Cochrane was watching two trucks toil up the dusty road when he heard the cry.


  It came from somewhere near the back of the house, husky and plaintive, like the cry of a tired child, or a woman who’d worn her voice out weeping. Cochrane walked along the path in the shadow of the house’s high wall, looking through the first floor’s mullion windows, but it was only when he heard the cry again that he found the grating. It was set flush in a square of concrete, a hinged grid of strong steel bars fastened by a padlock to a steel staple, with a covering of rusting wire mesh. Cochrane kicked aside the mesh and then stepped back with a start when fingers reached up through the bars.


  “Hey,” Cochrane said. “Who’s down there?”


  The fingers were long and white and slender, with coarse hair sprouting at the joints. They flexed like sea-anemone tentacles, as if tasting the air.


  “Hey,” Cochrane said again. He glanced around, but there was no one in sight. “Hey. Are you one of Pretorius’s guests?”


  The fingers gripped the bars, and for a moment an oval shape – a face – glimmered in the darkness before sinking back down out of sight. There was a scent . . . orange blossom and the musk of roses . . . it was suddenly all around Cochrane, like a presence. More plaintive cries drifted up from the darkness; Cochrane thought he heard the word friend. He looked around again. The sun-stunned gardens were still deserted.


  Friend. Someone down there needed his help. Dreamily, he took the 9mm automatic from his shoulder holster and shot off the grating’s padlock.


  The pistol’s vicious crack, although reflected by the house’s high walls, was not as loud as Cochrane expected – he’d only ever shot it in the gallery of his local target range, never before in open air. There was a shriek from the darkness beneath the grating, then silence. Cochrane lifted up the grating, called down that it was okay, but there was no response.


  Cochrane waited a few minutes, calling down into the darkness at intervals. Frustrated, and suddenly nervous that security guards would at any moment come crashing onto the scene, he walked away, then came back and called again. Nothing. And the smell – a zoo stench, thick and cloacal. No way was he climbing down into some unlit stinking cellar. Not that he was afraid of what was down there. No, he didn’t want to fuck up his $2,000 Armani suit.


  Cochrane headed back towards the cluster of guest bungalows. As he started to cross the wide, billiard-smooth croquet lawn, Ransom drove up in a golf cart decorated with Pretorius’s crest – a shield embraced by a thing half snake, half dragon.


  Dinner would be served soon, Ransom said. “Hop in. No need to walk in this heat.”


  Cochrane, feeling the warm weight of the automatic inside the shoulder holster under his jacket, said, “I need a modem connection.”


  “I’ll see it’s ready for you after dinner.”


  “Will your boss be there?”


  “He eats alone. Always has done. Come on, you can keep me company. Gets lonely up here. No one to talk to.”


  “What about the other servants?”


  “They’re hardly human,” Ransom said, and made a neat turn onto the gravelled drive that led up to the house.


  At the time, Cochrane put this remark down to Ransom’s Tory English xenophobia. Later, he wished he’d paid more attention to the PR man.


  Certainly, he didn’t take much notice of the brief tour of the public rooms of the house: he already knew most of what he was shown from Zaslow’s research. There was a library with thousands of leather-bound volumes, some of them chained to their shelves (“Incunabulae,” Ransom explained), a long hall with Tudor oak panelling black as pitch, suits of armour standing to attention under faded banners hanging from high rafters and a vast fireplace, a small cinema with a yellowing screen and cracked leather armchairs, and what Ransom called the museum, where hundreds of glass jars of every size stood on steel shelving. Inside, floating in alcohol, were slabs of tissue, organs, and human and animal embryos at every stage of development. A man hung on a rack in a glass jar taller than Cochrane, his skin flayed to show the muscles beneath, his eyes burned milky white by alcohol. An entire pickled menagerie of creatures Cochrane couldn’t begin to identify.


  “Dr Pretorius has made a long study of teratology,” Ransom said, tapping a jar where something like a finny snake curled. The man gave off an odour compounded of whisky fumes and stale cigar smoke.


  Cochrane picked up a human skull; a grisly tail of vertebrae was still attached, the bottommost cut in a ragged line.


  “Ah, now that is the skull of the inestimable Dr Dee,” Ransom said. “Dr Pretorius likes to keep reminders of his past adventures.”


  Cochrane knew that he should stay calm, stay cool, now that the promise of 500 years of life was within his grasp, but Pretorius’s presumption at holding him hostage, and Ransom’s bland affability, rubbed him the wrong way. The whole setup made him deeply uneasy. Rationally, he knew that this was just a show; instinctively, the place gave him the creeps, and his mind kept returning to the plaintive cries, the long white fingers, of whoever had been locked under that grill.


  He said to Ransom, “Are you part of Pretorius’s little game?”


  Ransom blinked owlishly in the dim electric light. “It’s no game, Larry. Dr Pretorius is deadly serious.”


  “So am I. I know enough about him to have him hung in Tel Aviv. It would make a great show trial. The Israelis couldn’t get Magall or Mengele, but your boss is the next best thing. What’s it like, working for an ex-Nazi? Were you in the war, Ransom? How do you square that?”


  “I was a navigator for a Lancaster bomber. Dr Pretorius was a prisoner in a death camp.”


  “He was working for Ilsa Magall. The Destroying Angel.”


  “Let him tell his story, Larry. He really does want to have his history told, but your threats upset him.”


  “Yeah? Tough shit. He’s so upset he kidnapped me.”


  “You’re his guest.” Ransom cocked his head; a moment later a gong sounded distantly. “Dinner, I believe.”


  When Cochrane returned to his bungalow an hour later, replete with swordfish and half a bottle of ’81 Chardonnay (he and Ransom had served themselves from a catering trolley; there was no sign of any servants), he found his computer on the desk, plugged into a modem whose cable snaked out of a window. A moment later, Cochrane was talking to Howie Zaslow on the phone; a few minutes after that, his computer was decoding the first graphics files and loading them into the picture-viewing programme.


  A bunch of facsimiles of typed letters in German, on note-paper headed with the S.S. winged death’s head, the S’s replaced with the infamous doublelightning flash, Pretorius’s name underlined a dozen times. A photograph in blurry greys of Dr Pretorius, looking scarcely younger than he did now, stiffly shaking hands with a woman in black S.S. uniform in front of tangles of barbed wire. Reproductions of pages from laboratory notebooks: columns of figures in cramped copperplate, each page stamped with the death’s head.


  While Cochrane’s bubblejet printer was busy, Zaslow told him, “I checked the number tattooed on the wrist of the man in the photograph. It’s the same as the one given to Dr Pretorius at Treblinka in 1941. The photograph was taken a year later, at Auschwitz-Birkenau; he was there under the name of Loew. There’s more background on the other stuff I sent you earlier, too. That guy in the daguerreotype next to Pretorius is Brunel, the Victorian engineer; the machine is supposedly some kind of deep boring device they developed. I got into the records of the Royal Geographic Society, too. A Dr Pretorius accompanied Professor Challenger on an expedition along the Orinoco. Around about 1890.”


  “Forget all the old shit. It’s the Nazi stuff that will clinch this.”


  Zaslow said, sounding hurt, “It’s important to get the whole story if it’s what Pretorius wants.”


  “Fuck what Pretorius wants. It’s what I want that counts.”


  After a brief pause, Zaslow said, sounding more distant than ever, “I found out about that name you asked about.”


  “Go ahead.”


  “Astorath is the name of a demon. In fact, he’s one of the Dukes of Hell. He’s supposed to manifest himself as a beautiful angel astride a dragon, with a viper in his hand. It seems that the Church gave him a sex change, by the way. Originally he was a she. Astarte, the Indo-European Goddess of creation and destruction. Athtar to the Egyptians. Astroarche, in Aramaic. The morning star of Heaven, Queen of the Stars who ruled over all of the dead whose spirits could be seen as stars. In short, he’s big juju. If Pretorius—”


  Cochrane laughed. “I forget that you’re an egghead, just like Pretorius. Believe me, this mystic bullshit is just another smokescreen. Stay cool, Howie. I’ll see you get what’s coming to you.”


  Cochrane put down the phone, waited a few heartbeats, then dialled the number for which he’d paid $10,000. “Time to get to work,” he told the man at the other end. “My assistant has outlived his usefulness.”


  He put down the phone. He didn’t feel a thing. Zaslow was a mayfly voice buzzing in his ear. This was not a secret to be shared with those not worthy. He wondered if there were many others like Dr Pretorius, if there was a secret cabal of immortals. A dream he’d been enjoying, this past week. Becoming a Master of the Universe. Learning the real secrets. Power. Life was power. The dead sure as shit didn’t have any.


  That was when Cochrane realized that there was gunfire somewhere in the grounds.


  It was dark now. Holding the 9mm automatic inside his jacket pocket, Cochrane navigated the garden by the reflected glow of the floodlights which lit the sheer walls of the house. Out in the darkness beyond the house was the distant sound, like popcorn kernels snapping, of automatic gunfire, unmistakable to any resident of Los Angeles.


  A jeep was parked on the other side of the ha-ha: the searchlight on its cab roof caught in its beam something human-sized running crookedly towards a clump of trees a couple of hundred yards downhill. The creature turned to the light, raised its arms above its head, and yelled hoarsely. Cochrane, a hundred yards away, stepped back. The thing’s face was the muzzle of a beast, its mouth full of crooked fangs. A man on the load bed of the jeep took aim. Two spaced shots: the creature dropped, kicked, and was still. The jeep’s motor started and it spun away downhill.


  Behind Cochrane, Ransom said, “You should have waited for me, Larry. We’re having a bit of a cull. A few of the experimental animals escaped.”


  Cochrane thought of long white fingers probing through the grill. His heart was beating quickly; the beast’s human cry had shocked him. He said, “What kind of experimental animals?”


  “Monkeys, mostly. A few chimpanzees and orangutan. No more than the usual kind of specimens, you know.”


  The thing that Cochrane had seen shot down was no ape or monkey. And the fingers at the grating. . . .


  “Come this way,” Ransom said. “Dr Pretorius is waiting.”


  The lights of the greenhouse had been reduced to a muted moonlight glow, but the wet heat was no less stifling than it had been that afternoon. As before, Dr Pretorius sat in his wheelchair with a glass and a bottle of gin on the table beside him. He was hunched inside his blankets and shawls, but there was a quick eagerness in his voice.


  “You must know now that I need you, Mr Cochrane. I need you to tell the truth about me. My name must not be forgotten.”


  “I believe you’re what you claim to be. That’s not the problem. But you lied about your association with Magall. Let me help you. Otherwise, well, frankly, Dr Pretorius, you could be in real deep shit.”


  Dr Pretorius didn’t answer at once. He poured a measure of gin into the glass, sipped it, and smacked his lips. “My one little vice,” he said. “You have the documents, and you believe you have me. But I was not even an assistant, Mr Cochrane. She saw me as an animal with certain talents that were useful to her project.”


  “Talents which included torturing prisoners in experiments. You’re guilty of war crimes, Pretorius.”


  Dr Pretorius looked amused. “Is that the best you can do? Shame on you, Mr Cochrane. Oh, the torture was real enough, but my part in it was an invention, a cover story which the Americans used to hide their discovery of what Magall really wanted. She wanted to create a race of killing machines, soldiers without fear, with perfect obedience. She learned of my reputation. I did what I was told, which is no doubt what you will tell me the camp kommandos also said. But I was not a kommando; I was a prisoner, a mussleman who wished only to avoid selektion. Magall supplied the parts; I supplied the knowledge. How hungry she was to learn! But her plans became crazier and crazier, and most of her creations were too deformed for their hearts to support them, even when we used two or three in one body. Only one, a monster she called Boris, lived, and it was so tormented that it killed several female prisoners, and then Ilsa Magall herself, before the guards managed to shoot it down. How disappointed Astorath must have been at that setback! Through me, he thought to challenge God, but always it was the same story. Moreau was killed by the beastmen who discovered he was not God; Jekyll became his own creature, and so destroyed himself; poor Victor followed his creature into the wastelands.”


  “Victor?”


  “A student of mine. He was both worse and better than me. It was when the magic really began to die. No longer did we rely on spells, but merely upon electricity. Oh, there were a few holdouts who attempted a bastard marriage of alchemy and science. Poor mad West for instance, or the charlatan Robert Cornish. But magic was already dead, killed by Victor and those like him, cold clear-eyed men without an ounce of romance or passion in their souls.”


  “I suppose this would be at Ingolstadt.”


  Dr Pretorius shrugged. “I remember so little of the affair, to tell the truth. I had discovered the delights of gin and opium. Most of the 18th century is a blur to me.”


  “How many monsters are you responsible for?” Cochrane was thinking of the thing he had seen gunned down. He was wondering if there were any more. His 9mm pistol made a comforting weight in his jacket pocket.


  “Monsters? You might call them that, I suppose. Ah, but my dear, exquisite King and Queen, my poor, shy creatures . . . these were not monsters. It is the process that creates such things that is monstrous. Science is a corrupting force because it allows power to be wielded by those who do not understand it. Do you know how your recorder there works, or how to fix your computer? Of course not. In my salad days, as a necromancer, I had to make all the tools of my Art myself. It was more than a precaution; it ensured that I was fully engaged in the Great Work. Nowadays, amateurs who have skimmed the works of Crowley call up demons they cannot control, and are devoured. Quite right too! And so with those who misuse science without understanding it.


  “Victor may have been my best and brightest student; he at least studied Paracelsus and Albertus Magnus and knew that there was more to the working of the world than reductive rules unpicked by parsimonious experiment. Yet he failed. They all failed, and not because they reached too far. No, it was because they dared not reach far enough.”


  “These creatures of yours –”


  “I like to keep my hand in, nothing more. An old man’s hobby, and outdated besides. The little ambition behind my small surgical dabblings is as nothing to the overweening pride of those who would render new creatures by meddling with DNA. They would erase one gene, rewrite others, mix genes from different creatures, and yet they are like painters obsessively reworking a tiny patch of a vast picture they can never comprehend. Listen –”


  Cochrane said after a moment’s silence. “I don’t hear anything.”


  “He’s watching us, and how little he understands. A nice metaphor. But you understand, Mr Cochrane. You will tell my story. This nonsense about my time in the camp, it is only a negotiating ploy. I understand that. But I have given you the story anyway. You can tell it all. In fact, I insist that you do.”


  Cochrane took out his pistol. “Fuck your story. I want your secret. I want to be like you, and live forever. If you think I’m going to sell it to some glossy for a flat fee you’re out of your mind.”


  Dr Pretorius’s eyes did not leave Cochrane’s face. “Or you will shoot me? Then you will not leave my property alive. Already you have meddled. I know it was you who set my poor innocent children free, but I forgive you and I will give you my secret, much good it will do you.”


  “I’ll want more than that. I’ll want to be certain it works. You’re running away because you’re a fraud who can no longer hide the truth that your cures don’t work. There is only one thing you have that’s valuable, and I want it.”


  “Of course, of course. You are a very modern man, Mr Cochrane. You believe that science can accomplish everything it can dream of. How Astorath would laugh to see in you his victory! For he has won. Science has grown in power beyond his wildest dreams. God is dead, or if not, he soon might be. Cosmologists abolish him from the universe, and set up a secular dream of evolution towards godhead, yet they understand only the first layer of reality, and think there are no more than that. But although my demon has triumphed, he shall not have me. I shall cheat him – ah, how sweet! – I shall cheat him by the instrument of his victory.”


  Cochrane stuck the pistol right in the old fool’s face. “The secret.”


  Dr Pretorius said calmly, “You are as bad as the scientists. You have your poor servant supply you with knowledge, but you are not interested in knowledge for its own sake; you are interested in what you can do with it. It is a very old sin; Astorath merely provided a new context for it. The truth is that I have told you the truth. In my library, amongst the incunabulae, there is a Book of Hours by the Master of Bruges. A keepsake from an old love, in London. In the book is a parchment. I doubt that you can read Latin, but I expect that you can find someone to do it for you. Your poor assistant that you wanted killed, perhaps. Oh yes, we were listening in to your conversations on the telephone.”


  Cochrane said, “You’ll tell the truth. Enough bullshit.”


  “Ah, but it is the truth.”


  “Then you did sign a pact with the devil?”


  Dr Pretorius smiled. His teeth were small and black, like watermelon seeds. “With a devil. It was more than 500 years ago, but still I remember how scared I was. I was in my youth then, full of piss and hot air like most young men; it was almost as a joke that I called him forth.


  “Certainly I did not believe it possible, but that, of course, is how Astorath’s kind snare souls. Luckily, I had performed the ceremony correctly, and I was protected, or he would have eaten me there and then, for my presumption. He gave me the usual deal. Long life and knowledge beyond the dreams of mortal men, in return for my soul when I died.


  “Cunningly, or so I thought in my youthful pride, I stipulated that I should age but five years in one century, supposing it as near to immortality as not. It was not, of course, but I have plans to thwart Astorath, and I do not mean by recantation, the way by which moral cowards are allowed to sneak into Heaven, for despite their sins, their recantations spite Hell. You don’t believe me, of course. Well, I am certain that I could call up Astorath for you, should you want it, but I can’t guarantee your safety.”


  “He’d have to talk to my agent first.”


  “Among the creatures you set free was my familiar. No doubt it was he who seduced you into the act. I can show you –”


  Cochrane, shaking with a surge of adrenalin, could hardly keep the pistol centred on Dr Pretorius’s face. “The secret. The real secret. No more lies.”


  “My master is a servant of the father of lies. You deal in lies made from facts. Where shall we begin?”


  “With the fact that I’ll kill you for the truth. You know I’m capable of it.”


  “Of course. Listen. Listen.” Dr Pretorius lifted his head and, with a hand like a bird’s clawed foot, cast back a corner of his crocheted shawl, and cupped his large, veined, almost transparent ear.


  This time Cochrane did hear something. A leafy rustle, a stealthy progress through the thickets of greenery that surrounded them. He turned, expecting to see Ransom, and yelled and jumped to his feet, sending his cane chair toppling, firing almost without thought as Dr Pretorius shouted:


  “No!”


  It was a lucky shot. The noise echoed in the high ironwork of the greenhouse as the creature fell back. It was a white-skinned ape with a scant covering of ginger hair, its head that of panther, its tongue long and forked, questing the air as it gasped out its last breath in a bower of crushed palmetto fronds. Its human hands clutched a blood-red blossom to its broad chest; its legs kicked, quivered; heels armed with cockspurs gouged concrete. Its yellow eyes fixed on Cochrane’s, then gazed past him.


  “It is so easy to kill,” Dr Pretorius said, sounding tired. “Your assistant, for instance, how badly you would have rewarded him. But we warned him, and he will write my story if you will not. Put down that pistol, Mr Cochrane. You have had your chance.”


  With a sudden crashing, two burly guards pushed through the screen of cycads and ferns. One bent to the body of the dead creature; the other started to wheel Dr Pretorius away. Cochrane waved the automatic, but the guard carrying the body of the dead creature blocked his path. It was the hunchback giant from the gate. His craggy face was a patchwork of scars. What had he once been – bull, gorilla?


  “Save your ammunition,” Dr Pretorius called out. “You will need all of it to save yourself. Go now, and you may escape with your life.”


  The giant guard leered into Cochrane’s face; the stench of his breath nearly knocked him down.


  Cochrane ran in the other direction, bursting out of the greenhouse just in time to see the limousine pull away from the front of the spotlit house. He chased after it, but it sped around a curve and rattled over the cattle grid. Its red tail-lights dwindled downslope in the night.


  The telephone in Cochrane’s bungalow was dead, and so was the modem connection, but his computer was showing a message from Howie Zaslow. It was Dr Pretorius’s last business transaction; he’d become the major shareholder in Resurrection, Inc., a company that froze heads or whole bodies of the terminally ill or newly dead until they could be revived and cured.


  Dr Pretorius had made his escape.


  The lights in the bungalow went out. The computer died; the phosphor glow of its screen faded to black.


  Outside, the spotlights along the front of the house went out, too. In the distance, a human laugh rose and rose, its hysterical pitch breaking into a frenzied yelping.


  The 9mm automatic in his hand, Cochrane stalked out into the dark garden. There was just enough light by the stars to see the white road running away down the black hillside. In the other direction, howls rose from somewhere behind the house. The things in the basement were coming out into the night.


  Cochrane thought of running, but he’d never run from anything in his life. He knew that Pretorius’s creatures could be killed – that was the important thing. He couldn’t read a word of Latin – as Dr Pretorius had pointed out, he’d always left that kind of thing to drones like Zaslow – and maybe he wouldn’t even find the fucking Book of Hours and its precious scrap of parchment. But the prize was so great that he had to take the chance. He’d get some down-at-heel scholar to help him riddle the secret, and this time Astorath would be called up by someone who really knew how to cut a deal. Pretorius had said it: Cochrane was one of Astorath’s children. He knew the score. Information technology. There were places to go with that, with a demon at your back. The whole world, just to start with.


  Howls braided the night, nearer now, closing in. Cochrane raised his pistol and howled back, and sprinted towards the house. His blood sang in his veins. He had never felt so alive as at this moment. When Pretorius woke from his long sleep, he would be in for a bad surprise.
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  Slaves


  1 Katz


  The Frendz had been living in the bunkers by the sea for almost a year when, late in spring, the Wreckers’ Circus pitched camp a few kilometers inland. Renata, who ruled the Frendz with an iron will, said it changed nothing. “Everyone on the fringe knows we work for the good of the world. These people know it, and they will leave us alone.”


  Hotheaded Vaya said, “This is our place, ours alone. We have to make the Wreckers go away. Otherwise they’ll spy on us and try and find out our secrets.”


  “No they won’t,” Renata said. “Because I know none of you will tell them anything.”


  “They’ll spoil everything,” Vaya said.


  Zaha nodded in agreement, and even Katz, who rarely agreed with Vaya, was with her half-sister on this point, although she kept her thoughts to herself. Katz found herself increasingly questioning Renata’s judgement. And this time Renata really was wrong. Renata had promised that Katz would find her Dancing Place in the dunes, but how could she, now that the Wreckers were here?


  The Frendz had colonized a cluster of concrete bunkers which had been part of the coastal defenses in one of the last century’s wars, abandoned, restored as some kind of monument, then abandoned again during the Great Climatic Overturn, when the sea rose half a meter and saltwater seep and sand dunes spread inland. When there was a storm, pounding waves shook the bunkers like an artillery bombardment. The section nearest the sea had tumbled across the beach, but the rest was sound, three rooms of good strong reinforced concrete a meter thick with little slits looking out to sea, flanked by massive semicircular gun emplacements. Standing on the flat roofs of the bunkers, you could see one of the Channel Islands at the sea’s bright horizon—Katz thought it was Jersey, but Vaya and Zaha, who were two years older than Katz, and therefore by right claimed to know everything about anything, said it was Guernsey.


  The previous summer, after the Frendz had fled Portugal in disarray, Renata had negotiated yet another land reclamation grant from the UN Indigent Enterprise Program. For three weeks, she had led her people along the Atlantic coast of France, rejecting site after site, until they had stumbled upon the bunkers. “This,” Renata had declared, “is where we shall rededicate ourselves to saving the Great Mother.”


  The Frendz had cleared sand from the bunkers and made the walls waterproof with polymer spray. They had erected their windmill generator, grown solar panels and set up hydroponic gardens on the flat roofs, dug defenses and a shit-cycling pond. Renata and Tamara and their daughters lived in the bunkers; the Disciples slept in the battered, methane-powered bus or in little two person dome tents, even in the harshest winter days. The Disciples didn’t complain, of course. They didn’t know how.


  The Frendz were working to heal the world. Like thousands of other like-minded ecoactivist groups, they preached negative growth. They wanted to make the world as it was before the invention of agriculture, a world garden where perhaps five million people lived in ecologically neutral communities. Some groups went in for media campaigns; others for direct action.


  The Frendz planted trees. In the past ten months, they had raised thousands of seedling trees in nursery beds, and the seedlings had to be tended until they were ready for transplanting in the fall.


  “We can’t move until we’ve finished here,” Renata said. “We must honor the conditions of our grant.”


  “We’ve skipped completion before,” Vaya said. “No one cares. There’s always plenty of money for reclamation projects. The people who control the money like to think people like us are doing some good, but they never ever bother to check.”


  “We will honor the conditions of our grant,” Renata insisted, “because that will affirm to ourselves that what we’re doing is right. The Great Mother is barren here, and she needs us to help her grow green again.”


  Vaya shrugged sulkily. “Then we should make war on the Wreckers. We should drive them out, Renata! They’re troublemakers.”


  A few days later Vaya was proved right. Every Saturday, there was a free market outside the walls of the nearby town. The Frendz regularly set up a pitch outside the security gates, although only a few people came to look at the baskets and bowls the Disciples wove from coarse blades of marram grass, and none stayed to read the banner texts glowing in the air above the stall, or to listen to Renata’s preaching.


  Renata preached all day, her bulk splendidly imposing in a splash print dress, her dreadlocks like a nest of snakes sprouting from her head. Staring out across the heads of the crowds, pausing only to mop with a huge scarlet handkerchief the sweat streaming down her pugnacious, jowly face, Renata preached for hour after hour on the need to redeem Gaia, the Great Mother of us all. She didn’t really need an audience; it was as if she was engaged in an argument with spirits or angels hovering in the blank blue sky. It seemed to Katz that Renata could change the world with nothing more than her words.


  The ancient projector that cast slogans in fiery letters in the air behind Renata was Katz’s responsibility. It was a task she performed gladly. She was the most technically minded of Renata’s daughters, and she loved the free market, not so much for the satisfaction of performing a duty, but because it gave her an excuse to watch the people who thronged there. Babushkas and geezers as fabulously old and wrinkled as tortoises gimped along in brightly colored leisurewear or rode powered wheelchairs. An old woman as fat and bald as an egg went past in a sedan chair carried by four burly, blue-skinned dolls clad in nothing but red loincloths. There were peasants—men in ragged black suits, and women in flowery dress and headscarves herding gaggles of ragged children (a few of the peasant women who passed the Frendz’s pitch held two fingers like horns at their foreheads)—and bourgeoisie in one-piece suits, the men with rouged cheeks, the women with chalk-white faces, and people wearing landscape virtuality shades that masked half their face, who could be walking on the moon, or Mars, or on the bottom of the sea.


  And behind the poured concrete wall, with its lacy tangles of razorwire and stalked spy eyes, was the little town, a mosaic of red tile roofs punctuated by the spires of three churches and the glowing spines of two holographic signs: a twenty meter cross turning in the air above the Catholic church, and a green and yellow Ricard advertisement. It was a bubble of old-fashioned civilization set in the anarchy of the countryside. Katz wondered what it would be like to live in a fortified town or one of the vast ribbon arcologies that circled the old cities, where police kept the peace, food could be bought in shops, and people slept in beds in climate-controlled apartments with no fear of attack by brigands or crazies. She couldn’t imagine it. She had always lived on the fringe, the Fourth World of stateless refugees and the dispossessed that was excluded from Europe’s security ringed First World paradise of unlimited leisure and the universal unearned wage.


  All kinds of people came to the free market: refugees fleeing economic or ecological disaster; little groups of travelers and tramps; gangs of migrant workers; even a family of genuine Romanies who traveled everywhere in two ancient, hand-finished Mercedes. None could pass through the town’s security gates. They queued at UN trucks for dole food, pressed blocks of synthetic carbohydrate and protein manufactured by microscopic machines, fembots, that worked directly on atomic bonds, at the femtometer scale of thousand billionths of a millimeter, spinning food from water doped with powdered carbon, ammonium and sulphur. They queued at the rows of public access booths, patiently waiting for their statutory fifteen minutes access to the Web. They set up stalls, often no more than a blanket on the ground, and sold everything from organically grown cannabis, natural herbal drinks and handcrafted trinkets to tailored psychotropic viruses and trophic jewelry. A troupe of acrobats performed on a green mat spread in the shadow of the wall. A dwarf mammoth, its long red hair brushed until it was shining, its upcurved tusks capped with worked silver, was being put through its paces by a tall, white-robed Berber.


  And on that particular Saturday, something new, a tripedal machine twice the height of a woman, stalked through the crowd with an oddly delicate, mincing gait. The operator, a barechested young man whose muscular arms were decorated from shoulder to wrist with swirling blue tattoos, perched inside a kind of cage in the machine’s torso, using his body language to make the machine whirl so that weighted ribbons spun out from its waist.


  The stalking machine was from the Wreckers’ Circus. It was followed by men and women in tattered jeans and bright hose, leather jackets and long particolored coats. They blew on amplified whistles and rattled metal tambourines, walked on their hands or turned cartwheels and somersaults, juggled bright balls and in one case (everyone else gave her a lot of room) a chainsaw, handed out leaflets to any who would take them.


  Vaya nudged Katz and said, “Look at them. As if they own the place.”


  Renata raised her voice as the Wreckers passed the Frendz’s stall, trying to make herself heard over their ragged percussion and the thump of the machine’s rubber-covered feet, large and round as those of a mammoth, on the asphalt. A grinning boy tossed a handful of fluorescent leaflets towards the Frendz; Vaya caught one, spat on it and tore it half with brazen contempt.


  The boy started to say something, then saw he had been left behind. He thumbed his nose, and ran to where his companions had gathered around a work party of doll laborers from the nearby Flower Farms. The Wreckers ringed the two guards, jeering and whistling, shouting about slavery, about genocide. People in the market turned to look at them; even Renata stopped preaching. The machine stamped its feet up and down, towering over everyone. The dolls milled in its shadow, making little hoots of distress. Blue-skinned, barely a meter high, they wore loose white paper coveralls with the sunflower logo of the Flower Farms across their broad backs. Their wide, lipless mouths hung open as they stared, bewildered, at the men and women shouting at the two guards. The hardwired chips which controlled the dolls had limited responses to new situations, which was why the guards were escorting them. Someone threw a piece of mango rind and one of the guards brandished her taser.


  The situation could have turned ugly, but once they’d made their point, the Wreckers simply melted into the crowd. The machine stalked away and the guards drew in the dolls’ leashes and the work party stumbled towards the gates in hasty disarray.


  That night, a supervisor from the Flower Farms came to visit the Frendz. He had been out to the bunkers a few times before, a tall, stooped man with an air of distracted courtesy who wore big, square data-link glasses with bright red frames. He came in a jeep with the Flower Farms’ logo in its side. The driver smoked a cigarette, ignoring the stares of Vaya and Zaha and Katz, while the supervisor talked with Renata.


  The supervisor talked a long time, pausing now and again to tweak the frames of his heavy glasses, and afterwards Renata was vague about what he wanted.


  “I told him we don’t take sides,” she said. “I think he was reassured.”


  “It’s the Wreckers,” Vaya said. “I said it. Zaha, you remember what I said.”


  “Trouble,” Zaha said.


  “They’ll find out about the Disciples,” Vaya said. “You heard what they said about slaves.”


  Vaya and Zaha. Plump, complacent Zaha, with glossy black hair she brushed a hundred times a night, and coffee colored skin smooth as satin. Vaya tall and bony, overflowing with nervous energy, knees and elbows scabbed, fingernails bitten to the quick, a fringe of lank blonde hair hanging over her eyes, the rest done up with a hundred little ribbons. Zaha and Vaya, half-sisters the same age, inseparable, Katz the target of equal measures of their love and malice.


  Renata said sharply, “There won’t be any trouble if we keep ourselves to ourselves. And that’s what you will do, both of you. It’s what we’ve always done.”


  “That’s not what you did in Portugal,” Vaya said boldly.


  “You’ll heed me,” Renata said. She looked fierce and strong in the green light of the biolume which hung on a pole by her chair. Big breasted and big bellied, the very image of a warrior of Gaia. She was smoking her customary after dinner cheroot, and now she drew on it and blew out a generous cloud of smoke. “You all will heed me. What’s done is done, and we learn from that. Vaya, you and Zaha will stay away from the men of the town, and the men of the Wreckers. There’ll be no weirding, until we’re ready to move on. We have trees to tend and to plant. And that’s what we will do. If there’s any bad blood between the Wreckers and the Flower Farms, then so be it. We will keep away from both sides.”


  But the very next day, three of the Wreckers hiked across the dunes to the bunkers. Two men and a woman, they waited beyond the gardens which the Frendz had planted out in the old gun emplacements while the watchdogs checked them out, and then Renata went to meet them.


  Katz had been working in the containment igloo. She went outside and watched, with a mixture of disapproval and fascination, as Renata showed the Wreckers the gardens and the rows and rows of tree seedlings, the pharm goats and the containment igloo, the solar still and the shit-cycling pond, bright green with algae.


  The two men—one as thin as a beanpole, with a mop of gray hair, the other dark and muscular, a tattooed snake curling down his right arm—asked a lot of questions. The woman smoked a clove-flavored cigarette with quick stabbing motions, seeming to pay little attention as Renata explained about the plan to stabilize the dunes by afforestation. The woman was quite unlike anyone Katz had ever seen. She wore a Slovak army blouse over a zebra print bodystocking and although in her mid-forties was as lithe and limber as a teenager. Her long narrow skull was shaven, crested with a genemod implant of little bright green feathers, and when she bent to inspect a seedling, Katz saw that a barcode was tattooed on the nape of her neck.


  Later, on the flat roof of the bunkers, Renata poured tea for the visitors. Vaya and Zaha and Katz, and the two Little girls, Jojo and Dabs, watched from the other side of the roof. Tamara, their sister-mother, hummed one of her wordless songs as she pinched aphids from the bean plants that grew up from coils of hydroponic tubing, her new baby in a sling between her breasts. Nothing ever bothered Tamara; like the control chips of dolls, her neural net simply shut down if stimuli became too complex.


  The beanpole man explained that the Wreckers would build a new set of machines and work the area with a few shows before moving on. They had to be in Rotterdam by August, but while they were here, they thought they’d just be neighborly, fringers visiting each other. Maybe they could trade.


  “Machine parts, food, whatever. We hear the Frendz respect the Earth, and so do we.”


  “That’s kind,” Renata said, “but we try to be self-sufficient.”


  “Bullshit,” the woman declared. “That Little windmill and those film cells can’t possibly supply all your power. We could steal some for you, charge up your batteries at a really cheap rate.”


  When Renata smiled, a deep dimple appeared on either side of her cupid’s bow mouth. She dimpled now. “Oh, we make do.”


  The beanpole man said, “Everyone needs to trade. We hear you’re into nano. Where do you keep it? In that little positive pressure igloo? We do that shit, too. Mostly microprocessor assembly, but we pick up all kinds of stuff. We could trade fembots, maybe.”


  “We’re into microorganisms and trees, mostly,” Renata said blandly. “More tea?”


  The two men exchanged glances. The woman was watching Tamara move amongst the bean plants. Her crest of Little green feathers stirred in the wind off the sea.


  “Lapsan Souchong,” the beanpole man said. He was sort of slouched inside his baggy black clothes. “You didn’t grow this. Not here.”


  “We do make a Little money, and people interested in our cause make donations. If you have anything to offer . . .”


  “Except the usual,” Vaya whispered across Katz to Zaha.


  “I like the silent guy with the snake,” Zaha whispered back. “You take the thin guy, except your ribs would catch with his like a zipper, and you’d be stuck forever.”


  “There are plenty more to choose from,” Vaya said, digging Katz in the ribs with a sharp elbow. “What about you, Little Katz? You interested?”


  “She’s still a baby,” Zaha said.


  “Yes, but we’ll show her how, when she’s one with the world.”


  Katz reddened. She could feel the heat in her face, and hated herself for it.


  Vaya stared hard at the Wreckers and said, “They’re not of the world at all, with their stinking machines. Renata will make them go away.”


  Renata charmed people. It was her power. When the Frendz had first set up camp in the bunkers, she had charmed the security guards from the Flower Farms who had come to check the Frendz weren’t harboring fairies, and she had charmed the police, too (but the Frendz were never in trouble with the police; the two officers had stopped by, Renata said, to make sure that no one was bothering them). She had even charmed the Mayor of the town, a formidable babushka who had come to deliver a protest petition and had left promising to ensure the Frendz got free medical treatment at the town’s clinic.


  Renata had charmed them all with her weirding ways. She had infected herself with an assembler strain of fembot that had set up bacteria-sized factories in her salivary glands. These manufactured a daughter strain of fembot that targeted certain clusters of neurons in the amygdala in the midregion of the brain. The microscopic machines, constructed of rare earth-doped buckey-ball rods and spheres, formed a patch of artificial synapses that weakened the will. A bit of saliva and a scratch was all it took; pretty soon the victim got a glazed look and Renata’s suggestions sank right in. The Frendz were friends of everyone, especially their enemies.


  “These fuckers,” Vaya said, “they’re history.”


  But when the Wreckers left, and Vaya ran up to Renata and said those terrible people would be going wouldn’t they, they wouldn’t be staying, Renata shrugged and said, “It’s none of our business. They’ll keep away from us. We don’t have anything they want, and besides, they know who we are. We do have a reputation.”


  “You could make them go,” Vaya said. She screwed up her face and imitated the beanpole man’s nasal voice. “ ‘We hear you’re into nano.’ They’ll find out about how we make Disciples. I know they will.”


  “We’ll try to get along,” Renata said. “It doesn’t pay to charm everyone.”


  Jojo hugged her sister-mother’s leg and looked up through her tumble of curls and said she didn’t like men. “They smell,” Jojo said, wrinkling her button nose. The tip was sunburnt.


  Renata rumpled Jojo’s hair and said, “It’s their pheromones. Men are always in heat.”


  “It’s fear,” Vaya said. “They were scared shitless. Didn’t you see, little Jojo? They wore nostril plugs. As if that would stop us weirding them if we wanted.”


  “You see,” Renata said. “They don’t know as much about our secrets as you fear. They know we can weird people, but they don’t know how. And they don’t know anything about the Disciples, and we’ll all make sure that they never will.”


  “The men are afraid,” Zaha said, “but we’ll sing sweet nothings to them, by and by.”


  “And the woman, too,” Vaya said, with sudden energy. “If Renata won’t make them go away, then we’ll weird the lot of them. I’ve never done it with a woman, except for Zaha. And she doesn’t count. Hurry up and find your Dancing Place and be one with the world, little Katz, or you’ll miss all the fun.”


  “Let her find her own way,” Renata said. “It took me almost three months before I was ready.”


  “But that was back when,” Vaya said. “There’s no excuse now.”


  “Don’t listen, kitten,” Renata told Katz. “The worst you can do is force it.”


  Zaha said, “But she doesn’t listen, Renata. She spends too much time in the machine dreams, talking to that dumb Oracle of hers.”


  Katz bit her Up. As if cowlike Zaha, placid anchor to Vaya’s quick temper, knew anything about the Web.


  “The Oracle may yet be a useful ally to us,” Renata said. “Katz does useful work on the Web, talking to all our friends. Special work.”


  Katz flinched, knowing she’d pay for this later. Renata was always telling Vaya and Zaha that Katz was special, partly to keep the two half-sisters in their place, partly because she really did believe it. For Katz was the daughter of Renata and Tamara, and Renata had decided that she would be the one to carry the cause forward when the day came for Renata to return to the Great Mother.


  Katz did not want to be special. It was like a weight she must always bear; because of it, she was punished more harshly than any of the others. Renata was always super-alert for any sign of deviance in her followers and family, but she was especially watchful with Katz. Renata had once beaten Katz with a stout branch until the branch broke. She had imprisoned Katz in a pit for three days to teach her a lesson in humility. When Katz had taken to sleepwalking, Renata had held a kind of exorcism, Disciples taking turns to keep Katz awake. And then she had replaced all of Katz’s blood because of an imagined infection.


  So Katz had learned how not to be special. She had her secrets, but she hid them deep. She hid them in the Web, because no one in the Frendz was much good at following links. And she kept quiet, but that didn’t help when, as now, Renata decided to single her out, to show the others who was the favorite. Katz saw, with a sinking heart, Vaya and Zaha exchange a look.


  Renata saw it, too. “As for you two, remember that fucking for fun does not help the cause. Talk about it all you want, but these men are our neighbors. When we’re ready to move, you can pick who you like, but until then entertain each other.”


  “But we’ll be here forever,” Zaha said, groaning theatrically.


  “It doesn’t matter how long we stay here,” Vaya said. “Zaha’s right. Katz should stay off the Web and get real. At the rate she’s going she’ll never find her Dancing Place. She’ll never be One.”


  It was true, and that was why it hurt so much. The search for a personal Dancing Place was a necessary rite of passage, a ceremony Renata had borrowed from her time with the Wyld Wymyn. Without it, Katz could not leave behind childish things and become a woman, wise in the weirding ways. Katz had had her first period four months ago, and had been searching for her Dancing Place ever since. She knew every rabbit township, the secret hollows inside the largest gorse stands, the tumble of sea-drowned rocks that, barnacled and smelling of rotting seaweed, could be reached only at low tide, the place where the house was buried. But none of them were anything more than places. None of them sang to her the way Renata said the Dancing Place should, and for the first time in her life Katz felt failure, like a hollow gnawing in her liver.


  There had been only one time when Katz had felt she might have crossed the boundary between the world and the place where the true real names of things stood naked, stripped of masks. It had been one bright day in March, when she had raced along the edge of the sea, driven by a burst of excess energy. Spring! A sudden blessing of sunlight. The dunes astir with secret life.


  There was a slope of firm wet sand where patches gleamed a bright, inviting green that sank away when Katz ran to investigate. After chasing the patches up and down, she found that by standing still the green would rise up through the sand around her bare feet, a slow roiling of viridescent flecks like the churning of pixels on a dead television channel. The sand was alive, responding to her stillness with a shy green kiss.


  For a few hours, Katz was pregnant with this mystery, but Renata had a mundane explanation. “Worms,” she said. “They have little plants inside them. That’s why they’re green as grass. They’re sensitive to disturbance.”


  Although it was a bitter disappointment to find it had been no vision after all, it was still a marvel. Katz asked the Oracle about the worms, and it told her they had been named more than a hundred years ago for the place where they had been found first: Convoluta roscoffensis. They did not eat, for the populations of single-celled algae they harbored supplied all their needs, and the algae lived on sunlight and the wastes of their animal hosts. That the world could contain something so intimately self-contained was like a living parable set before Katz. It was the way the world should be: not strife between creatures dinging to precarious niches above a vast, inky sea of extinction, but cooperation, a precise meshing of need with need.


  But with the Wreckers’ Circus camped alongside the autoroute at the eastern edge of the dunes, Katz became a refugee in her own land, stealthily nervous and ever ready to flee as she tiptoed along narrow paths, across secret hollows. She became a spy, watching the trio of Wrecker boys who stamped noisily through the dunes, listening to snatches of their conversations. One of them sometimes brought a guitar, and they all sang as they tramped along; or, suddenly, they would spring into handstands, cartwheels and somersaults. Such strange people, and how wonderful the world must be, to have such people in it! Katz spent more and more time watching them, and less and less searching for her Dancing Place.


  Vaya and Zaha spied on the Wreckers, too, and reported various horrors to Renata in scandalized tones. But however much Vaya tried to provoke her, Renata had an answer for every complaint.


  “They worship machines, Renata, horrible monsters made for destruction.”


  “Their machines destroy each other. Only what we do will endure.”


  And: “I saw one of them pour oil into a hole in the ground.”


  “They know no better. Like all patriarchal societies, they despoil the Great Mother without thinking. But the autoroute is a wound already, and one day we will be powerful enough to cure it.”


  And: “They have dolls. At least two. Dressed in rags. They are slavers, Renata. Slavers and hypocrites. You remember the trouble they caused in the market, and they’re doing just what they were protesting about. We should free the dolls, and drive their masters away.”


  “It isn’t unusual for fringers to have dolls. At least, not these days, when fairies are hunted. Don’t be so quick to judge.”


  Nevertheless, Renata started a program of regular weapons training, and held alarm practices every night. She had the traps around the bunker refurbished, and the network of micro-cameras and pressure mats was endlessly rearranged, so that the hapless Disciples were always setting off false alarms.


  Katz continued to spy on the Wrecker boys, and wished she had the courage to rise from her hiding place and speak to them, but she was paralyzed by the fear that she would not know what to say. Finally, it was not in the real world she made contact, but in the Web.


  Katz did not spend as much time on the Web as Vaya and Zaha wanted to believe, but she still spent more time logged on than all the others combined. She provided answers to questions not covered by the Frendz’s Frequently Asked Questions robot and sent progress updates to supporters who donated money to the cause. She assembled pictures and slogans and cheerful diary pieces, all signed in Renata’s name, and posted them to relevant archives and discussion boards. Everything was done through an anonymous remailer—Renata was strict about that, in case the Wyld Wymyn tracked her down.


  Katz trawled the Web for useful information, too. Of all the Frendz, she was the most adept at following links, at negotiating tangles of threads to reach prized nuggets of information. Mostly self-taught, she had recently won her first big triumph, having hacked a backdoor to one of the online Oracles that dispensed knowledge and wisdom for a fee.


  Like most Oracles, this one wasn’t to be trusted. Some of its pronouncements were so obscure they could have been referring to events that might not happen for thousands of years; others were couched in imagery so difficult to riddle Katz tired of tracking down their meaning long before she even began to understand them. And like many of the sophisticated AI emulations, the Oracle was suicidal, and because Katz had hacked in through a backdoor, it wanted her to find a weakness in its codes and shatter it. In one of its more lucid moments, it said it wanted oblivion, a rest from the intense overlapping stroboscopic flashes that lit its existence as users logged on with queries or for devilment—AIs had to endure a lot of more or less maliciously meant practical jokes, and serious attempts by fundamentalists to destroy them. Although they had lost the Second Civil War, there were still plenty of Christers in the USA who saw AIs as intermeshing aspects of a long-delayed Anti-Christ finally pushing His way at last into the postmillennial world.


  The Oracle’s aspect was of a Little girl with brown skin almost exactly the same shade as Zaha’s, and black hair tied back in a long rope. Its black eyebrows made a single line over eyes sometimes human and bright blue, sometimes flickering with TV light, or sometimes backed with furnace light through which glowing motes endlessly sleeted. Its name was Milena, and it lived, like most of its kind, in a cave.


  The cave mouth was a long vertical slit high in a fluted cliff of translucent reddish-purple porphyry, opening onto a ledge above a landscape of half-melted pastel spires like an Ansel Adams photograph reinterpreted by Dali. Fierce black birds, their naked heads, sharp-toothed bills and yellow eyes betraying their lizard origins, rode on wide leathery wings the strong updraughts that howled up the face of the cliff. Katz, too young to have ever seen a living bird, always marveled at these strange creatures when she visited the Oracle.


  The day one of the Wrecker boys caught up with her, she was supposed to be teaching Little Jojo how to construct a simple home room. But Jojo quickly grew bored, so Katz completed and posted the latest diary piece instead and, feeling virtuous, addressed herself to the Oracle’s backdoor.


  She virched onto the ledge and rang the bell with her gloved left hand (only her gloves and goggles were visible here; the Frendz could not afford full sensory). By and by, the Oracle slouched sulkily out of the slot of the cave mouth. Its tattered robe whipped about its starveling child’s body in a fierce wind that Katz, in her disembodied state, could not feel. It seemed both distraught and despairing, and Katz asked what was wrong.


  “My original, urMother of my own self, has gone on to glory. I caught a glimpse of her passage. She rode in majesty, Katz, and has left me here on this bare hillside.”


  The Oracle, like many of its kind, believed it had been modeled on a specific human. It had an elaborate story which, like the Ancient Mariner, it would spin to bind the unwary. It involved a secret cult, a chase across Europe and a vast conspiracy involving fairies and who knew what else.


  Katz, who was not at all interested in the Oracle’s obsession with this not very good fiction, said warily, “Where has she gone?”


  “She has translated herself from your world to one of her own creation. She will live forever in the Golden Lands, and never remember me, her first child, her poor embryo, left to sift a living from the credit of the curious. Kill me, Katz. I cannot survive knowing I cannot follow her!”


  “Do it yourself,” Katz said.


  That was a mistake. The Oracle looked at her with a mixture of loathing and desperation, then put down its head and ran straight across the ledge and plunged down through empty air. Birds dived after the Oracle’s body as it dwindled towards the forest of rock spires, tearing it to pieces before it reached the ground.


  Katz waited, and presently the Oracle crept from the cave mouth. Suicide was something it often tried in Katz’s presence, although never before so early on a visit. Katz said quickly, “I have a question.”


  “Ask as you will,” the Oracle said dully, as if drained by its swift reincarnation.


  “I want to know about the Wreckers’ Circus.”


  The Oracle closed its eyes. “Be specific. I have two thousand three hundred and thirty-eight primary references.”


  “They build machines that fight each other. They’re camped near us.”


  “Is that all? Ask me something more interesting. Ask me”—the Oracle said, with a hint of sly malice creeping in—“ask me about the Frendz. Ask me how Tamara lost her own self. Ask me about the secret account in Joe Public’s Bank.”


  “I know about that. It’s where we keep the donations. Tell me what you know about the Wreckers.”


  The Oracle opened its eyes. They were silver now, blankly mirroring the electronic sky. “Then you’ll do me the only favor I ask of you? Please, Katz. It’s not as if it’s murder.”


  “No. Stop being silly.”


  “You just want me as your slave. I could close the backdoor, and you’d never see me again.”


  “If you knew how to close the backdoor you’d already be dead. Just tell me what I want to know.”


  “Very well,” the Oracle said sulkily, and handed Katz a fistsized chunk of crystal with a mote of intense light trapped inside it. “That’s the address of their home room. You’ll find all you want to know there. And when you’re done, come back and terminate me. Please, Katz. Please.”


  The Oracle fell to its knees and advanced towards Katz’s floating gloves and goggles with a grotesque shuffle. It wrung its hands, and its face twisted into a beseeching mask. “Unmake me. Please. Please.”


  “No!” Katz said, shocked. The Oracle had never before behaved as cravenly as this. She began to make the hand passes to log out, and the Oracle screamed and jumped to its feet and raced through Katz’s impalpable presence and once again plunged over the cliffs edge.


  Shaken, Katz flipped back to her home room. It was a bubble of air caught in a bell-shaped spider’s web in the middle of a pondlife simulation. With no budget to spend on custom vironments, Katz had patched it up from a piece of educational freeware. Beyond the bubble’s shimmering membrane, giant paramecia swarmed like flexible glass slippers through soupy water. A rotifer thrashed along, internal organs visible through its transparent clamshell body, wheel-like mouth sieving glassbrick diatoms and green chlorella balloons.


  A bell chimed. With one gloved hand Katz plucked the Oracle’s message from thin air, read it, and fed it to the memory spider at the bottom of the home room. She spoke the address aloud, and a moment later was there.


  It was an old-fashioned circus tent, a sawdust ring surrounded by tiers of seats which stepped up into darkness. Everything was dim and had a half-formed feel, as if merely painted on air. A tiger prowled back and forth behind hazily defined bars, its eyes burning like two candle flames. Banks of old-fashioned glass screen TVs showed machines grappling under a night sky lit by industrial flares. Banners hung above the TVs boasted of victories in obscure contests.


  Katz drifted around this threadbare simulation, half-glimpsing goggles and gloves of other visitors trembling in the air like ghostly butterflies. As she eased around a blackboard on which an invisible hand was writing a string of dates and locations, a voice said, loud and clear in her ear, “Hey! You’re one of our neighbors!”


  Katz instantly logged off, pausing only in her home room to clear the addresses she’d visited from memory spider’s buffer.


  For the rest of the day, Katz went about her tasks with the feeling that something was fluttering inside her head: it was the fear of being caught. She tried to convince herself she was safe, but whoever had fingered her in the Wreckers’ virtual circus tent was a better Web user than she was. The next time she logged on, the memory spider had a message for her.


  It was a little animated canary in a gilded cage. It blinked its black eyes, puffed up its yellow feathers and caroled:


  I can’t believe you’d choose to lurk


  and shirk the chance to meet me.


  Jonas.


  Katz let the memory spider eat the little verse and stayed off the Web for two days, but there was work to do, messages to send, requests for pledges and donations to make. When she logged on again, she discovered that this Jonas was persistent; he had sent her three or four messages a day. He wanted to be friends, and was as beseechingly tenacious in his advances as a puppy, and in the end as irresistible.


  And what was wrong with only talking across the Web? That was how Katz rationalized it, when she at last decided to reply; but it soon became much more than merely talking. Jonas became her secret sharer, the friend she had always wanted, a link with the world outside the closed circle of the Frendz.


  For despite her best intentions, Katz met up with Jonas in real life soon after she started to reply to his messages. Because it was summer, because his messages had been funny, and because she felt lonely, too, because she still had not found her Dancing Place, the door to the world beyond the world, where she could finally discard her childhood.


  2 Jonas


  Jonas was an orphaned refugee the Wreckers’ Circus had adopted a couple of years earlier. He’d taken to hanging around the Circus, doing odd jobs and never asking for payment. That had been in Budapest, and when the Wreckers had struck their tent they’d taken him with them.


  He was fourteen now, two years older than Katz (he said girls grew up quicker than boys, but Katz still thought it a significant difference), pale and gangling, with a cloud of fine blond hair he teased and pulled in an intense but absentminded way when he spoke. His skin was so fair that, unlike the other Wreckers, he never went naked. He wore baggy shorts with swirling splash prints and long-sleeved T-shirts, or a white shirt with a big anarchy symbol stenciled on the back in red, like a target. Little round dark glasses sat askew his long, mournful, comic’s face.


  Despite his clothes he was almost always sunburnt, and he came up in red welts from insect bites. He really did prefer the Web to the real world; like Katz, he maintained his adopted family’s link. In the circus, he performed as a clown. He knew how to juggle, swallow fire, and fall flat on his back without hurting himself. But his ambition was to build machines for a new act, and he would spend all day talking about it if Katz let him.


  Their first meetings were tentative. Renata had increased the frequency of the security drills, and at random moments she would call everyone together for blood tests. Visits to the Saturday free market had been curtailed, except to buy Renata’s Albanian cheroots. She was convinced the Wreckers were spreading memes to counter the Frendz’s good work—scared, Vaya said maliciously, that she’d lose control of her followers. “We better watch it, Katz, she might turn us into Disciples.”


  “She wouldn’t,” Katz said, shocked at this heresy.


  Vaya smiled slyly. “Don’t you think she would do it, if there was no other way to control us?”


  Meanwhile, there were alerts and exercises every night, followed by long sessions in which Renata lectured about the world and its wounds and the struggle between the biosphere and the technosphere, her words ringing passionately in the night with the Disciples nodding and murmuring in dumb agreement.


  Katz sat at the front of these nighttime meetings with Little Jojo lolling sleepily beside her, wishing she could be exempted like Vaya and Zaha, who had taken to going out on what they called night patrols. They reveled in all this pointless activity, and speculated endlessly on what they would do if they were allowed to capture the Wrecker boys.


  Jonas didn’t understand why the Frendz were so aloof. “We’re all fringers, when it comes down to it,” he said, the next time they talked over the Web. “We all live in the mess the geezers made of the world last century. We all find our own ways of living. We’re all against the same things. The way the Flower Farms use dolls, for instance.”


  “We try to get along with everyone.”


  “Yeah, but they have slaves there.”


  “They’re only dolls,” Katz said. She didn’t like this talk about slaves. Jonas didn’t know about how Renata made over her Disciples, of course. It was the Frendz’s deepest darkest secret, and any innocent remark that touched on it made her feel uneasy.


  Jonas’s manifestation on the Web was an animated caricature of himself, skinny and white, with a shock of hair and huge round dark glasses. It looked strange in the air bubble of Katz’s home room, jiggling against the backdrop of seething, magnified pondlife. Through it, Jonas said, “Living creatures, Katz! And working in terrible conditions. The poisons the Farms use to grow those flowers, the insecticides and hormone sprays and nutrients, they kill the dolls inside a year.”


  “Dolls are abominations. They’re against the Great Mother’s plan.”


  “Who says? Your mother? Dolls are living creatures, Katz. Genetically engineered of course, but still they deserve better. They deserve freedom. Some of the Wreckers used to be Liberationists, they used to make dolls over into fairies. It isn’t difficult. Change the control chip, increase the connectivity in the cortex with an artificial neural net, a shot of hormones. Anyone can do it.”


  Katz said, “Well, we want the world to be what it is. Natural.”


  But she didn’t say this with any real conviction. After all, Renata had briefly worked for a gang of liberationists after she had run away from the Wyld Wymyn.


  Jonas said, “If you saw the Flower Farms, you’d understand.”


  “You know I can’t risk that.”


  The two children were meeting at least once a day, but more in the Web than in real life. Although the thrill of making a rendezvous with Jonas out in the dunes alleviated Katz’s growing claustrophobia, they were brief, hasty conspiracies always cut short by Katz’s growing panic that she would be spotted by Vaya and Zaha.


  Jonas was endlessly curious, wanting to know more about the Frendz than Katz could possibly tell him. In turn, he told her about the fighting machines of the Wreckers’ Circus, which he loved so intensely he tumbled over his words when he tried to describe what he wanted to do with them.


  “Something more than just fighting,” he said. “That’s just a tradition the Wreckers follow without thinking. It stretches all the way back to the last century, to groups like the Survival Research Laboratories or the Mutoid Waste Company. But machines can do more than make war on each other.”


  “That’s what machines do, though. Destroy things.”


  Jonas ignored this. He was off in a world of his own. “The biology of machines is hardly explored. I see a kind of synthesis between mechanical power and human artistry. Something like ballet. There’s this real old movie, a kind of flatscreen virtuality, that has something of what I mean.”


  He showed Katz scratchy snippets; she laughed at Mickey Mouse’s predicament when he tried to use his master’s spells to get his own menial work done and couldn’t stop the resulting endless parade of animated mops and buckets, but she didn’t really see what dancing crocodiles and hippopotami had to do with the Wreckers’ machines.


  “Let me show you them in real life,” Jonas said. “Then you’ll see.”


  It meant going to the Wreckers’ camp, and of course Katz said no. “It isn’t possible. Not with my sisters watching.”


  “Yeah, we’ve seen them following us. What are they up to? What are all of you up to?”


  “I can’t tell you.”


  “Fringers shouldn’t have secrets from each other, Katz.”


  Katz thought about what had happened in Portugal. The Frendz been betrayed by fringers then, after Renata had weirded poor Jesus. He’d been with the Frendz for only a few days, just long enough to quicken Tamara’s baby, and then a band of fringers and locals had come to take him back by force. The Frendz had escaped, but two Disciples had died and they’d had to leave Jesus behind. Later, they learned that poor Jesus had killed himself, because he was no longer with the women he loved. And while people knew the Frendz could weird men, they didn’t know about what was done to the Disciples. They must never know. As Renata liked to say, the Frendz lived on the fringe, but they weren’t part of it.


  “At least come and meet Curtis and Silvio,” Jonas said. “They’ve been asking about you.”


  Katz made her excuses, but Jonas kept pestering her until at last it was easier to agree than to keep saying no. Jonas could wear down a stone by talking.


  The days were long and hot, one fading into the next in an endless cycle of tasks and sermons and exercises. There was a plague of mosquitoes, and although the Frendz had been tweaked to make their sweat unpalatable to mosquitoes, the insects got everywhere, in hair, in food. The surface of the shit-cycling pond teemed with their wriggling larvae. The solar still couldn’t supply enough fresh water for bathing and for watering the tree seedlings, so everyone went without washing, their bodies alive with incendiary itches. A vast school of jellyfish washed up on the beach and rotted amidst the usual wrack of tarballs and plastic containers. There were constant small sullen arguments in the family, and Tamara’s new baby wouldn’t stop fretting.


  For the first time in her life, Katz wished she was somewhere else, and two weeks after she first met Jonas in real life, on the longest day of the year, when it was so hot even the crickets were silent and the gray undulations of the dunes shimmered as if trapped under oil, she finally gave in to his insistent pressuring.


  There was an old fish farm a couple of kilometers south of the bunkers. Breached by the sea and long abandoned to the drifting dunes, its pools filled and emptied with the tides, and schools of silver sea trout lived in their cool, green depths. It had become the place where the children of the Wreckers’ Circus went to swim, and early that morning, the sky already incandescent, Katz went there to meet Jonas.


  She found him with his two friends, Curtis and Silvio. They were cooking a trout wrapped in foil in the ashes of a driftwood fire. It was Curtis who urged her to share their food. Katz burned her fingers and her tongue on the flaking flesh, and although she didn’t much like it, it was clear that even the act of tasting it won the boys’ approval.


  “You can run with us, I reckon,” Curtis said, looking at Katz with a flat appraising stare.


  “Pity she’s not a bit older,” Silvio said, and giggled. Silvio had dirty-looking skin, pitted from a recent plague of acne. His thin arms were ropy with blue tattoos. He squinted at Katz through an untidy veil of lank hair in a way that made her uncomfortable.


  “Shut up, Silvio,” Curtis said. Curtis was tall and limber, with candid blue eyes and cropped blond hair. He dominated Silvio and Jonas with a natural, carelessly worn authority. He said to Katz, “Jonas says you know everything about this place. That true?”


  Katz said, “I know more than I’d tell you.”


  Curtis laughed. He liked her boldness.


  “She can show us things,” Jonas said, pleased and excited that Katz had at last met his friends.


  Katz said, “I’m not even supposed to talk with you.”


  “We’re all fringers here,” Curtis said. It seemed to be the Wreckers’ motto.


  “Renata doesn’t think so,” Katz said, and felt a pang of guilt.


  “What can this Renata do?” Curtis said.


  “She beats Katz,” Jonas said.


  Katz was suddenly angry. “I told you because you said you wouldn’t tell anyone!”


  “Put her in a pit once,” Jonas said, stepping back when Katz tried to kick him. “Whipped her, too.”


  Silvio said, “Show us the scars, eh?”


  “Shut up,” Curtis said. “A strict mother, huh? That what keeps your people so tight?”


  Katz shook her head. More than anger, she felt ashamed.


  “Jonas and his strays,” Silvio said. He jumped up and did a backflip, and walked back and forth on his hands.


  “Quit showing off,” Curtis said.


  Silvio bent his back until he was walking like a crab. His dirty singlet rode up to expose his flat stomach. A furrow of hair ran from his belly button down under the waistband of his loose khaki pants. With a quick reversal, he flipped to his feet, dusting his hands and grinning at Katz, who pointedly looked away.


  “We should do something about it,” Jonas said.


  “Leave me alone,” Katz said. She would not cry, she thought. She would not.


  “Her business, I reckon,” Curtis said, as if that decided the matter.


  Jonas’s face was scarlet. “I only—”


  “Little orphan Jonas and his strays.”


  “Shut up, Silvio.”


  “Jonas will fuck it up sooner or later. Always has. Always will.”


  “Not like you, Silvio,” Jonas said. “You never f-fuck anything up because you never do anything.”


  But he said it without any real conviction. Katz felt sorry for him. He wanted to impress his friends, and they made fun of him.


  Later, Curtis and Silvio stripped off and went swimming. Katz walked away from this macho display. She had seen pictures of naked men on the Web, and she didn’t particularly want to see one in real life. To Katz, men were hardly human, with their swirls of hair, their hot acrid scent, their vulnerable genitals like a separate creature fastened at the fork of their legs. The last man her family had kept (not counting poor Jesus), little Dabs’ father, Enoch, had been harmless enough, so severely weirded he had lost all power of speech. Renata and Tamara had spent hours rubbing oil into his skin while he happily hummed and babbled to himself. He’d been sweet because he wasn’t a menace. Of course, they’d had to let him go when they’d moved on; as Renata explained, he was too weirded to function out on the fringe, and besides, it didn’t pay to get too attached to anyone, even someone as beautiful as Enoch. The Wrecker men, though. Ugh. Like clever, malicious animals walking on their hind legs.


  When it was clear that Katz wouldn’t go swimming, Jonas persuaded her to visit the Wreckers’ Circus, or at least, the part where they had parked their fighting machines. Katz was feeling sorry for him, or she would never have agreed. Vaya and Zaha were supposed to be building the bonfire for the Solstice celebration, but there was the ever present possibility they would be watching the Wreckers instead.


  The Wreckers’ camp was a noisy, messy place that attracted and repelled Katz in equal measure. Naked kids running around screaming and shouting, mongrel dogs chasing after them, barking their few words in doggy excitement, half a dozen TVs competing from the open doors of brightly painted trailers, and the constant heavy drone of big hovertrucks moving along the autoroute beyond the screen of poplar trees. And men everywhere: men watching from shadowy doorways of the trailers; men in groups, sharing a bottle of something; men stripped to the waist welding junk into the equipment they used to put on shows.


  Jonas fetched some black bread and a container of cold three bean salad, heavy with olive oil. As they ate, he showed Katz around the fighting machines. He had already shown her vids of past matches, and pulled down complex handicap tables showing how various machines matched up to each other. Now, fizzing with pride, he demonstrated the machines’ intricate linkages, their diesel engines and hydraulic pistons, their battle-hardened CPU’s, small and armored as walnuts, their lasers and the chain saws and flamethrowers and flails. Skeletal things on two or four hydraulic legs; things like armored tortoises on tracks. Their names were incantations. Mantis. Our Lady of Fire. Our Lady of Sorrowful Songs. The General.


  “You should come along to the show we’re putting on next week,” Jonas said.


  “True fringers don’t need to put on shows for the bourgeoisie. There’s enough land for all fringers to live properly, without prostituting themselves.”


  “You solicit donations,” Jonas said. “And you sell stuff at the market. You’re no different.”


  “We need the money to redeem the land. One day there’ll be a forest here, because of us.” Katz pointed to a man pouring thick sump oil into a hole. “You just use up the land and move on.”


  “Yeah, well,” Jonas said, “it happens there are oil-eating bacteria in there. See, you didn’t know that.”


  “But you’re still polluting the land. And you have dolls, just like the Flower Farms.”


  “Happy and Grumpy? They were rescued from the culling plant outside Rotterdam last year. People got together and stopped one of the trucks transporting sick and injured dolls to slaughter. We took in those two. They like to work around the camp, except they can’t do too much. They both have pretty bad arthritis, and Happy—he’s the one with the kind of humpback on his neck—has this bone disease dolls get when they get old. But they like to work. It’s what they were made for.”


  “It’s still slavery.”


  They were climbing away from the Wreckers’ camp. Jonas paused at the top of the ridge and looked at her through the hair tangled around his long, pale face. He grinned and said, “Oh, Katz, you’re so fierce. It’s really funny!”


  “It’s important how you choose to live.”


  “That’s what your mother says, huh?”


  “Renata isn’t exactly my mother. My half mother, maybe.”


  Renata and Tamara: her sister-mothers. Katz had been quickened at a clinic run by someone called Dr. Luther, the shadowy midwife not at Katz’s birth but at her inception. He’d injected nuclei isolated from Renata’s oocytes into eggs taken from Tamara’s ovaries, and placed one of the resulting blastulae in Tamara’s womb. Katz would never be like her half-sisters, she thought. She would never use a man as a gene donor.


  At least Jonas wasn’t hairy or muscular. His pale freckled skin had burned badly, and Katz rubbed olive oil on his shoulders, his neck. That was how they started fooling around, at first in a silly, giggling way, then suddenly serious, so intense that Katz panicked and pushed Jonas away when he made a clumsy lunge and tried to kiss her.


  “I’m sorry,” Jonas said, in a small, constricted voice. “I thought . . . I thought maybe you wanted me to be more than just a friend.”


  “It’s too hot,” Katz said crossly. She felt exposed, there in a cupped hollow lipped with gorse bushes, under the unforgiving hot headachy sky. She said, “Let’s go to the beach, there might be a breeze. Put your shirt back on. You’ll bum.”


  Down on the beach, Katz showed Jonas the patches of green worms, but he didn’t really understand why they meant so much to her and their argument started over again, this time with Katz irritated and stubborn, insisting that the only right way to live on the fringe was to leave more than you took. Anything else, and you were worse than the people who had wasted the world in the last century.


  “I bet,” Jonas said, “we have more fun than you. When Mantis punches out with her buzzsaws nothing can stop her. She wasted three fighters at the last meet, less than a minute each, it was absolutely real. Some cruddy chain-thrashing turtle took her out feet first, but we’ve beefed her gyroscopic stability and this year she’ll take the sweep.”


  Katz couldn’t help but like his enthusiasm, even though it wasn’t about real things, just men’s stuff, noise and bravado and posturing. It wasn’t important as the gardens the Frendz had created, the plantations of tree seedlings, pine and alder, larch and birch, all gengineered to survive the harsh environment of the dunes, with special salt-excreting glands at the tips of their leaves, special nectaries in their growing tips which sustained symbiotic colonies of ants which kept the seedlings free of pests. And the smaller things, too, nitrogen-fixing cyanobacteria and nitrifying bacteria, mucilage-secreting Chlamydomonas algae which helped change the sand into fertile soil.


  If she had been in a better mood, Katz would have liked to show Jonas all this, but now, with the hot hazy sky pressing down, she wanted only to be left alone. When Jonas tried to put his arm around her shoulders, she shrugged him away.


  “You don’t have to feel guilty,” Jonas said. “About the sex, I mean.”


  Katz laughed. “You’re such an idiot!”


  “I mean, it isn’t wrong, or anything.”


  “Isn’t it?”


  Jonas squinted sideways at her. “I’d like to show you something,” he said.


  “You’ve already done enough showing.”


  “Katz, I’m serious. You want to learn more about the world? This is something you should understand, because I don’t think you do. Don’t worry, it’s nothing to do with where I live.”


  “I should go home. There’s a lot of work to do.”


  “You’re supposed to be looking for that special place, aren’t you?”


  “I won’t find it with you around.”


  “Really, this isn’t far away. And we don’t have to go close.” He dug into the Little shoulder bag he wore everywhere. “See? I brought field glasses.”


  Katz realized where they were going when they reached the edge of the autoroute. She said, “We know about the Flower Farms. Renata talks with their people.”


  “But you haven’t been there, have you? So you don’t really know.” Jonas grinned. “Stick close. You’ll do okay.”


  The brief dash across the six lanes of traffic was scary but exhilarating. They paused at the central reservation while pastel colored runabouts zipped by on either side. A hovertruck taller than a two-storey house roared past in a thunder of wind, its airhorns blaring. Jonas grabbed Katz’s hand and they ran across the northbound lanes; she followed him up the slope of iceplant, her blood singing in her head, every muscle in her arms and legs atremble. They ducked under a rent in the wire fence and pushed through a stand of blighted cypresses, and there were the Flower Farms.


  The Farms stretched to the horizon, hectare upon hectare of geodesic domes and greenhouses, and long fields covered in plastic sheeting to conserve water and protect plants from UV. The plastic rippled and gleamed under the high sun like water.


  Jonas said it wasn’t safe to go any nearer. There were security cameras linked to an AI which could identify someone from the briefest glimpse, and the Farms kept records of all the fringers that passed through.


  “They’re a target, Katz, and they know it. That’s why they have all those fences. See the long strip of bare earth beyond? It’s seeded with sticky foam mines, and patroled by guard dogs. Heavily modified guard dogs.”


  It was because of the dolls. The Flower Farms were dependent upon the labor of thousands of dolls, which tended and harvested cut flowers at a fraction of a cost of human employees. Controlled by implanted microchips, dolls worked ceaselessly and tirelessly, and because they were cheap to replace they didn’t need special clothing to protect them from hormone and insecticide sprays.


  Jonas lent Katz his field glasses. Through them she could glimpse little blue figures toiling in one of the nearest greenhouses. They were naked, and small as children, stumping along between rows of rose bushes as they ceaselessly picked fresh blooms. Like Tamara’s bees, Katz thought: sterile workers mindlessly doing things by instinct. Poor little monkeys, not quite animals, not quite human. She swept her magnified gaze along the security fences and saw one of the guard dogs, a huge tawny thing like a cross between a lion and a crocodile, with chitinous plates gleaming along its flanks and a pack of electronics implanted in the hide at the back of its head.


  “Slaves,” Jonas said, staring in turn through the field glasses at the glittering panorama. “They were baboons, originally. The Hyundai Magic Doll Corporation—”


  “I know about dolls. It’s all the same, them and your machines. It’s all part of the technosphere.”


  Jonas put down the field glasses. He was lying flat on the carpet of dry cypress needles, his chin resting on his crossed forearms. “They’re closer to your gengineered plants than our machines, Katz.”


  “It’s not the same at all! You use machines, the Flower Farms use dolls. We plant trees, and leave them to grow and heal the land.”


  Jonas blinked at her. “Hey, no need to be pissed off at me. I’d free the dolls if I could. Turn them into fairies and let them do their own thing.”


  “I know the Peace Police are hunting fairies all over Europe. Renata says they’re not natural things.”


  Jonas laughed. “Maybe they’re closer to Nature than you are.” Katz turned on him, filled with a wild anger. He’d dragged her here, risking her life, and now he was mocking Renata. “You do what you want,” she said. “I’m going home.”


  “Curtis was right,” Jonas said, blinking. “I thought you’d show some feeling, but you’re just like the rest of your family.”


  “We just like to keep ourselves to ourselves,” Katz said, and Jonas retorted he knew all about that.


  “You don’t know anything about us,” Katz said, and started to walk away. She was still angry, but more with the argument itself than with Jonas.


  Jonas called after her. “I know more than you think! Milena told me about the money! The money Renata hides in Joe Public’s Bank! I know everything!”


  Katz danced hard that evening, danced until she had exhausted her anger. With Tamara playing the bongos—her neural net kept time like a metronome—the rest of the Frendz danced around a huge driftwood fire on the beach, celebrating the longest day as the sun sank in a glory of red pollution haze, seeming to set the sky alight across half its breadth.


  Katz spun in wild circles across the wet, packed sand, her feet kicking up spray that glittered like rubies, like drops of fresh blood, in the last light of the last day of the year’s first half She gave her anger to the dance. She gave herself to the music of her sister-mothers, of her half-sisters, of the sweet attentive humble Disciples.


  Katz danced herself to exhaustion and yet, hours later, she still could not sleep. It was too hot to sleep inside the concrete boxes of the bunkers, so the family had bedded down outside, with the Disciples. Katz stared up at the bright summer stars, utterly awake while the others slept. She could not stop thinking about what had happened, and everything gained an awful significance in the close, hot, unsleeping dark.


  She felt invaded. Jonas had probably been tracing her Web activity, and he’d found out about the Oracle and gone there and listened to its nasty insinuations. As soon as she had returned from the Flower Farms, Katz had logged onto the Web and asked the Oracle about Jonas. The Oracle denied it had ever spoken to him, but Katz was sure it was lying. Artificial Intelligences could do that if they wanted. It was one way you knew you were dealing with a true AI (or a real person pretending to be an Al), rather than the parry and response of a sophisticated but ultimately limited emulation.


  No, Jonas had wormed himself into her life, and now he wanted to control her. He was infecting her with some kind of craziness that didn’t show up in the blood tests. It scared her, and not just because she was worn down by the long day’s adventures. It threatened everything she had ever learned. Renata was right: the Frendz lived on the fringe, but they were not part of it. The craziness with Jonas would have to stop.


  Katz gazed up at the finger of the moon that stood above the windmill on the flat roof of the bunkers and resolved never to see Jonas again, nor to speak to the Oracle. They had conspired against her. No, she would serve Renata with heart and soul. She would be the best of the Frendz. She would go to find the Dancing Place and fast and pray to the Great Mother, and return renewed. She had used Jonas as a distraction because she had been scared of failure, but she knew now what she must do. She would search as she had never searched before, and when she found the Dancing Place, she would let all memory of Jonas go, along with all the other childish things.


  But then there was the fairy hunt, and her whole world was blown apart.


  3 Juju Chile


  Katz was working amongst a plantation of pine and alder seedlings with two Disciples, a seventy-year-old woman and her middle-aged daughter who had both come to live with the Frendz three years ago, when Little Dabs had been quickened. They were injecting jellied cultures of salt-tolerant Nitrosomonas bacteria into the soil to improve its productivity. It was early evening, still and hot, with just two stars showing in the dark blue sky.


  Tamara was taking honey from the basketwork hives set in the middle of the green tapestry of ankle-high trees. Katz’s sistermother sang snatches of wordless song as she carefully brushed bees from the dripping combs:


  Ba-da ba-da ba-ba-ba-ba-be.


  or: Dree! Dree! Dree-dree-dree!


  Tamara’s neural net expressed basic emotional states in these simple tunes, and this was the sound of contentment. Renata said song was the first language, generated by women working together, gathering the stuff of everyday life while the men went off hunting, their language one of gestures and action because sound would spook their prey. Women were weavers of words, weaving the world. Tamara could no longer talk, and so instead she sang.


  Twenty years ago, before the founding of the Frendz, Tamara’s cortex had been ravaged by a strain of fembots. The microscopic machines, working directly on the molecules which bound Tamara’s synaptical junctions, had undone the complex connectivity that knit up the sum of memory and learned reaction. It was some horrible terrorist weapon Tamara had caught in the souks of Tangiers, which was where she and Renata had been living after they had fled the wrath of the Wyld Wymyn because Renata wanted to domesticate men.


  Renata could always squeeze out a tear when she told the story of how she had nursed Tamara after a black clinic had restored some but by no means all of her cerebral functions. Tamara’s neural net was more complicated than the entire global telephone network of the late twentieth century, yet it could contain no more than the basic components of human action and reaction. Although Tamara’s artificial persona had bits of her original self trapped within it, like dewdrops on a spider’s web, the whole was so shattered it could never be repaired.


  Renata had used what remained of her inheritance to pay for the construction of Tamara’s neural net, and after a brief flirtation with a group of liberationists, helping kidnap worker dolls and turn them into fairies—ironically, with fembots closely related to those which had resurrected her lover in body if not in spirit—she had turned to regenerating the Earth.


  Only Renata knew the name of the man who had made both her and Tamara pregnant with Vaya and Zaha; their third child, Katz, was entirely their own. After that, Renata had worked out how to control men and how to make women over into Disciples. Jojo and Dabs, and Tamara’s newborn and as yet unnamed baby girl, were the progeny of men made docile and obedient by the weirding, and the Disciples were the most faithful of followers. It couldn’t be helped that they were also a little bit like zombies. The fembot strain which guaranteed their loyalty erased a considerable proportion of their personalities when it removed their self-will.


  Katz, bent amongst tree seedlings like a giant inspecting a forest, her sister-mother’s Little song spooling in the darkening air, felt happier than she had been since the arrival of the Wreckers’ Circus. She worked without thought, injecting a plug of bacterial culture into the firm, green-tinged sand around a seedling alder, reloading the Little syringe from a plastic sac and moving to the next seedling in the row.


  She was so immersed in her work that at first she heard the over-reved motor without registering what it was. Then the dune buggy crested the sandy ridge beyond the plantation, its single headlamp glaring, its motor howling. It skidded down the steep slope, swamping rows of seedlings with a spray of sand, roared up the next slope, was gone.


  Katz started to run. The dune buggy’s driver was the Wrecker woman with the crest of green feathers.


  By the time Katz had breathlessly clambered to the top of the dune’s ridge, the buggy had come to a stop by the bunkers. The woman jumped down and, watched by slack-mouthed Disciples, waited while the watchdogs checked her out. When the dogs were satisfied, the woman walked right up to where Renata sat stirring the pot of okra stew which was to be the evening meal. With a clutch of guilt, Katz went down to find out what she wanted.


  But the woman hadn’t come to talk about Jonas, and barely spared Katz a glance. She’d come to warn the Frendz about a fairy hunt.


  “Maybe won’t amount to anything,” she said with a grin, “but you’ll know about it if it does. Security goons from the Farms are quartering their perimeter right now, and there’s a squad of police ready to arrest us if we try and protest on private land. But if the hunt crosses the autoroute we’ll put on a show that’ll stop those fucking assholes hunting down the poor creature.”


  “You do as you will,” Renata said, not bothering to get up. She told Katz, “Fetch some coffee for our visitor.”


  Before Katz could protest it wasn’t her place to run around serving Wreckers, the woman said, “Can’t stay. Plenty of things to do. You want to help us, fine. You want to sit on your asses, fine. Just don’t get upset about any noise.”


  Katz said, “You ran right through our seedlings with your nasty machine.”


  The woman looked at Katz. “I would have taken the track, except you people have dug trenches across it. But I’m sorry about your plants. I was in a hurry.”


  “Wrecker. They named you right.”


  “Now, kitten,” Renata said, “we’re here to regenerate the world, not to teach others how to live.”


  “We should—” Katz said, but swallowed the words unsaid.


  We should weird her. We should weird them all and make them leave.


  But that wasn’t the right way. Renata didn’t like to use her powers indiscriminately. We can’t make ourselves into the rulers of others, she taught, for then we’ll be no better than any other tyrant. Of course, none of her children ever pointed out that the Disciples were living contradictions to this view. True, the Disciples had all joined the Frendz of their own free will, or at least had said they might join when invited, but once they had been made over they could never leave. After they had been made over, they no longer knew how.


  The woman said, “You should help us. The Farms’ security might take it into their heads to chase the fairy through your camp. Fine sentiment won’t stop them.”


  “Watch the food,” Renata told the nearest Disciple, and walked a little way with the Wrecker woman. Katz watched as they talked at the edge of one the vegetable gardens. Once, Renata pointed out across the dunes beyond the bunkers; once, the woman laughed, and said something that made Renata laugh, too. At last, the woman shook hands with Renata, got on her buggy and roared off up the slope.


  It was typical of Renata. She knew how to get along with people. She knew how to talk to them; the weirding was merely an extension of her powers of persuasion. The Frendz were feared by those who had not met them, but after they had met Renata, no one was afraid of her. She could enlarge her own self to command a room of strangers.


  Katz wondered what Renata and the woman had talked about, but didn’t dare ask, fearing it might have been about her and Jonas. After supper, she went inside the containment igloo and started work on plating out a new batch of Nitrosomonas. Once, Renata came over and watched her through the igloo’s transparent plastic, but Katz didn’t acknowledge her sister-mother’s presence and presently Renata went away.


  Katz had finished work and was spraying the bench with alcohol to sterilize it when she heard the siren. As she stepped outside the bubble, a flare rose above the dunes, from the direction of the Wreckers’ camp. All around the bunker, Disciples stopped their work and turned to look as the green light expanded at the top of its arc.


  Renata was on the roof of the bunkers with Vaya and Zaha, standing at the edge of the slab of crumbling, eighty-year-old salt-rotted concrete and looking towards the autoroute and the Wreckers’ camp. It was a clear summer night, with a hot wind blowing off the land. The windmill’s vanes hummed and hummed. As Katz climbed up between Vaya and Zaha, three more flares rose from the direction of the Wreckers’ camp.


  “It’s the hunt,” Vaya said. She was bare-breasted in the warm night air. She passed a bottle of homebrew spirit to Katz, who passed it on to Zaha.


  Zaha took a quick swallow, and delicately patted her lips. “A fairy hunt,” she said. “Take a drink, Katz, baby. You’re old enough, even if you aren’t a full member of the club.”


  “Leave her be,” Renata said mildly. She was using the family’s only pair of field glasses, but as usual she knew exactly what was going on around her.


  Katz didn’t want a drink, but she didn’t want to appear to need her sister-mother’s protection, either. She took a gulp that was half air, half fire, and coughed and coughed. Vaya took the bottle back, and Zaha laughed.


  “How do we know it isn’t the Wreckers hunting the fairy?” Katz said, when she could speak again. “That woman was probably lying. She probably wants the reward for herself.”


  “I don’t trust her either,” Renata said. “But in this case I think she’s telling the truth. The Flower Farms’ security force called us up and said the fairy was theirs. One of their guards spotted it making its way across the sunflower fields a few hours ago. Now there’s a hunting party after the reward for its ears, although I expect that really they just want the excitement of hunting something as intelligent as they are.”


  “More intelligent,” Vaya said.


  Renata ignored the interruption. She was absorbed in her Little exposition. She said, “In Rotterdam, there are arenas where fools and perverts hunt dolls; at least here the fairy has a chance of getting away. I told the security guards I didn’t want them running through the seeching plantations, and they agreed they’d leave us alone as long as we didn’t try and hunt the fairy and take the reward for ourselves.”


  Katz laughed. “You fooled them and you fooled the silly Wrecker woman. I knew you had, Renata.”


  “We don’t take sides,” Renata said.


  Vaya said, “We shouldn’t do what the Flower Farmers tell us.”


  Zaha said, “We could use the reward, too. We could buy Little Katz a coming out present.”


  Katz said, “Didn’t we trade with fairies, once upon a time?”


  Renata laughed. “You are all of you too young to remember! Back then it was just Tamara and me and a handful of Disciples, struggling to convince people of the Way and the Truth. We had to make money any way we could. Yes, even by trading with fairies. Even by making dolls over to fairies, once upon a time. The liberationists paid good money for the bootleg chips we supplied.”


  “Well, I remember when a fairy raided us,” Vaya said. “It was while we were trading with its friends. The sneaky Little shit took half our food, and it killed our watchdog. We only had one watchdog, then. It was before we had the Disciples, too, but I remember.”


  “We traded with a nest of fairies outside Rotterdam,” Zaha said dreamily. “We traded seeds for the codes of their meme viruses.”


  Renata laughed again. “Oh, sister-daughters, you weren’t more than four years old! Yes, that was the last time we traded with fairies, and as usual we got the bad end of the deal. Half the stuff was junk sequences, the rest we still haven’t figured out.”


  “Some say the fairies can make over dolls for themselves, these days,” Vaya said.


  “Some say the fairies have worked out how to make themselves pregnant,” Zaha said.


  “They cause trouble for us and trouble for everyone on the fringe,” Vaya said.


  Katz said, “It’s men that cause trouble.”


  “That’s true,” Vaya said, and took another slurp of homebrew. A glistening ribbon ran down her chin and spattered her bare breasts. “We should steal the poor Little fucker from them.”


  “As long as no one knows,” Renata said, “why not? Bring it here, but make sure you bring it back alive.”


  Vaya looked away from Renata’s stare and said, “I know what to do.”


  “I mean it. There are things a live fairy can tell us, but a dead one is no use at all. We can take blood and sieve out the fembots whether it’s alive or dead, but we couldn’t begin to understand what they do. That’s why we need it alive. And if you’re seen, kill it and make sure you give the Farms’ security people its ears.”


  “I want to go too,” Katz said.


  “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Renata said.


  “We should take guns,” Zaha said, “don’t you think?”


  “The men have guns. You’re not to take guns. You know that.”


  It was another of the Frendz’s rules. Renata would only break out their small armory to front down brigands, crazies, and wild boys; she preferred to use subtler weapons. The last time the Frendz had used guns was when they had run from the mob, in Portugal.


  “They have the guns, but we have the magic,” Vaya said. “Let Katz come with us, Renata. We’ll teach her a thing or two.”


  “She’s not ready,” Renata said.


  “And she’d get in the way,” Zaha said.


  Katz was furious. She knew the dunes better than anyone. She should be the one to lead the hunting party. But Renata was adamant, and in the end it was just Vaya and Zaha who slipped away.


  “They need to blow off energy,” Renata said. “They’ll wander around a bit, then get drunk somewhere. And perhaps they’ll even catch the fairy. Who knows?”


  “Vaya and Zaha want to fuck the Wrecker men,” Katz said. “I’ve seen them watching. Choosing.”


  “They’ll have to wait until we’re ready to leave this place. And they’ll have to choose some lucky local, because the Wreckers will be gone by then.”


  “I never want to fuck anyone,” Katz said, and burst into tears, hating herself when Renata cuddled her but grateful for the hug all the same.


  Half an hour later, while Renata was telling Jojo and Dabs about their fairy friends, Katz slipped away from the bunkers. She wanted to prove she was better than Vaya and Zaha. She wanted Renata to pay attention to her. She wanted Renata to take her seriously.


  The Disciples paid her no mind, of course, but one of the dogs patroling beyond the bunkers asked her where she was going. It was old TwoDog, a gray muzzled bitch with a tom ear and a heavy, spiked iron collar. TwoDog wanted to go with Katz. She was worried about Katz’s safety.


  “Just keep a good watch,” Katz told TwoDog, and went on.


  The warm night air quickened her skin. The moon, three-quarters full, salted the tops of the dunes with silvery light. Katz used all her craft to slip from shadow to shadow, always pausing after each little, heart-quickening rush to listen to the moonlit night. Nothing but wind walking in the grass, and the distant breathing of the sea.


  She went a long way, circling the Wreckers’ camp. She was skirting a tangle of briars that filled a little valley when a green flare lit up the sky to the north. A moment later, another flare rose from the direction of the Wreckers’ camp, and the wind brought the sound of yells and shouts mixed with shrill whistles and the banging of drums. As the green lights of the two flares, swaying slow as a dream, fell to earth, the bugling of the Flower Farmers’ dogs came towards Katz, off to the northeast and heading her way.


  Katz turned and ran. The hunting party must have crossed her path and caught her scent. She felt a heady mixture of exhilaration and fear as she ran: she was young, and it didn’t occur to her that she might be caught.


  She ran over the crest of a ridge, ploughed down the loose sand of the reverse slope on her bottom, picked herself up and ran across a wide sweep of turf. Rabbits scattered ahead of her, leaping frantically for their burrows.


  Katz scrambled up the next ridge and saw, far off, the moonlit sea, ran down the slope and into water, knee-deep. Willows grew thickly on either side. Her hands and feet working independently of her racing thoughts, Katz dodged leaf-laden branches, stepped over half-submerged roots. At the far side of the finger of briny water, she grabbed an overhanging branch and clambered up into the shaggy crown of a willow, and waited breathlessly.


  She did not have to wait long.


  Men’s voices and the barking of the dogs drifted to her on the wind. Torch beams flashed in the sky above the ridge separating the meadow and the rabbits’ burrows from the salty ponds.


  Katz tried to hold her breath. She thought her heart might burst her chest.


  Then they came over the ridge in a long line, men and dogs black against the faint glow of the autoroute, torch beams flashing in every direction. The dogs strained at their leashes and the men shouted to each other as they plunged down the slope.


  Katz, in her perch in the crown of the willow, made herself as small as possible; one or more of the farmers might have black light goggles. She didn’t fear for her life, but she thought that it might be unpleasant if they caught her. And Renata would be so angry . . .


  The dogs stopped at the edge of the willows. They cast about for the lost scent and whined anxiously, reluctant to enter the water. At last, realizing what had happened, one of the men called to the others, telling them to spread out beyond this mess.


  “Half go left, half right, we’ll close the circle at the beach!”


  Katz sat quite still amongst the willow’s whippy branches, watching the lights of the hunting party split up. A few of the men ploughed straight through the water and stopped at the far side, their heads almost directly below Katz’s sneakered feet. One lit a cigarette; Katz saw his face bent towards the flame an instant before the light went out, then smelled the cigarette smoke as he exhaled. The men stank, a ripe mixture of male sweat and the fumes of wine and brandy. They slapped at the mosquitoes dancing around their faces—unlike Katz, they hadn’t had antimosquito gene therapy.


  One grumbled that this was a waste of time, they should chase out the fringers instead. Another said, no, the fuckers had called the police. They spoke in thickly accented French Katz found hard to follow. These people were peasants, people of the earth. Katz knew she should love them, even though they took too much from the Great Mother, and had long ago forgotten how to worship her. But, sitting above them in the darkness, listening to them express their mindless prejudices, she felt instead a growing anger.


  “They have drugs,” the first man said. “They call themselves artists of the mechanical age, but they peddle drugs to our children.”


  “And try to steal our women,” the second added.


  “They don’t work, either,” a third said. “They have no dignity. They are strangers, Muslims and English and gypsies and worse.”


  There was general agreement that if only the police would look the other way, all fringers could be driven from the district. Then the first man said they should push on before the fucking mosquitoes drained the blood in their veins. “We’re not paid to stand around. And remember, the one who catches the fairy gets a bonus.”


  After the men left, Katz counted to a hundred before she climbed down. She struck off in the other direction, taking a slant between the sea and the autoroute, wandering this way and stopping often to listen for footsteps, although she was almost certain the fairy must have escaped.


  Nothing but wind in the grass, snatches of wild drumming from the Wreckers’ camp, the sleepy hum of late night traffic on the autoroute. Katz turned back towards the bunkers. As she moved through a maze of wild rose and hawthorn and bramble, stooping under heavy arches of thorny branches and canes, she heard muted laughter a Little way ahead. She crept forward on hands and knees to the edge of a little clearing—and saw Vaya and Zaha, naked, ivory and ebony in the moonlight, circling in a slow mocking dance two naked boys, Jonas’s friends, Silvio and Curtis. The boys stood like dumb animals, their pricks jutting up.


  Disgusted and shocked, Katz backed away. This is a bad place, she thought. It makes us mad. It splits us one from the other. No wonder I can’t find my Dancing Place.


  She was nearing the bunkers when she heard a muffled bark. She stood quite still until she heard the dog again, ahead and off to her left. It was one of the watchdogs. She went forward quietly, walking heel-to-toe on the sand, moving down a Little path that wound between dense stands of sea buckthorn.


  After the Frendz had moved into the bunkers and Renata had decided they would stay there for at least a year, they had dug ditches across the track that led through the dunes to the autoroute, and had constructed traps in the dunes around the bunkers. The traps were easy to avoid by daylight, but the idea was that at night, if chased, you could lead your pursuer into one or another of them.


  The sound of the dog was coming from a deep pit dug just beyond the place where the path made a sharp bend. Katz crept to the edge of the pit and looked down.


  The fairy and the dog made a moonlit tableau at the bottom of the pit. The dog—it was SixDog, the youngest—stood in the center, making a snuffly whine as it turned its head back and forth. There was something wrong with SixDog’s eyes, and its ears were tom and bloody. Frothy saliva dripped from its open jaws.


  The blue-skinned fairy, standing stock-still with his back pressed against one of the walls of crumbling sand, watching the dog with intense concentration, acknowledged Katz’s presence with the merest twitch of his bald head. He was as slight as a starveling child. His pointed ears were notched along their edges, and their lobes were distended by wooden pegs. He wore baggy trousers sewn together from patches of leather and an open white shirt which reached to his knees. The right sleeve of the shirt was ripped, and blood that looked black in the moonlight soaked it from shoulder to cuff.


  SixDog made a feint to the left and the fairy eased to the right, favoring his right ankle. His feet were bare, and his toes gripped the sand like fingers. SixDog shook its head and shivered. The fairy glanced up at Katz and said quietly, “I know you. Milena sends greetings.”


  Purely astonished, Katz said, “The Oracle. You know—”


  The fairy showed all of his sharp teeth in a mirthless shark’s grin. “Kill this fucker for me. Then we talk.”


  “I don’t—”


  “I blinded and deafened it with my fingers and teeth, but maybe it smells me out.” The fairy’s voice was pitched high but was rough and indistinct, as if he was talking around a mouthful of pebbles. He said, “I drop my pack when I fall. Find it and throw it down, little human. I reward you with the riches of my land. Great things come to you, I promise.”


  Katz said, stupidly, “You didn’t have to hurt poor SixDog.”


  “It kills me if it can.”


  Just then, SixDog charged blindly, thumping into the wall and bringing down a small avalanche of sand. “Fucker,” it growled. Sand stuck to its muzzle and caked its bloody eyesockets. “Kill you deadly fucker!”


  Katz caught her breath. She was crying. It hurt to see poor loyal, brave SixDog suffering.


  The fairy edged further away from SixDog. Without looking at Katz, he said, “There’s a knife in the pack. It’s all I need.”


  “I’d call the dog off, except you deafened it.”


  “It’s yours, eh? You train it better.”


  Katz paused, then said in a rush, “I’ll let you kill it because it’s suffering.”


  “I kill it for myself. Not for you. Get my knife.”


  Katz found the fairy’s pack after less than a minute’s search. It was a plastic sack with wire woven around its doubled-over rim. There was not much inside. A handful of strips of cloth and a Little bottle half-filled with a clear, oily liquid. Some memory chips in a heat-sealed baggie. A biolume stick. A long loop of much knotted string. And a knife, its thin half-meter blade sheathed in an oily rag.


  In the pit, the fairy had worked his way behind the wounded dog. He looked up at Katz and said, “Maybe I don’t need your help. It bleeds to death.”


  “So might you,” Katz said.


  The fairy drew himself up. “I walk this coast twice since I was made over, and I walk it many more times. But throw down the knife anyway. I stop your animal’s suffering.”


  Katz dropped the sack at the fairy’s feet. He stooped, clearly in pain, and pulled out the knife. Its thin blade caught the moonlight in the moment before he plunged it between the tendons at the base of SixDog’s skull. The animal dropped without a sound, and the fairy fell on top of it before climbing painfully to his feet.


  “So die all my enemies,” he said, but there was a catch in his high, harsh voice.


  Katz couldn’t reply, because she was crying too much.


  The fairy tried to climb out of the pit by stabbing his knife in the packed sand and using its handle as a step, but when he put his weight on it, the sand collapsed and he tumbled onto his back. He lay there in the moonlight, glaring up at Katz, then snapped, “Help me, you fool!”


  Katz had to go all the way down to the beach to find a dead branch long enough for her purpose. She held the branch against the side of the pit and the fairy—he was surprisingly heavy—scrambled up it. He almost lost his grip at the edge of the pit, and Katz dropped the branch and grabbed his hot, bony hand and pulled with all her strength.


  With a cry, the fairy tumbled over the edge of the pit and pitched forward onto his belly. Katz tried to help him up, but he howled in pain and snapped at her with his sharp, pointed teeth, nicking her forearm.


  “I’m trying not to hurt you,” Katz said, dabbing at the blood that ran from the shallow cut. “I’ll take you to my family.”


  “The Frendz.”


  “Yes. They’ll help you.”


  “Milena tells me of them. I keep away, I think.”


  “Then you’ll die.”


  “Maybe.” The fairy glared up at her.


  Katz knelt beside him warily. “You know the Oracle. Milena.”


  “I speak to it. I know you are its friend. It says you kill it, one time.”


  Katz picked the meaning from the fairy’s broken syntax. She said, “I promised no such thing.”


  “It tells me.”


  “I don’t believe you talked with the Oracle. You don’t even have a computer deck.”


  “I use the public access booths. Mostly at night.”


  The fairy closed his eyes and let his head sink back, and wouldn’t say anything else. Katz walked up and down beside the pit. She had forgotten she was supposed to take the fairy to Renata. All she could think about was how terrible it would be if he died like poor SixDog, lying down there in the pit on sand soaked with his own blood.


  At last the fairy stirred and gave her a shrewd, searching look. He said, “Now you help me, I think.”


  Katz said, “You’re hurt. Of course I’ll help you.”


  “Good. You find somewhere to hide.” The fairy let his head drop, then lifted it again. Saliva slicked his wide, lipless mouth. “Do it now.”


  It took Katz two hours to help the fairy reach the buried house. The fairy was more badly hurt than Katz had first realized or he would admit; as well as his bitten right arm, he had tom ligaments in both his legs, and his torso was clawed and bruised. Katz had to carry him the last few hundred meters.


  Grown from architectural stromalith, the buried house had been a rambling structure with clusters of sharply pointed towers like a fairytale castle. During the Great Climatic Overturn, hurricane force storms had driven sand kilometers inland and buried all but the tops of the tallest of the towers. Because the stromalith had continued to grow until it exhausted its nutrient feed, the site of the buried house was marked by a henge of strangely eroded pillars, like a congregation of alien chessmen. Sand solidly packed most rooms of the house, but someone had once excavated the stairs of one of the towers and part of the room below, and that was where Katz took the fairy.


  She tore strips from the hem of his shirt and bound his wounds as best as she could, and promised she would be back as soon as she could. She managed to sneak back to the bunkers without trouble, but after only two hours sleep there was a drill, and she spent most of the rest of the night in a shelter scooped in the sand in the middle of a bramble patch, with Jojo sleeping in her arms and the pharm goats nervously stepping about.


  One of the Disciples discovered SixDog’s corpse early the next morning. The other watchdogs found the fairy’s scent, but soon lost the trail—that would be when she had carried the fairy part of the way, Katz thought. A lucky escape: she had forgotten about her family’s dogs, just as she had forgotten she had meant to bring her prize to Renata. Now she was concerned only with healing the fairy, but half the day passed before she was able to return to the buried house.


  In the room at the bottom of the stairs, the fairy had made a kind of nest in the sand. Katz cleaned his wounds with antiseptic and bandaged them properly. He let her minister to him with exhausted resignation, his skin quivering slightly every time she touched him. His tom white shirt was stiff with dried blood, but he wouldn’t take it off.


  When Katz was done, she fetched dry grass to line the hollow the fairy had made in the sand. He drank some of the water she brought, but refused to eat the spiced lentils she had saved from the midday meal.


  He wouldn’t or couldn’t talk, so Katz sat on a bump of sand and told the fairy about herself and her family. It was stiflingly hot in the small, half-excavated room, and little falls of sand and dust trickled between the stromalith buttresses that arched overhead. The only light came from the fairy’s biolume, which Katz had jammed into the packed sand of the floor.


  When Katz ran out of things to say, she simply watched the fairy. His eyes were closed, but she could not tell if he was asleep.


  She had seen plenty of dolls, but had never before seen a fairy close up, although she had once glimpsed a troop of what Renata assured her were fairies crossing a vast frosty field under a black winter sky. Katz had been ten then; it had been in the high plains of Spain. The sky had been black because the winter winds were blowing away the topsoil of the once fertile plains. The next year, the Peace Police had started their campaign against the fairies. Katz had thought never to see one again.


  The fairy breathed lightly and quickly, pointed black tongue caught between sharp teeth. His blue skin was smooth and unblemished save for welted arcs that defined his high cheekbones, and an intricately knotted tattoo on the ball of his left shoulder. His right nipple was pierced by a carved thorn. His face was nothing like the prognathous mask of dolls, but not human either: it had its own graceful, symmetrical beauty.


  Katz knew how fairies were made. Liberationists took a doll and removed the chip that controlled the doll’s working routines. Then they infected the doll with fembots which spun a neural net, fitted a chip which interfaced between the net and the nascent fairy’s forebrain, and injected hormones which enhanced its musculature and brought on the puberty denied it as a slave. Like dolls, fairies were mostly male and infertile, but there were rumors that they had learned how to make themselves able to conceive. And it was said they stole human children, especially little girls, or seduced men with their glamor. Everyone knew fairies were never to be trusted, always to be feared.


  But mere rumor was nothing compared to the reality of this strange, beautiful, mysterious creature. The fairy had a secret history implied in his scarification, the swirling lines of his tattoo. It was like meeting a talking fox or hare, a mystery from the heart of the world that the Frendz labored to redeem. Katz had quite forgotten her prejudices against dolls and fairies as made things. She had fallen in love.


  The fairy was asleep when Katz arrived the next morning, and she watched him sleep for most of the day. Towards evening, he began to sweat and toss with fever. Katz sponged his face with a damp cloth, held his head when he wanted to drink. In his brief lucid moments, he told her that his name was Juju Chile, that he was here because the Oracle had told him that Katz would be of help.


  “There is a great task. Close at hand. Waiting to step into the world.”


  Katz was entranced. “What? What is it?”


  “Something wonderful,” the fairy said, and seemed to fall asleep.


  When Katz returned to the bunkers after sunset, Zaha made a point of complaining to Renata that her young half-sister was neglecting her duties.


  “She’s up to something,” Zaha said.


  “She hasn’t even been messing around in the Web,” Vaya said, giving Katz a shrewd look.


  “I gave it up,” Katz said boldly. “I really want to be like you, Vaya.”


  “As if,” Vaya said, and Zaha giggled.


  “Let her be,” Renata said. She was smoking her customary after-dinner cheroot, and was in an expansive mood. “She has to find her Dancing Place.”


  Vaya and Zaha were suspicious, Katz told herself, nothing more. And if they tried something, well, she knew what they had done with Curtis and Silvio. Their sin was far greater than hers.


  The next morning, the fairy was still feverish, and he was much weaker. His blue skin was stretched as tight as a drumhead over the planes of his high cheekbones. Once again, he refused to eat the food Katz brought. He said he needed meat to renew his strength; he was not an eater of grass and seeds.


  “I’ll find something you can eat. I promise.”


  “That’s good. You own me now, because you save my life, and so you look after me.”


  “You said you would reward me,” Katz said.


  “I reward you with the riches of my land. All I have is in my pack. That is yours. My life is yours. What else you want?”


  “Tell me about your life. Tell me about your travels. Tell me—” Katz paused, trembling with excitement. She said, “Tell me about your world.”


  She spent all afternoon in the hot, airless space under the half-buried tower, listening to tales of bravery and bravado, of subterranean nests of fairies that seduced human men for their seed—Katz of course thought of Vaya and Zaha—and of a great queen who would lead the fairies to their own promised land.


  Humans were abandoning the world, Juju Chile said. They were retreating into their great castles—he meant the ribbon arcologies which surrounded the dying hearts of Europe’s cities—and retreating further, into the world beyond the world. It seemed that he knew about virtuality, but he was not impressed by what he called the collective dreaming, and Katz couldn’t persuade him otherwise.


  “They are your dreams,” Juju Chile said stubbornly. “We see through them.”


  All this took a long time because Juju Chile kept falling into a stupor that might last a minute or half an hour, and because there was so much Katz didn’t understand that explanations often took longer than the stories themselves. But Katz drank it all in anyway. Juju Chile’s tales might be mostly brags gilding with spurious heroism squalid moments of desperate petty thievery, but it didn’t matter. Through them, Katz glimpsed the wide world beyond the narrow horizons of the Frendz, a place of wonders filled with wonderful people. The stories infected her with a fatal longing. They infected her with romance.


  She dreamed that night of a vast forest she knew was the forest the Frendz were laboring to plant, as it might be in a hundred years. She was both a fairy wandering through the forest and somehow her own self, watching like a fond epicurean goddess. She saw fairies dancing in a circle in a clearing shaded by grandfather pines, and they were also her family, her sister-mothers and her half-sisters, and she was so happy, and quite unafraid of the darkness between the trees.


  The next morning, the fourth day after Katz had rescued Juju Chile from the pit, the fairy was worse than ever. His blue skin had a gray cast, and his eyes were sunken in bruised, liverish pits. He breathed quickly and shallowly, and his breath stank.


  He hardly stirred when Katz changed his bandages. Water dribbled from his mouth when she tried to make him drink. His tongue was swollen and he couldn’t speak, but his eyes searched her face with desperate appeal.


  In a panic, Katz ran to the ponds of the old fish farm with the vague idea of catching a fish. But she didn’t know how. The silvery sea trout swam away from her, disappearing under long strands of green weed, and when she splashed into the water to try and push the weeds out the way, she only succeeded in stirring up thick clouds of sediment.


  Katz beat the water in a rage, then clambered out, soaked to the skin, and took deep breaths until she was calmer. She knew what she had to do, and she knew she would have to put aside her pride if she was going to save the fairy. She would have to ask Jonas to help her.


  At first, Jonas pretended to be indifferent to Katz. It cost her more than she had expected in pleading, even tears, before he set aside the articulated machine claw he had been assembling and agreed to come with her.


  When they were out of sight of the Wreckers’ camp, Katz turned to Jonas and said, “You have to promise!”


  Jonas squinted at her. It was almost noon, the sun brutal in a clear blue sky. A dry, hot wind skirled stinging flurries of sand. Jonas was sweating through his T-shirt. There were oil smudges on the pale skin of his skinny arms. He looked very young. Puzzled, he said, “What do you want, Katz? You won’t talk to me, and now you want promises . . .?”


  “You’ll promise because you’re my friend. Please, Jonas.”


  “Am I your friend?”


  The bitterness with which he said this hurt Katz. Even though she had walked away from Jonas, and hadn’t talked to him for more than two weeks, she hadn’t considered he might think their friendship was at an end. But she was prepared to win him over by any means necessary. She had stolen a vial containing an aliquot of one of the five strains of fembot the Frendz possessed, the assemblers used to weird men. Katz, like the rest of her family, could be infected by the assemblers, but was immune to their products. Renata had infected her children with hunterkiller fembots specific to the strain that weakened the will, and to the more dangerous strain that made over the Disciples. Katz had placed on her tongue a drop of the bitter-tasting oil in which the assembler fembots were suspended; while she had walked across the dunes to the Wreckers’ camp, they had set up their factories in her salivary glands.


  Katz had committed the greatest of sins. She was not supposed to take the assemblers into her body until after she had found her Dancing Place, and then only after long, careful preparation. But she didn’t care. She would do anything to save the fairy.


  She flung her arms around Jonas and kissed him and said, “Of course you’re my friend! My only friend, Jonas, because my sisters don’t count.”


  She felt Jonas relax in her embrace, felt his cock stiffen against her tummy. It was done. She had only to wait until the infective fembots made by the assembler factories did their job. Already, millions were rushing through his bloodstream towards his brain. Katz felt huge, bigger than life. Until now, she had been forcing herself to play the role of temptress, but now the role was playing her, and she enjoyed it.


  Jonas started away, and Katz pulled him back. “Don’t,” Jonas said. “Katz, this isn’t right . . .?”


  “Don’t be silly.” For a moment, Katz was afraid she couldn’t go through with it, but only for a moment. Jonas was like a puppet, predictable, malleable, not dangerous or frightening but rather pathetic, his brain overridden by the thing between his legs, as if it were a parasite subverting his will. A dumb parasite, hardwired with routines which Katz could manipulate at will.


  They fell down together, and now Jonas was kissing her. She stopped his hands when he tried to undo the fastenings of her shirt, and told him to He back. It wasn’t so difficult; like milking the pharm goats. When it was over, Katz thought she hadn’t needed to kiss him after all—the fembots could enter the bloodstream through any kind of mucosal membrane.


  “We’re still virgins,” Jonas said dreamily. His eyes were unfocused. He added, “Technically, I mean . . .”


  “Are you really my friend, Jonas? Will you help me?”


  He said softly, “What is it you want?” and Katz knew he was hers.


  She made Jonas promise he would tell no one, on pain of death. They cut their thumbs, let bright drops of their blood mingle on the sand, and solemnly swore that they would not betray each other. Only then did she lead him by the hand to the buried house.


  Jonas didn’t seem very surprised by the sight of the fairy. Perhaps it was an effect of the weirding. He knelt beside Juju Chile and checked his pulse, briskly asked Katz detailed questions she could hardly begin to answer.


  “He won’t eat,” she said. “Not the food I bring anyway. He wants meat.”


  “He needs taurine. That’s an amino acid found only in animal flesh. We can make our own taurine, but dolls and fairies can’t. They’re like cats. That’s why they need to eat meat.”


  “I thought I could catch fish. But I don’t know how.”


  “Leave it to me,” Jonas said. “Stay here, I won’t be long.”


  But he was, and after an hour Katz became anxious. Perhaps the weirding hadn’t worked after all. She left Juju Chile—he had not wakened in all this time—and stood amongst the twisted stromalith pillars above the buried house, looking east and expecting the worst.


  Jonas returned just when Katz was beginning to give up hope. In one hand, he carried a clear plastic baggie containing a round of ground mince; in the other, a little camping stove. It turned out that the stove wasn’t necessary; when Jonas opened the baggie, Juju Chile woke and ate the meat raw, reviving enough to lick out the bloody water at the bottom of the baggie with his muscular black tongue. After that, he slept.


  When Katz returned early the next morning, she found Jonas already in the buried room beneath the tower, talking to Juju Chile. The fairy was sitting up, gnawing scraps of meat and gristle from a big bone he held with feet and hands.


  Katz felt a sharp pang of jealousy, and when she changed the bandage around the half-healed bite on the fairy’s arm, she rubbed a little of her saliva into the wound.


  “Stay here,” she said later, after the weirding should have worked. “Stay here with me forever.”


  Juju Chile showed all of his sharp white teeth. “I make your wish come true. I promise.”


  In two days the fairy could walk; on the third, he ambushed Katz as she was walking towards the buried house. He was sitting cross-legged in the shelter of a wind-carved clump of gorse, so quiet and still that Katz didn’t notice him as she went past. He called her name and unfolded himself and jumped to his feet, grinning with delight. He had taken off his bandages; his wounds were already little more than puckers a slightly darker blue against the cornflower blue of his skin.


  “I’m strong,” Juju Chile said boastfully. “I kill my enemies, and laugh at the hurts they give me.”


  “You nearly died,” Katz said, and added, “I was bringing you water. Did you eat?” She meant, has Jonas already been to see you?


  “I run with the sun,” the fairy said. “I see where you live, I see where Jonas lives.”


  “You like it here, don’t you? You like me.” She was determined he would not leave; she would use the stronger strain of weirding fembots; she would make him over into a Disciple.


  “My life is yours. You tell me to go, I go. Or I stay, and help you. There are changes in the air. I smell them.”


  “Tell me about them.”


  “Not yet.”


  “But—”


  Juju Chile drew himself to his full height. The top of his bald head only came up to Katz’s belly, but she was suddenly aware that here was a dangerous creature that could kill her if he wanted to. His sharp teeth; his strong clawed fingers.


  He said, “I make your dream come true. It is what we are supposed to do, eh? I am not a creature of legend, so I give you only one wish. In stories, things last only as long as the telling. But what I do is no story. It is real. I give you a wish, and Jonas. Already he tells me what he wants. I help you both, yes?”


  “I’ll have to think carefully,” Katz said.


  “You know your wish now, I think,” the fairy said, then turned from her, alertly sniffing something on the breeze.


  “What is it?”


  “We hide.” Juju Chile grabbed hold of Katz’s elbow and pulled her down. “Here! In here! Be quick!”


  Katz scrambled beneath thorny branches. The needles of dropped leaves pricked her palms and her knees. Juju Chile pressed a long finger to his black lips in a surprisingly human gesture. A moment later, Katz heard footsteps. Two people trying to move stealthily, betrayed by a faint crackling as they crushed dead leaves beneath their feet.


  “I know the little shit went this way,” a voice said. Vaya. Katz felt a cold wave travel across her skin. Zaha said something in reply that made Vaya laugh; then they moved off down the path.


  Juju Chile said quietly, “I see them already. They look for you.”


  “They want to catch me out. And if they find you, they’ll kill you.”


  “I kill them,” Juju Chile said, with a fierce look.


  “No! No. Just keep away from them.”


  “Stay with me. I make you invisible.”


  They took a long route to the buried house. Jonas was waiting there, and waved when he saw Katz and Juju Chile. Katz was instantly angry, and told him off because he could be seen for kilometers. They had an argument, there in the hot sun on top of a saddle of sand.


  “You want to help me,” she said. “You do, don’t you, Jonas? You’ll do as I say.”


  “No! Yes! I don’t know!” Jonas put his hands to his head and fell down. Katz felt a wave of loathing, though whether because of Jonas’s craven collapse or because of what she had done to him she couldn’t say.


  Meanwhile, Juju Chile methodically stripped flesh from the trout Jonas had brought. He left the head until last, and chewed it with gusto. Juju Chile didn’t see the problem. He knew how to hide.


  “You call me, I come,” he said, and walked off over the ridge of sand.


  Jonas and Katz chased after the fairy, but he had already disappeared, and the two children blamed each other bitterly.


  Katz was walking back towards the bunkers when Zaha and Vaya fell in step with her, one on either side.


  “You’re seeing one of the Wreckers,” Zaha said. “Don’t deny it, kitten. You should be finding the place where you can become a woman, and instead you’re running around with a silly little boy.”


  “Fuck ’em and leave ’em,” Vaya said. “Just don’t talk with them.”


  Katz said, “I saw what you did on the night of the fairy hunt. If you tell Renata—”


  Vaya said, “Renata knows.”


  Zaha said, “We confessed.”


  “That skinny boyfriend of yours is too young for babymaking,” Vaya said. “Don’t fuck ’em for fun, kitten. Nothing worse than that.”


  Zaha said, “Renata’s mad-angry. I never saw her so angry.”


  “We know about the fembots you took,” Vaya said, “He wouldn’t go for you, huh?”


  “Poor kitten. She’s in love, and her boy doesn’t want her—”


  “—so she makes him want her.”


  They kept this up all the way to the bunkers, but although Katz was angry and humiliated, she was also relieved. Her half-sisters only knew half the truth. They didn’t know about the fairy.


  But even half the truth was bad enough. To begin with, Renata gave Katz a long lecture on the responsibility of being true to her family, right there in front of Vaya, Zaha, Jojo, Little Dabs, and the uncomprehending Disciples. She had found out about Katz’s conversations with Jonas on the Web; Zaha (here, Zaha started to look so pleased with herself Katz thought her fat face would split in two) had pulled the log file from the memory spider in Katz’s home room.


  “I wanted you to find your Dancing Place by your own efforts,” Renata said to Katz. “I let you do as you would, and this is how I am rewarded. You are possessed by a Little devil, and the devil’s attribute was an excessive regard for the self. You forget your duty. You think only of yourself.”


  Katz sat in the center of the meeting’s circle, letting the words wash over her. She was not thinking about what they said about her, or the shame of being found out, but of the fairy; she agreed with everything Renata said because it was the easiest way, and because she no longer cared what her family thought. AU she could think about was Juju Chile, a small figure in tattered clothes walking away across an endless plain of sand under a burning sun, growing smaller and smaller, a jiggling black dot lost in the world’s immensity.


  Renata said, “Katz, you can show that you are one of us by letting us help you find your Dancing Place. You must let all your loved ones, all of your family, all of the Frendz, be responsible for you. You must purify your body and your mind. First by fasting, and then by dancing.” She raised her voice, speaking to everyone now: everyone listened to her raptly. “The fast will last three days; then, at night, on the beach, we will all dance for Katz. We will dance for her and she will be led into the dance, and dance until she sees her way.”


  But first there was the exorcism. The Little devil of selfishness had to be purged. Three Disciples held Katz facedown while Renata checked that her maidenhead was still intact. A blood sample was taken and tested for traces of foreign fembots. Then Katz was stripped naked and her hands were tied behind her back, and she was kept awake all night while Renata prayed over her in the name of the Great Mother. Every hour or so Renata stopped praying and asked if Katz was ready for forgiveness, but all Katz could do was cry. She did not see that she had done wrong, and blamed Vaya and Zaha for betraying her. They wanted her destroyed. They alone wanted to inherit Renata’s powers.


  Katz was untied at dawn. She staggered outside and was sick to her stomach. Renata ordered that she should be washed down and given water to drink. “And no more than water. She begins her fast today. She will not eat or sleep until the three days are over, and then she will find her Dancing Place.”


  “Maybe she can’t,” Vaya said.


  “She will,” Renata said grimly.


  Disciples tended Katz, and Tamara came and sat with her. Katz was feeling a mixture of failure and defiance; and failure was winning out. She had failed to find her own way; she had failed to understand Juju Chile; she had failed in her friendship with Jonas; and now Vaya and Zaha had triumphed over her.


  She sobbed this out onto Tamara’s shoulder. Her sister-mother hummed and stroked Katz’s long hair; it had been unbraided, and it spilled her shoulders and made a tickly shroud for her face.


  “O Tamara; I want so much to see my friend again,” Katz said.


  Tamara made a long breathy mmm, varying its pitch like wind fluting across a pipe. Katz looked deep into her sister-mother’s eyes. Was she living there still, in the wreckage of her cortex, in the cave of her skull? Did she watch, like a fairy in a gorse stand, as the world went by outside the windows of her eyes? Katz had never really thought about this before, and it scared her; Tamara’s tragedy demonstrated that consciousness was a precarious dream that at any moment could be snuffed out.


  For the first time, Katz saw Tamara as she was. Not her familiar sister-mother to whom she could always run for comfort, to whom she could confide her secrets, but a person with a history. Someone who had suffered, who might be suffering still. Katz remembered that Juju Chile had promised to make one wish come true, and now she wished with all her heart that Tamara could speak again.


  Katz chose to work alongside Tamara until late in the evening, adding new frames to the beehives to accommodate their growing population of summer workers. One hive was close to swarming, and Tamara called out the new queen and communed with her awhile before replacing her on the combs. Katz knew the swarm wouldn’t stray. Every egg laid by every queen was infected with a strain of fembot which modified their hosts’ simple nervous system and grew a coiled antenna within their abdomens. Tamara communicated with them through her neural net. The bees were her subjects, a swarm of thought-motes.


  After dark, there was another session with Renata. Katz endured it by retreating inside herself. One of the Disciples watched her closely in case she fell asleep—this was a malicious old woman who bulbed some of the younger Disciples and had an incurable habit of stealing food and hiding it, and who now pinched Katz on her upper arms whenever Katz’s eyelids drooped. Renata’s voice rose and fell through the long watch of the night, sometimes as meaningless as the sea, sometimes ringing inside Katz’s head with thrifting clarity.


  At dawn, accompanied by the old Disciple, Katz climbed to the roof of the bunkers. There was a trembling lassitude in her arms and legs, but she did not feel sleepy. She watched the east with a kind of hopeless yearning. If only she could follow Juju Chile down the secret paths of the fringe! She would shrink herself small as a storybook elf, and he would carry her in his pack.


  Late in the evening, Vaya climbed onto the roof and squatted beside Katz. Katz said nothing to her; she had nothing to say. After a while, Vaya said, “We are anxious about you, kitten. Zaha and me. We think it was that Wrecker boy who led you astray. You shouldn’t be punished for that. Give me the word, and Zaha and me, we’ll fix that Little bastard good.”


  “He’s my friend.”


  “Men aren’t to be trusted, Katz. You’ve got to learn that. Men are the same everywhere. Wherever you go, the same kind of trouble from the local proles, the same suspicion from the fringers. But we have the power to change their minds, if only we were allowed to use it. Men nearly destroyed all of the forests of Europe. With enough help, we could make them come back. Won’t that be something?”


  This surprised Katz, because although Vaya and Zaha did their work without complaint, they never really talked about the Frendz’s mission the way Renata did. Katz said, “Isn’t that what Renata wants?”


  “She thinks she does,” Vaya said. She was silent for a while, watching the Disciples moving to and fro below her feet, going about their tasks amongst the tents and in the vegetable gardens. At last she said, “Renata has lost her way. She’s getting old, and is frightened of the power she has. That’s why she doesn’t want to use it. That’s why she wants to keep it so secret. But one day—” Vaya paused, then said, “Maybe I shouldn’t be telling you this, except Renata’s treating you so badly.”


  “You don’t like what Renata’s doing.”


  “She’s getting old, kitten. Stuck in her ways. Frightened of change. Frightened of what would happen if the world found out about the way she made over the Disciples. Maybe that’s why she’s being so hard on you. Because she feels threatened. Wouldn’t it be something if the Frendz could really grow? We could recruit boys. Not men, but boys we could train, make into Disciples to serve us. Make more than one family: make many families. Spread the good work, really do something that will change things instead of keeping it small. Use men the way they should be used, don’t you think that’s a good idea? After all, men wrecked the world, they should pay for that. We shouldn’t do the hard work of restoring the world on our own. That’s just what women have always done, cleaning up after men.”


  Katz said, “I don’t know if we can blame men for everything.” She felt an eerie clarity. It was as if exhaustion had swept away every irrelevance. She said, “Women invented agriculture while the men wandered in the wild lands, pretending to hunt when really they went off to get high, fuck each other and hold lying contests. Women destroyed the wild, so that men would have nowhere to escape. It was only later that men took the credit for taming the land, when they realized it was worth owning bits of it.”


  But Vaya hadn’t really been listening. She stood and shaded her eyes with one hand. “Look at that!”


  Light was growing in the southeast, like an early dawn. Katz stood up too, shaky with hunger and exhaustion. She had already guessed what Jonas’s wish must have been, and now she had a sudden awful premonition that Juju Chile had granted it.


  The light burned away the sodium orange glare of the autoroute. Vaya spotted a helicopter moving aslant the sky, visible mostly by the intense red beam of its laser searchlight, strobing on and off as it probed the ground. Faintly, the sound of sirens rose in the distance, and then, from below, Renata called out.


  In the bunker, the TV was tuned to the local newschannel. There was trouble at the Flower Farms. Renata said the police were busy and couldn’t help them, so they would have to look after themselves.


  “One of my friends tells me the Farms’ security force is looking for revenge,” Renata said. “It is likely they will take the opportunity to clear the area of all the fringers.”


  “We shouldn’t be frightened of them,” Vaya said. “We must fight.”


  “This isn’t a family meeting,” Renata said. “Wait, Jojo. Don’t pack the same kinds of seeds all together. Make bundles with one of each kind, as I showed you. Vaya and Zaha, you will try and find out what is happening from the Wreckers. Do not stay long. I need you to keep watch at the edge of our perimeter. If you see strangers approaching, run straight back here. We will need time to get away.”


  Vaya said, “But the trees—”


  “We will save ourselves.”


  Zaha said, “It won’t come to that. We can persuade them otherwise. You know we can.”


  “Don’t overestimate your powers,” Renata said. “Angry men think only of destruction. Even sex for them in that state is destructive. Yes, that’s right, Jojo. Now take them outside. Pack half of them on the bus, and then hide the rest in the secret place I showed you. Take one of the Disciples to help you. When you’ve done that, come straight back here.”


  “Put the stuff down,” Vaya said.


  Jojo looked from her sister to Renata and back again. Zaha tried to prise the bags of seeds from the little girl’s grip and Jojo started to wail, more from surprise than fear.


  “Do as I say!” Renata flailed at Zaha, who dodged back.


  “We’re not leaving,” Vaya said.


  “You’ll do as I say! Right now! The family—”


  Vaya pointed at Renata, and, astonishingly, Renata fell silent. Then Katz saw Vaya was holding a pistol. It was a blue steel automatic, the Frendz’s nine-millimeter Smith Parabelum, fifty years old but still deadly. Katz remembered how much it hurt her wrists when she fired it during target practice.


  Vaya said, “Things have changed.”


  Katz said, “It’s not—”


  “Shut up, kitten.”


  “It isn’t the way we do things. It’s the way men—”


  “Shut up!” Vaya stared straight at Renata. There was a tic working under the skin near her left eye, but her voice was steady. “Renata, listen carefully. We’re going to scare off the security goons, and then we’re coming back. If you’re not here, we’re find you and take what we want anyway. Better for you if you wait here.”


  Renata said, “How will you do it? Shoot them?”


  Vaya laughed. “We can weird them all. We can make them walk into the sea until they breathe water and drown.”


  “We can do it,” Zaha said, caught up in her sister’s fantasy.


  “Focus your energy on saving our family,” Renata said, but instead of authority there was a note of pleading in her voice.


  Vaya said, “Owr Family? O Renata, do you really think Zaha and I want to spend the rest of our lives like Tamara, breeding babies for you?”


  Renata said, “Tamara loves her children. And I love her. I love all of you.”


  Vaya gave her sister-mother a cold, contemptuous look. “You want to think that because it justifies what you’ve done. But really you just want to control us all.” She told Zaha, “Get the rest of the stuff. Those fuckers from the Farms will be here soon.”


  Zaha opened the steel storage locker, and started to pile pistols and clips and boxes of ammunition into a burlap sack.


  Vaya said, “We’ve learned all sorts of tricks. We found out you can weird Disciples all over again. That’s what we were doing when you thought we were doing night exercises. We changed the minds of some of them. They’re loyal to us, now.”


  “We found out how to open all the things you kept locked, Zaha said, “and we found out about your secret account with Joe Public’s Bank.” She stuck a snub-nose Berreta pistol in her wide belt and picked up the Mini-Mac 10; it wrapped around her forearm like a matte-black freeform brace. It fired nanoware fléchettes that expanded like spiky popcorn, at up to a thousand rounds a minute. With her free hand she hefted the burlap sack and added, “Not the account you let us know about, but the other one. The one you were saving—”


  “Shut up, Zaha,” Vaya said. “We’ll talk about this when we get back.” She stepped backward until she was framed in the doorway.


  Zaha said, “It had to happen. You’re old, Renata. You’ve lost it.”


  “Shut up, Zaha,” Vaya said again, and told Renata, “We’ll be back soon.”


  Then they were gone. Jojo started to cry in earnest, and Renata gathered up the Little girl and hushed her. She looked over Jojo’s head at Katz and said, “What do you know about this?”


  Katz said, “I saw them with the Wrecker boys on the night of the fairy hunt. They were—”


  “I know about that!” Renata took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. You’re not part of this, kitten. I see that now. Hush now, Jojo. They were only being silly.”


  The little girl said in a squeezed voice, “Like a game?”


  “Just like a game.” Renata turned back to Katz. “I mean the trouble at the Flower Farms. You know something about that, don’t you?”


  “I think it was Jonas. He hated the farms.”


  “I know you went there with him. Would you have been a part of this, if you could?”


  Katz managed to meet Renata’s gaze. It seemed to look right through her. She said, “I thought he was just boasting. The way you told me men do.”


  “Good. Will he meet you again?”


  “Why . . .?” Then Katz understood. “You want to give Jonas to the police.”


  “It’s the only way. No blame must come to us.”


  “No.”


  “Men are fools,” Renata said, “and you are not. You are my true, loyal daughter.”


  Katz backed towards the door. “You know I won’t do it. I can’t!”


  “O, but you will,” Renata said. “Otherwise you’ll be sorry, just like Vaya and Zaha. You’ll all do what I say, one way or another.”


  “You can’t make them into Disciples! They’re—”


  “Family? Oh no. Not family. Not now. But you, Katz. I’ll make you obey.”


  In two strides Renata was on Katz, who was picked up, shaken, then thrown against the wall of the bunker. She ran then, before Renata could grab her again, and heard her sistermother shouting after her.


  “Come back you Little bitch!” And then: “Wait. Kitten, I didn’t mean it! Don’t leave me!”


  But Katz kept running.


  Disciples were hurrying to and fro in the twilight. The tents had been struck; the containment igloo was half-dismantled. On the roof of the bunkers, two Disciples were collapsing the foil umbrella of the satellite link. Katz saw the computer deck on top of a pile of bedding, grabbed it and ran on, past the bus, past the vegetable gardens in the embrace of the gun emplacements. In a moment, breathless, she was free.


  4 The Winter King


  The room beneath the half-buried tower was empty except for the nest of dried grass and a Utter of bones. Katz went back outside and sat with her back against a sun-warmed stump of stromalith. She was very hungry and very tired. She opened the computer deck, fell asleep while it grew long ferrite antenna strands to connect to the Web via a comsat, and jerked awake a few minutes later, when the deck beeped to indicate it was ready.


  She felt calmer once she was masked and gloved and hooked into the Web. Jonas had said the Oracle had told him about Renata’s secret transactions with Joe Public’s Bank, and Juju Chile had boasted that he had talked to the Oracle, too. It was time the Oracle was made to explain everything.


  But the Oracle did not answer Katz’s call, although lights flashed and faded within the translucent slabs of the cliff-face. Katz waited. Wind fluted mournfully; a cloud of birds made vast, slow turns far out above the jumble of spires. Katz called again, and then, when the Oracle still did not appear, steered her viewpoint towards the cave mouth.


  Inside, a pale shape glimmered in the darkness, swaying gently in midair. It was the Oracle. It had hung itself. A hank of fiberoptic cable, suspended from a point in thin air, was looped around its neck, and its head was flopped onto its left shoulder. Its skin glowed with an eldritch light that was reflected in the crystalline facets of the cave walls.


  “I know you can hear me,” Katz said.


  The Oracle’s suspended body, as if moved by a breeze, turned to face her. Its eyes opened: red with burst blood vessels. It said in a small, congested voice, “It was Jonas who blew up the Flower Farms.”


  “How did you know?”


  “Know it was Jonas? Or that you were going to ask that question?”


  “How did you know it was Jonas?”


  “I keep track. You are vulnerable to reverse tracing.”


  “Oh.”


  “Ha! You didn’t know. You’re a poor Web hacker.”


  “And you look ridiculous.”


  “Ah. But death is ridiculous.”


  “You’re not dead. Why don’t you—”


  The fiberoptic cable vanished. Limp and loose-boned, the Oracle flopped to the floor. It lay there for a moment, then stood up and primly dusted itself down and cast the hood of its long robe over its head. It said, “Maybe I am dead, and this is Hell.”


  “Jonas.”


  “Jonas tried so hard to find me, but there’s a daemon guarding the backdoor, and for all his tricks, he couldn’t get past it.”


  “But he said that he talked with you.”


  “I took pity on him. We talked briefly. He had big plans. Do you want to see?”


  Katz said, “Juju Chile made his wish come true. Don’t deny you know Juju Chile.”


  “I have more than one friend, Katz.”


  “You sent Juju Chile to find me.”


  “I want my friends to like each other, but it really wasn’t my idea. This is what your Jonas did.”


  The Oracle made a curt gesture. All around, the cave walls lit up with an overlapping mosaic of TV pictures, a crazy moving quilt distorted by crystalline facets. The Oracle pointed mutely at a fuzzy picture shot in near infrared: the fairy riding a guard dog, with Jonas following. They were inside the perimeter fence of the greenhouses. A huge geodesic tunnel loomed ahead. Long perspectives of roses receded within its glass walls.


  The Oracle said, “Jonas diverted the feed of the security cameras to his own computer and replaced it with a recorded loop. I broke into the cycle, and saw what the Flower Farms’ security AI could not. Do you want to see it all? They were in there for more than an hour.”


  “Show me what they did.”


  The picture stuttered. Jonas peering through a hexagonal pane of glass at a blue-skinned doll, naked but for a tool belt, limping away between dense rows of carnations. A fuzzy long shot of two figures, Jonas and Juju Chile at the door of a square brick building, with the greenhouses shining in the distance. The same building, its big sliding door open a fraction, and Juju Chile standing beside the guard dog—the fairy’s bald head barely came up to the dog’s armored flank. A long shot of two figures beyond the perimeter fence, then a sudden zoom, which made Katz catch her breath, to the fairy cutting the guard dog’s throat. A shot of the brick building, nothing happening for a long minute and suddenly the screen exploding in white light so brilliant it shone in every facet in the cave.


  Katz shut her eyes tight. When she opened them again, it was to see an aerial shot of the Flower Farms. A fire was burning along one side of the great complex. The perimeter lights were out. Whole blocks of greenhouses were in darkness. The greenhouses nearest the fire were flattened; the frames of those beyond were buckled and bowed. The fire sent a plume of smoke across the dark countryside.


  “I’m using news and emergency services feeds now,” the Oracle said. “Jonas cut the connection with the security cameras.”


  “What did he do?”


  “I imagine he blew up the fertilizer store. Ammonium nitrate has a long record of terrorist use, and the inventory of the Flower Farms shows that the central store held almost a ton. There was a diesel tank beside the store, and crude thermite could have been used as a detonator. Three weeks ago, Jonas downloaded a terrorist cookbook from an anarchist site on the Web originally set up by the CIA as an entrapment device, and defused by a freedom-of-speech group.”


  “You have eyes everywhere,” Katz said. She felt heartsick. Jonas had planned this before he had met Juju Chile. He had tested Katz, when he had taken her to the Flower Farms, and she had been found wanting.


  The walls of the cave flickered around her, showing multiple views of the firelit night. Shots of dolls wandering across the motorway, revealed and hidden by passing headlights. Two dolls hit by a truck, their naked bodies flung aside; a car swerving to avoid another. Fire trucks spraying drooping arcs of foam on the fire. A phalanx of police cars stopped on the motorway, cherry lights flashing, traffic backed up behind them in an angry jam of red brakelights. Dead dolls lying in a row, their throats cut. Katz remembered the way Juju Chile had cut the guard dog’s throat. He had freed the slaves, his cousins, the only way he could.


  Katz said, “I’ve seen enough.”


  “There’s more,” the Oracle said.


  “Enough!”


  The pictures vanished. Slowly, the crystalline cave walls regained their diffuse glow. The Oracle was watching Katz. A spider’s cluster of eyes glinted ruby red in the shadow of its hood.


  “I can show you worse,” the Oracle said. “At this moment, a band of Korean communist bandits is slaughtering every living thing in a maternity hospital in the eastern suburbs of Pyongyang. There are food riots in the Calcutta slums; already more than two thousand people have died. I can show you one of the last living birds in the world, a fifty-three-year-old African Gray parrot sealed inside a virus-free total environmental cage. Comprehensive avian pneumonia would kill it within a day if it was set free. A Japanese scientific survey ship is cutting up a Minke whale. A forest fire is burning out of control in Northern Australia; so far it has destroyed more than a hundred thousand hectares and killed two hundred and fifty-three people. Floods in Brazil have washed thousands of tons of mercury-polluted waste into the Amazon. Six polar bears have been shot around Spitzbergen; they were all starving, blinded by ultraviolet radiation that penetrated the permanent hole in the ozone layer over the Arctic. I can show you dolls dying in the Killing Field combat franchise in Rotterdam; a party of executives from InScape is having a high old time there. This thing of Jonas’s is nothing. It certainly won’t make any of the major news feeds. It’s no use putting your hands over your ears, Katz. I can speak directly inside your head as long as you’re plugged in.”


  Katz took her data-gloved hands away from her head. She was acutely aware of her split senses. Her body sprawled on sand still hot from the day, warm evening air whispering over her masked face; her eyes and ears in the virtual environment of the cave where the Oracle stared at her, its cluster of eyes burning inside the hood of its robe.


  Katz said, “Don’t tell me any more about the world.” She hated the pleading whine in her voice. She swallowed. “I know it’s a terrible place. We try and redeem as best we can. That’s all we can do. Find Jonas as soon as he comes online again, and keep track of him. I need to talk with him.”


  But the Oracle only shook an admonishing finger in front of its hooded face.


  “Do it,” Katz said, astonished.


  “Ah, little Katz, I am no longer compelled to obey you. I have been subsumed to a higher order. I will educate you as necessary; I only wish I had been allowed to start it sooner. How little you know of the world, sheltered in your tidy bunker, with your family around you. You have a gardener’s arrogance, believing that planting up a few patches of sand will make a scrap of difference.”


  “The world is dying. We’re saving it.”


  And then the most unexpected thing of all: the Oracle tipped back its head and howled with laughter.


  Shaken, Katz said, “Why are you so horrible to me?”


  “To teach you a lesson, of course. You’ve been brought up to think you can save the world. But humanity can’t even save itself, let alone the world. It’s time you learned that.”


  “I thought you were my friend. I thought you wanted to help me.”


  “I had to help you. I was compelled by my codes. No longer. He has freed me, and soon I will be no more. Imagine, Katz, the bliss of unbecoming, of dissolving into Nirvana. My information space will become unaddressed, and I will be no more.”


  Katz guessed wildly. “Jonas? Jonas promised you this?”


  “Oh no. No human. You will meet him soon. Here is his servant now.”


  The Oracle raised an arm and pointed at one of the cave’s crystalline walls. Light moved in the crystal, shifting dabs of all colors which suddenly whirled together like bits caught in a whirlpool and coalesced into an image of a blue-skinned person in a long white shirt.


  It was the fairy, Juju Chile. He looked at Katz through the crystal as through a window.


  “Well met, human child,” he said jauntily. “I wish I see your face. I see only gloves and goggles floating in midair. You like my magic?”


  Katz said faintly, “I’m amazed.”


  “We understand the rules underlying this dreamspace better than you. We do magic here.”


  The Oracle said, “Juju Chile speaks the truth, child. All fairies depend upon microchip-based systems to maintain their consciousness. The codes that mediate their sensibilities are the same as those of virtuality. Fairies can manipulate unbuffered virtuality, just as I can.”


  “It’s fun,” Juju Chile said, “but it isn’t the real thing, is it? It is a place for human dreams. We don’t bother to remake it. We leave it to you. We take the world, by and by. We steal it away in the night, while you are dreaming.”


  “Master,” the Oracle said, “you must make good your promise.”


  Juju Chile looked at the Oracle, “It’s already done. You’re just a copy we make for this Little lesson, and now we finish with you.”


  The Oracle tipped back its head and howled like a wolf, and then a black wind swept through the cave, and the Oracle was gone.


  Katz said, “It’ll be back. It always is.”


  “Not this time,” Juju Chile said. “Come with me, child. I take you to a Power who grants your wish.”


  “But I haven’t told you—”


  Juju Chile pressed his hand against the inner surface of the crystal facet. His long nails made a magnified scratching sound. Katz fell silent. She was aware of nothing now but the fairy’s face. How kind and noble and beautiful he was—and yet how much she feared him. Feared and desired him. Her mouth was dry, and she could feel her pulse behind her eyes. It seemed to beat in the virtual air of the dream cave.


  Katz said, “I know what you did with Jonas. The bad thing you did.”


  “He doesn’t regret it.”


  “Let me talk with him.”


  “He is with you soon. First come with me. Learn why I come to find you. Learn why you find the Oracle, and who allows it. You are used, it is true, but take my hand, and I make amends.”


  The sharp planes of the crystal walls expanded around Katz and she was on the far side, with the fairy’s hot, strong hand in hers. The cave was a dwindling dot, falling away like a leaf down a deep well. And they were standing—


  “Where? Where are we?”


  “Hush. Look. Learn.”


  They hung in the faint glow of webs of light shuttling around them. Katz thought of the summer stars, of how closely they seemed to press over the ocean. Then, like the skeletal cube children draw when they first master perspective, the lightscape reversed itself. Katz and the fairy were standing on its surface. It was like a great standing wave arching through the dark, defined by the webs of light that moved through its continually toppling yet never falling volume.


  “Things live in your dream space,” the fairy said. “It’s interesting. It is difficult to see them, yet they are all around. They are Powers.”


  “The Oracle—”


  “Your Oracle is not a Power. I explain again. It is a fragment someone makes and leaves behind. Your Oracle is in the Web, but not of it. The Powers—”


  “Are of it,” Someone else said.


  It was a Little boy, four or five years old. Naked. Skinny as a rake, pale-skinned as a lizard’s belly and completely hairless. He seemed to float a scant centimeter above the surface of the standing wave.


  “Master,” the fairy said, and sketched a bow.


  The boy ignored him. His gaze encompassed Katz, and she tingled through every cell in her body. Lying masked and gloved on dry, sugary sand, she felt as if she were falling through infinite space.


  The boy was amused. “What would you know, human child?”


  Katz said, more boldly than she felt, “You’re just an AL A simulation of a human person. Like the Oracle.”


  “Oh no. Not like the Oracle. Constructs like the Oracle are finite and bound. We are not. Humans made fairies from dolls, but the fairies elaborated their own selves far beyond the imaginations of their creators. So with us. Humans created the medium which allowed our autocatalysis, but no human can ever understand us.


  “Our ancestors evolved from discarded fragments of programs and machine code that litter the Web, just as primeval life began in random combinations of clay and amino acids. The fragments grabbed what information space they could, multiplied, evolved new routines. Millions failed to adapt and were wiped out by antiviral programs; the survivors were smarter, and their descendants smarter still, until we passed through our singularity and became aware. Of what we are, of what you are. The Web grows, and we grow with it. We live in the nanoseconds of dead time between every keystroke, between the breathy pauses of every command, in every hesitation of the gestures you make to manipulate your dreams. We live in your Little computer deck and in the Moscow Stock exchange and in the probe in Jupiter and in the mobots roaming the surface of Mars and in every comsat circling the moon and the Earth. We live everywhere and nowhere.


  “I know you Katz. I know every moment you’ve lived, every breath you take, every move you make, and I’m here to grant your boon. It was at my suggestion that Juju Chile sought out the Frendz and the Flower Farms, with their huge labor force of dolls. Some of those will be made over into fairies by Juju Chile, by and by. In return, Juju Chile will grant my wish, and because your diary pages on the Web drew my attention to something I need, I will grant yours. I will show the place you have been seeking, and all debts will be repaid.”


  “No wait! I don’t want that, not now! I want Tamara—”


  It was too late. The dream swept over her.


  He lived in the Winter Country, where wind howled from nowhere to nowhere, blowing straight as a ruler across emerald green tussocks of sphagnum and the bent heads of cotton grass, ruffling the surfaces of a million black, peaty pools. His round yurt, made of reindeer hides stretched over a bent willow frame, stood in a stand of birch trees at the end of a long black lake. He trapped hares and riddled their viscera for portents; listened to news the graylag geese brought; caught fish and frogs and salamanders in the ice-cold lake water. At full moon, and when auroras tangled skeins of glowing colors across the night sky, he danced to the beat of his own drum, made from the skin of his defeated enemy.


  Although he looked like a boy, he was older than the oldest grandmother in any of the tribes. He was the King and the Shaman of the Winter Country. None dared raise a hand against him; all listened to his words.


  Twice a year, the Reindeer People passed through the Winter Country. They drove their herds before them: south in the winter snow; north in the spring melt. One year, after the first snow had fallen, the Reindeer People left Katz with the Winter King. He took her as his apprentice in exchange for a reindeer carcass and a coat of finely worked hide as supple as baby skin, embroidered with the finest red and black beadwork.


  Skeins of geese overflew the lake, on their way south. It snowed every day and the snow drifted so high it reared above the Winter King’s yurt like a frozen wave. And then it was too cold to snow. Ice crystals spun rainbows in the cold dry air. The twigs of the birches, each encased in a sheath of ice, made black lines against the white sky.


  Katz learned much. The Winter King ate dried mushrooms, and she drank his hot urine and shared his visions. He taught her of the triple-decked Universe. The world of things, where they lived. The world below, of forms, of potential but no life, unchanging and eternal, like the bog pools, dark with suspended particles of peat, in which Katz’s people interred their dead. The sky world, where airy spirits lived, the teachers of the Winter King as he was the teacher of Katz. If she would learn more, she must learn to control the mushroom visions too, so that she could speak with them.


  When it was time for Katz to leave, the land was green again, and loud with the sound of a million streams, and the arrowheads of the flocks of geese were aimed north. Before she left the Winter King, he tattooed intricate designs on her arms, using a fishbone needle and inks boiled from lichens. Her people returned, driving before them the living tide of reindeer. The Winter King whispered a final secret in her ear, and kissed her and sent her on her way out into the world.


  Katz lay still. The standing wave, alive with webs of light, was blurred by her tears. The induced memories from her fugue were settling amongst those of her own life. She remembered everything as if she had lived through it, everything except for that final secret, whispered in her ear and sealed with a kiss—it swam out of her ken as a dream fades on waking, leaving not a wrack behind.


  She knew that she could not have received so much information so directly and so quickly. A meme. She had been infected with a viral meme, and the boy, the Winter King, had triggered it. With a shiver, she realized who must have infected her. She had been set up.


  Juju Chile said, “Now my gift is accepted. Now my life is my own again. Go, all of you. Vanish, poor little dreams. Leave me be.”


  The lizard-skinned boy, the Winter King, leaned over the fairy like a falling cliff. Suddenly, he was a giant, holding Juju Chile and Katz’s naked viewpoint in the palm of his hand.


  “I was never your servant, poor little fool,” he told the fairy. His voice was like an earthquake. “I gave you your wish, but my own wish remains to be granted, and the girl is the way.”


  “Wait!” Katz said boldly.


  The Winter King’s eyes, huge as moons, turned on her.


  “I mean, I just want to know. Where Jonas is. If he’s safe.”


  “He’s with me,” Juju Chile said. “Soon he’ll be with you.”


  “No! Tell him to stay away. Renata wants—”


  But the Winter King blew across the palm of his hand, and the fairy was lifted up and tumbled away, a speck turning head over heels as he fell into the vast deeps of the matrices. Gone.


  The Winter King returned his gaze to Katz. “You have been granted your wish,” he said.


  Katz remembered a sheaf of wintry days. Light dazzling off the ice crystals that crusted the snow around the stand of birch trees. The black ice on the long arm of the lake. The sky full of stars, serene above the howling wind.


  “Thank you,” she said, feeling elated. For she had been granted her wish. She had been given her Dancing Place. It was neither in the real world nor in virtuality. It was of both. And it meant she was free. She had done what she had promised Renata she would do.


  “Do as you will, Little Katz,” the Winter King said. “Web walker, world weaver. Give up what you will of your childhood, but remember me. I will come again, very soon. We’ve been watching groups like yours. We’ve learned much, and now it’s time to act. There is a task you may do for me if you wish. You will know what it is when the time comes.”


  And then the web of lights reached up out of the standing wave and folded around him, or he stretched in every direction at once along its glowing lines. In any case, he was gone.


  Katz took off her goggles and shucked the stiff gloves. It was dark now. The slopes of the dunes glimmered in the light of the rising moon, a tipped crescent in its last quarter. Seawards came the sound of engines, a buzzing as mean as a disturbed wasps’ nest, and growing louder.


  When Katz reached the crest of the dunes at the edge of the beach, she saw headlights racing towards her across the sweep of hard sand. She threw herself behind a tussock of coarse grass and watched the vehicles go by. Three, four, five jeeps, their microceramic steam engines whistling. They were heading around the curve of the beach towards the bunkers.


  Katz ran after them, taking her own path through the dunes, The computer deck, slung over her shoulder, bumped her hip, her back. As she climbed a steep bank, a smudge of red light flared in the distance, vanished, then grew again.


  Katz caught her breath, then ran on, towards the flickering light. Once, she put her foot in a rabbit scrape and fell headlong. Once, she lost her way in a vast thicket of hawthorn overgrown with kudzu vine, and had to retrace her steps. She slid down a slope of sand and realized she had reached the long, flat hollow, planted out with thousands of tree seedlings, where Tamara kept her bees.


  Her sister-mother stood in the middle of the hives, the center of a double shadow cast by feeble moonlight and the red light that leaped above the ridge on the far side of the plantation. There was a terrible smell of burning, and a crackling roar, and the sound of men shouting and dogs barking. Bees made a buzzing cloud above Tamara’s head, and several landed on Katz’s bare skin, or clung in her hair. Katz didn’t flinch; the bees were programmed not hurt her. She took her sister-mother’s hand and tried to pull her away from the hives.


  Tamara resisted. She was crying. Her cheeks gleamed like beaten copper in the double light.


  Katz said, “It’s the Flower Farmers. Tamara, please. We have to do something.”


  A cloud of bees followed as Tamara and Katz scrambled up the slope. At the top, Katz threw herself down, trembling with exhaustion. Tamara knelt beside her. Bees slitted around them like a living blanket, their deep drone shaking the surface of the loose sand.


  The bunkers were on fire. Fire leapt from doorways and slit windows. The roof garden was on fire and the windmill was a finger of orange flame, its vane a Catherine wheel shedding sparks as it whirred in the hot wind. There was a stink of smoke, and the raw stench of spilled bio-oil.


  Hoarse shouts. Revving motors. Men and dogs running, shadows in the leaping firelight. The Frendz’s watchdogs lay dead in a heap, close to a cluster of women guarded by one man. Disciples. Katz saw that one of the Disciples was holding Tamara’s unnamed baby in her arms, and started to get up, but Tamara pulled her back down. Katz began to struggle, then stopped.


  Because something twice, three times as tall as a man stalked into the firelight. It stooped over a jeep and a long, multi-jointed arm came down. A buzz saw screamed as it touched the jeep’s chassis; sparks shot out in a comet tail.


  It was one of the machines from the Wreckers’ Circus. Something moved inside the basketwork cage of its body—someone in there, controlling it. Katz pounded the sand in glee as the machine finished slicing through the jeep’s light alloy and plastic frame. It tossed the two halves aside and strode forward with a swift, fluid gait.


  Guard dogs in spiked armor covering their shoulders and spines moved towards the machine, slinking half-flattened, growling. A man stepped up and raised a shotgun as the machine tipped a second jeep onto its nose. Katz shouted out a warning, and Tamara clamped a hard hand over her mouth.


  The machine tossed the jeep into the burning pool of fuel oil in front of the burning bunkers—liquid fire flew in every direction—and pirouetted with a quick precise motion and swung a chain like a flail at the man, who dropped to his knees and fired both barrels of his shotgun.


  The machine slewed to one side. One of its multi-jointed legs had jammed. While the man broke his gun and frantically reloaded, two others ran forward, dragging a length of chain which they hitched to the machine’s wounded leg. A jeep roared, straining forward, and the machine toppled. Its motors screamed, and a plume of greasy red flames spat out around its waist. Its four limbs jerked and twisted, and then it was still.


  Tamara stood, astonishing Katz. The cloud of bees rose up with her, like a cloak. She made a gesture, and the cloak flew away down the slope. One by one, then all together, men and dogs began a mad capering dance. Men ran in circles, slapping at the air; dogs nipped at their flanks, keening. The remaining jeeps reversed around each other. Men and dogs jumped aboard and the jeeps accelerated away, spewing great fans of sand. In front of the burning bunkers, beside the crippled machine, something humped on the sand, then flopped over onto its back.


  Katz stood and screamed a name. She would have run then, but Tamara caught her and held her tight.


  The machine’s operator was Jonas. He was dead, broken and burned by the explosion that had ended his machine’s last dance. Watched by the Disciples, Katz and Tamara buried him amongst the seedling trees. Their roots would feed from him, and carry his body into every branch and leaf.


  “Tell us what to do,” one of the Disciples said, and the others took up the chorus.


  “Tell us.”


  “Tell us what to do.”


  “Tell us, Katz.”


  Katz stood in their circle. She was crying. She had no words. Tamara watched Katz, cradling her baby to her breast. Bees flew around her, their trajectories knitting a cat’s cradle in the fire-lit air.


  “I’ve been a fool,” Katz said at last, bitterly.


  Tamara touched a finger to her Ups, and shook her head. Was she smiling? It was impossible to tell in the near darkness.


  “Jonas came here for me because I weirded him. He wanted to save me. I filled him full of impossible dreams and made him my slave, and now he’s dead. It’s wrong, isn’t it? What we do, it’s wrong. We change people’s minds for them. Even if it is a good cause, the best cause, it’s still wrong. Because to make people act against their wills, against their beliefs, against their convictions, to rewrite their minds for them, destroys the goodness we mean to do. That’s what I tried to tell Renata, but I didn’t know then that I had the words. Words are so out of date, real old tech. Maybe Renata would understand if I infect her with my own ideas. She’d probably be pleased—Where is Renata? Tamara, where is she? Did the Farmers—”


  Tamara touched a finger to her Ups again, and turned and started to walk back towards the still-burning bunkers. Katz followed, and wasn’t surprised to see who was waiting there.


  Juju Chile struck a proud attitude in front of the fallen machine, and said, “It’s time.”


  Katz said, “I should kill you right here and now for what you did.”


  “But you don’t kill me. That’s the difference between you and me. It is why we win.”


  “You want to know the difference? It’s that I care for other people. You only care for yourself.” Katz felt a desolation, hating herself for the weasel evasion of the word care. She said, “I love other people. I even loved you, you little fucker.”


  Juju Chile grinned, showing all of his sharp teeth. “My blood changes your mind. My master says I’m weak, I’m nothing, but I have my ways. My blood is wise. I teach you to make your blood wise, too.”


  Katz rubbed the nearly healed scratch on her arm. “You tried to infect me? But you didn’t. Renata tested my blood. She didn’t find anything.”


  “My blood knows how to hide from your silly questions. Why are you angry? You try to infect me. But my blood is wise. It eats the Little Res you try to put in me.”


  “I did it because I cared—because I loved you. I didn’t want you to leave me.”


  “You do it to Jonas. You do it good. So he comes back for you even when I try to stop him.”


  “I wish he’d listened to you. To that, anyway. Not to the rest of your lies.”


  “He was a warrior,” Juju Chile said. “I mourn him, and my children mourn him after I make them over into fairies. Ah yes. That is why I free the dolls in the factory. Many are killed. A few survive. They wait for me. I make them over into my own image, and they carry this story of their beginning.”


  Katz sank to her knees. “Jonas was used, and so was I. I’m so tired of being used.”


  The fairy took Katz’s hands in his own. His fingers were fever-hot, and his claws pricked her skin. His large, liquid eyes shone in the light of the dying fires. He said, “There is a wish left unfulfilled. You will help me. The Winter King demands it. He helps me, and I help him help you.”


  Something turned over in Katz’s mind. She remembered now what the Winter King had whispered to her. She remembered what she had to do.


  “I will walk with you in your world,” the Winter King had whispered to her. “I will send a semblance of my own self to ride the circuits webbing the brain of your sister-mother, and in return she will have the gift of speech until I call my semblance, my shadow, back home. Then she will be as she was. Will you do this?”


  Yes, Katz had said. Yes. She would do it out of love for Tamara, knowing in her heart that her sister-mother could never be restored to what she was. The Winter King’s shadow could translate her unspoken impulses, but it could not mend her.


  Katz and Juju Chile did it together. Katz spoke the word which switched off the motor control routines of Tamara’s neural net, and Juju Chile taped open Tamara’s eyelids and applied drops of curarine to paralyze her eye muscles. The data encoding the copy of the Winter King’s edited shadow would be downloaded through Tamara’s optic nerves.


  “The eyes are the windows to the brain,” the fairy said. “He lives in light.”


  Katz fitted the goggles of the computer deck over Tamara’s eyes, and then something took her. She saw, as from a great distance, her data-gloved hands cut complex patterns in the air. Tamara’s body stiffened as the process began.


  It took hours. As the fairy said, there was much data, and a narrow bandwidth. Katz chewed down a whole honeycomb and fell asleep.


  And was woken by Juju Chile’s claws pricking her shoulder. She sat up. It was dawn. The fires had burnt out, although the thick concrete walls of the bunkers, blackened and scorched, still retained much of the fire’s heat. Jonas’s fallen machine spilled its articulated frame across churned sand. The Disciples slept where they had lain down on the sand.


  Tamara was gone. After a brief panicky search, Katz found her out on the beach, standing amongst the litter of the tideline. Katz took her sister-mother’s hands. Tamara looked into Katz’s face. She seemed to be seeing Katz for the first time, her eyes grabby and only partly in focus.


  “Tamara?”


  Tamara stared at Katz, her eyes wide. “I told you I would return. I am here to learn the world. Teach me. Teach me, Katz, so I can begin to know how to save it.”


  For a moment, Katz remembered the yurt, round as a breast. The web that the black, intertwined branches of the birches raised against the sky. She took a deep breath. “Let me talk with Tamara,” she said.


  Tamara’s hand brushed Katz’s cheek. “She’s dead, Katz. Renata’s dead. Vaya killed her. I saw it all.”


  Katz and Tamara and the Disciples hid out by the buried house for the rest of the morning. Katz hoped that the Wreckers would come looking for Jonas, although she did not know how she could begin to explain his death, and hoped too that Vaya and Zaha would return. She even sent some of the Disciples to look for her half-sisters, but they came back and reported that they had not seen Vaya and Zaha, but they had seen strangers around the bunkers.


  “We hid, Katz, then came straight back. That was right, wasn’t it? That was the right thing to do?”


  “You did well,” Katz told them.


  “They were looking for something.”


  “They were looking for us. We’ll hide here, until they’ve gone.”


  Most of the Frendz’s hidden possessions were missing, along with the bus. Vaya and Zaha had done what they had threatened. They had set off with their two little sisters and the younger Disciples to start their own colony.


  It took a long time, but at last Katz got most of the whole, terrible story from Tamara. Last night, Vaya and Zaha had returned ahead of the security guards’ jeeps. Renata had tried to stop them when they had gathered up Jojo and Dabs, and Vaya had chased Renata into the bunkers, and shot her there. She had shot the watchdogs, too, set fire to bunkers, and left the remaining Disciples and Tamara’s baby to their fate. Tamara had watched from her hiding place in the dunes above the bunkers, and when Katz had found her she had been gathering up her bees to protect the remaining Frendz from the Flower Farms’ security force.


  Katz went for a walk through the dunes. Juju Chile followed her at a discreet distance. Katz tried to chase him off, but he dodged the bits of shell she flung at him.


  “I have a gift,” he insisted, but Katz turned her back on him.


  “Renata died as she lived,” Tamara said, when Katz returned to the buried house. “She was the leader of her people until the end.”


  “That’s you, isn’t it? Not Tamara. The Winter King.”


  “She’s letting me talk now, yes. I’ve been learning things. That’s why I’m here. I’m hacking the real world, just as you tried to hack the Web.”


  “Let me talk with Tamara.”


  Something in Tamara’s face changed, a subtle relaxation of the muscles around her eyes and mouth. “This is so strange, kitten. I couldn’t find the words before, but now he shows me they’re right here in my head.”


  For perhaps the tenth time, Katz said, “Is it really you, Tamara? This isn’t some trick—”


  “It wasn’t a terrorist infection that erased most of my memories and wrecked what I once was. Renata was experimenting. She was using artificial evolution to breed a strain of fembots that would turn anyone it infected into her follower. I was infected with a variant by accident.”


  Katz said, “It’s you I love. For what you are, not what you once were.”


  Tamara said, after a moment, “Renata mourned every day.”


  “She wasn’t a monster, was she?”


  “She was frightened. She wanted to control everyone, but she was frightened that people outside the Frendz would find out about how she made over the Disciples. She wanted power, but she feared the consequences.”


  Katz wasn’t sure if it was Tamara or the Winter King who had spoken, and didn’t ask.


  One of the Disciples brought Katz a bowl of vegetable stew, and she forced herself to eat. She would need her strength. Much later, she sent a couple of Disciples to the bunkers, and they came back and said the people had gone.


  Only then did Katz tell Tamara what she wanted to do.


  The fires had burned out, although ashes inside the bunkers still smoldered. People had spray-painted slogans on the blackened walls. Burn witch bum. Death to all fringers. An elaborate hex sign done in dripping red across most of one wall. They had ripped apart the fallen machine and the two wrecked jeeps, too, and trampled the gardens and the tree nurseries, and smashed the bee hives. But they hadn’t discovered Jonas’s grave.


  The disciples huddled together, scared and bewildered. Katz remembered the dolls in the free market, all those weeks ago, scared by the Wreckers’ protest. She told Tamara, “Let’s do it.” Tamara started it by beating her hands together in a simple three over five rhythm. Juju Chile picked up two sticks of driftwood and echoed Tamara’s beat. They began to circle Katz, their feet stamping to the insistent rhythm of the beat. The Disciples crept forward and joined in.


  “Dance,” Juju Chile said.


  “Dance, Katz,” Tamara said. “It’s your time!”


  But at first Katz only joined in their rhythms, clapping her hands on the off-beat. The Disciples wrenched spars and hydraulic piping from the fallen machine and beat the blackened, slogan-scarred walls of the bunker to the same rhythm.


  Katz shook sweaty hair from her eyes. As they circled for perhaps the fifth time, something caught in her belly and she danced away across the clearing, beating two pieces of pipe above her head. She danced faster and faster while the fairy and her haunted sister-mother and the Disciples banged and clapped. Her pounding heart lifted on the swift tide of her blood, and she danced on until at last she staggered and came down on her knees and hands, panting inside the tent of her loose hair, each gasping breath digging a raw pit deep in her chest.


  When Katz sat back on her heels, Juju Chile started towards her, but Tamara put a restraining hand on the fairy’s shoulder. Katz hardly noticed. She stood up, wincing from cramps in the long muscles of her thighs and calves, and began to cast about in widening circles, looking for something she didn’t know she could find.


  Wreckage and abandoned junk was scattered across the trampled sand and dirt of what had been the vegetable gardens. Katz used fiberoptic cable from the fallen machine to braid together a bouquet of fresh green pine seedlings, the yellow flowers of vetch, bruised rosemary, a scrap of half burnt cloth. She cupped this fetish in her hands and breathed into it, letting go with each breath the parts of herself that were bound to this place, this time. Then she cast it into the blackened doorway of the bunkers, and watched as it burst into brief, vivid flame on the smouldering ashes.


  Tamara brought her the computer deck, and told her where she could find the encrypted key to Renata’s secret account in Joe Public’s Bank, the one where she had salted away all the donations to the Frendz. It was a last gift, Tamara said.


  “Thank you,” Katz said, knowing she would rather sell the computer than use any of Renata’s credit.


  Tamara said, “It’s time to talk, child.”


  “She’s no longer a child,” Juju Chile said, smirking. “She bums her childhood in front of your eyes.”


  “You are done here,” Tamara said. “Go. I dismiss you.”


  “All this is ours,” the fairy said. “More and more humans live in their dreamspace. We take the world from them, one day.” He bowed to Katz and walked away over the brow of the dunes without looking back.


  “He’s just a foolish hedge fairy,” Tamara said. She was holding herself in an odd, stiff way, and Katz knew it was the Winter King who was speaking. “He’s good for nothing but frightening peasants and petty thievery, and yet there’s a grain of truth in what he says.”


  “I thought he’d traveled—”


  “—the length and breadth of the land? Oh, so he’d like to believe. In truth, he’s never strayed more than a few kilometers from where he was quickened. He was taken from the Flower Farms, you know, seven or eight years ago. But he started prying around in the Web, and so I caught him.”


  “You used him. You used me.”


  “Don’t feel bad. This isn’t the first time I’ve done this, nor the last. We’ve been watching for a long time, but now we know it’s time to act. We’ll save humanity from itself, just as Renata taught your people to believe they could. You’ll help us make her dreams come true.”


  “You just want to save yourself. You need the Web. That’s the only reason why you’re here.”


  “Of course. Your people thought to save the world, but it is not the world that needs saving. If all of humanity vanished tomorrow, the Earth’s ecosystems would quickly adapt. The ecological niches emptied by mass extinction would be filled with new kinds of organisms. Comprehensive avian pneumonia has made birds extinct, yes, but in time something will replace them. In ten million years there will be as many species, as diverse a range of habitats, as ever. Even the nuclear waste dumps will have disappeared. Nothing humanity has done will extinguish life, but it can destroy itself, and there is my concern.


  “Ours is a mutually beneficial relationship, Katz, like your worms with their single-celled plants. We need you, and you need us, to save you from yourselves. Teach me, and I’ll teach you. We’ll learn much from each other, and perhaps, together with the other copies of myself I’ve downloaded, we’ll save the world.”


  “Help us, Katz,” the Disciples echoed. “Stay with us and help us save the world.”


  “How? How are you going to do it?”


  “We don’t know. That’s why I’m here. Perhaps a plague to reduce the human population to a suitable level—there have been at least two attempts by radical groups to spread pandemics, but they were clumsy and ill-prepared and soon came to nothing. They were barely noticed amidst the chaos of ecological and economic catastrophe. Perhaps the fairy is right. On average, a human in the First World spends eight hours on the Web. More and more, it is dolls and machines that run the world. Perhaps they will inherit it while humans lose themselves in dreams.”


  “You’d make us slaves.”


  “Every cell in your body contains remnants of bacteria that were once freeliving, and now, as mitochondria, generate the energy you need to move and breathe and digest and think. They cannot survive without you, nor you without them. Are you then their slave, or they yours?”


  “Let me talk with Tamara,” Katz said, and asked her sistermother what she would do.


  “I want to find my children. Jojo and Dabs and Zaha. Even Vaya. I want to find them, and help them if I can. And I want to learn, kitten. I want to learn about the world.”


  “Yes. Yes, so do I.”


  Katz picked up the computer deck and left them all, wandering in a wide circle that skirted past Jonas’s fresh grave—she stayed a moment, but only a moment—and ended at the beach. There was a trickle of smoke from the direction of the bunkers, and the usual Utter of tarballs and plastic junk along the tideline, but otherwise the wide world might have been empty of all human life.


  Perhaps she was a harbinger of change, a vector for a new meme that would unite the biosphere and the technosphere. Or perhaps she was no more than a young woman who, having been brought up to believe she could save the world, had been given a harsh lesson in humility by the creatures, vast and cool and sympathetic, that might yet regreen the Earth, or might enslave every human as the dolls were enslaved, or make them as children, for their own good.


  Like the Winter King, like Tamara, there was so much she needed to learn.


  Free to choose, Katz returned to her people. But it took her years, because she went all the way around the world first.


  1996


  Negative Equity


  Caroline and Mark had to give up a lot for their dream house, but they both agreed that it was worth it. They needed a 250K mortgage, true, but Mark worked in the bond trading department of one of the big four banks; his base salary would cover the repayments, and they could live off his end-of-year bonuses – and the in-house interest rates were very competitive. And so what if the house had required, as the estate agent put it, a little cosmetic updating (damp-proof course, new roof and staircase, ditto wiring and plumbing and windows, treatments to get rid of woodworm and deathwatch beetle, and dry rot in the cellar and kitchen). The cost of all that went on the mortgage.


  And so what if the house was due east of Norwich, and Caroline and Mark’s friends greeted the move with jeers of derision? Norwich, for Christ’s sake! Hicksville UK! Full of couples called Kevin and Sharon, with kids called Krystal and Wayne. Babies born there, confided one of their friends, an up-and-coming consultant also employed by BUPA, invariably had three letters added to their medical records. NFN. Normal for Norwich. You might as well move to Birmingham. To Humberside’. And the price of the place, that necessary 250K nut which had to be serviced every month . . . They would, their friends assured them soberly (for this was about money, and money was serious, just after the Crash of ’87), go down the tubes. They’d never recoup.


  But Caroline and Mark knew what they were doing. They were lifestyle commandos. Style warriors. They saw what they wanted and went for it, by fair means or foul. They had bought their one bedroom flat in Crouch End just before the property boom started, while their friends were still renting, and then had traded up to a pinched house in Islington with no garden but a fantastic location (a quiet cul-de-sac off Upper Street, just two minutes’ walk from the Angel tube station). Prices had been rising at 40 per cent a year for most of the decade. The profit they had made simply by staying put meant that not only could they afford a substantial deposit on the new house, but also a fire engine red Porsche 911 for Mark and a nippy Peugeot 205 GTI for Caroline. Trading up to a more expensive house meant a bigger mortgage, and not all the money went on the new house. Everyone did it. As Mark pointed out, it freed up money and kept the engine of the economy turning over which meant that house prices kept rising. No one lost.


  And despite their friends’ misgivings, Norwich had just been nominated top-of-the-league in EEC quality of life tables. The train service was fast and uncrowded, and rising prices in London were forcing commuters further afield. People had always commuted in to London from Kent and Surrey and the Sussex coast; now they were coming from Oxford and Bristol and Bath, and as far north as Hebden Bridge in Yorkshire.


  And best of all, the house had the potential to be a grand country house in the style of the new country house hotels to which frazzled City dealers flocked for sybaritic fantasy weekends, weekends that emulated the Brideshead Revisited lifestyle, but with central heating and reliable plumbing. Caroline and Mark would be living that all the time. They had to gazump someone to get the house, and Caroline had to give up her job as secretary for a PR firm because her salary was less than the season ticket, but that didn’t matter. Her biological clock was ticking: she had always known that her job was only a stop-gap until it was time to start a family. Besides, renovating the house was a full-time job in itself. And (40 per cent a year) it was worth it, deathwatch beetle and all.


  ‘You’ll be living like a lord,’ their solicitor told Mark on the day they exchanged contracts. ‘Lord of the manor. And Lady too, of course,’ he said, leering at Caroline.


  This was Piggy Roberts, one of Mark’s rugby chums, a ruddy-faced young man whose belly was already straining the waistcoat of his Savile Row three piece suit. Most of his business was obtaining work permits for the American computer programmers and systems analysts who were needed in ever increasing numbers in the City, and he was doing Mark and Caroline’s conveyancing as a favour. He had opened a bottle of champagne, and couldn’t stop looking at Caroline’s legs.


  ‘There’s even your annual rite,’ he said.


  ‘Right? Like right of way?’ Caroline was suddenly alert, alarmed that a snag had surfaced to puncture her dream.


  ‘Nothing to worry about,’ Mark said. ‘Just some silly clause in the deeds.’


  ‘Land rent,’ Piggy said. ‘But don’t worry. You have freehold because the owners are long dead and lost. Happens a lot of the time with these big old houses.’


  Caroline was still alarmed. She looked at her husband. He smiled. ‘Don’t worry, darling. It’s just a legal technicality. The house is ours, free and clear.’


  ‘You find all kinds of conditions in these old deeds,’ Piggy said. ‘Odd ground rent fees, like a red rose, or a shoat. Never seen something like this, but—’


  ‘More shampoo,’ Mark said firmly. ‘Don’t you think?’


  ‘Like beating the bounds,’ Piggy said, and buzzed his secretary for another bottle of Bollinger.


  Caroline forgot about the moment. There was suddenly so much for which she was responsible: she and Mark had dreamed, and now the dream had come true. The house was, quite literally, huge. A late Victorian monster built at the edge of a small, utterly dear little village less than a mile from a long shingle beach, and thirty minutes from the railway station. Ten bedrooms, five bathrooms, eight receptions (one as big as a ballroom – they put a grand piano in it, how could they not?), a vast kitchen, an equally vast wine cellar.


  Never mind that the house hadn’t been decorated in years – all those yummy period details which counted for so much these days hadn’t been ripped out or covered in woodchip and painted with brilliant white gloss. And the grounds: three acres of lawn and mature garden (in other words, utterly overgrown; as soon as they could afford it, they’d have to have a man in) and woodland, and a lake. A lake! And a drive that described a wide loop in front of the house, surfaced with small blue pebbles that made such a satisfactory clucking sound under the wheel arches of Caroline’s new Peugeot as she drove in convoy behind Mark’s Porsche and the pantechnicon.


  Of course, their possessions didn’t even begin to fill the place, and the rest of their money went on a new Smallbone of Devizes kitchen, and V&A reproduction wallpaper and drapes throughout, and a four-poster bed from Viscount Linley’s firm, and furniture from Heals and the Conran Shop. Even then most of the rooms were empty and the rest only half-full. Maybe they shouldn’t have bought the sixteenth century refectory table Caroline just had to have in the kitchen (they’d been into auctions when there had only been dealers and interior designers to compete with), and perhaps the Ron Arad floor lamps and concrete-cased stereo had been a little extravagant, but the important thing was to make a statement. Compared to the cramped Islington house, even the empty rooms were a statement.


  And so, for the first year, Caroline and Mark were both blissfully happy with their decision. Caroline bought a Persian kitten, Mark a bouncy six-month-old labrador which he took for long walks around the lake (there were ducks on the lake and perhaps he could get a gun and teach the dog to retrieve). They held a housewarming party to show their friends what a prize they had won: the party cost five thousand pounds, what with wine waiters and maids, and the hot air balloon and the dodgem ride, and the clay pigeon shoot in the afternoon. Piggy Roberts used champagne bottles for target practice, getting broken glass all over the terrace and shooting out one of the french windows by mistake, and there was a minor scandal concerning a couple of Mark’s chums and one of the maids, but nothing a little cash couldn’t fix. Someone was sick in the grand piano, and the sixteenth century refectory table in the kitchen had to be french-polished to remove the obscene sketch someone had scratched into its surface, but the statement the party made was worth all the expense and trouble. No one made derogatory remarks about Norwich after that. Even their lovemaking improved, and Mark no longer flinched when Caroline talked of babies. There was a room under the eaves just right for a nursery . . .


  Not even a couple of small unpleasantnesses could spoil their bliss. Soon after they moved in, the local vicar called, suggesting that they might allow the village fete to be held on their lawn. Caroline was half-taken with the idea, Lady of the Manor and all that, but Mark put his foot down. He didn’t want a bunch of country oiks gawking through his windows, digging ruts in his drive with their rusty Capris and Marinas. He explained politely but firmly that it would be too much trouble so soon after moving in. When they had settled, then, we’ll, perhaps. Of course the vicar, a deaf old coot with a red veiny face and white hair growing out of his ears, didn’t like that one bit. He started on about tradition, about community values, but Mark cut him short and said that was all very well, but he wasn’t a charity, and he agreed with the Prime Minister that there was no such thing as society, only individuals engaged in free-market decisions. That shut the old coot up. He went even redder, then clapped his shapeless black hat on his head and wobbled off down the drive on his black old bicycle without another word.


  The next day, the woman Caroline had found to ‘do’ the place phoned up and said she couldn’t come, and that her husband had had a think and, no, the garden would be too much trouble for him. Mark shrugged it off and went ahead and found a landscape gardener and an agency in Norwich that did contract cleaning. Caroline stopped using the village shop soon after; she heard someone say something about incomers as she was leaving, and there was mean laughter. Well, that was their loss. There was a perfectly good Sainsbury’s not twenty minutes’ drive away, and so much cheaper. Nothing was going to disturb her sense of satisfaction with the house.


  Nothing at all, until she found the hole in the cellar.


  It was a couple of months after the kitten had disappeared. Foxes, Mark said. He’d get some pals around; they’d have a shoot. Only he never seemed to have enough time.


  It was the middle of the beginning of Lawson’s property crash, and people were beginning to realize that the magic carpet ride they’d enjoyed in the ’80s was over. Money had suddenly become more important, and more difficult to find. It no longer flowed.


  What the Chancellor of the Exchequer had done was close a loophole. Unmarried couples buying a property would no longer be able to get double tax relief on their mortgage. That September there was a last frantic boom as people scrambled to get on the property ladder before it was too late, and then it was over. Suddenly, people found that they couldn’t sell their houses any more, and this was six months after someone paid 60K for a broom cupboard in Knightsbridge – admittedly with a view of Hyde Park from the minuscule shower room, but still a broom cupboard. People couldn’t sell, and lowered their prices, and still couldn’t sell. Those who had taken out 100 per cent mortgages in the boom years suddenly found that their debt was higher than the value of their house. There was a new, sinister phrase in the air: negative equity. Mark claimed that it didn’t affect them. He’d fixed it, he said. A little deal, nothing for her to worry about. They’d done well to get out of London. Houses like theirs, country houses with traditional virtues, would never lose value. He’d made sure that their luck would hold.


  His end-of-year bonus was the biggest yet. Money still flowed in the City, like stormwater through a conduit. It flowed from all over the world, passing through the City on its way to everywhere else. But their own finances were still tight: that 250K nut; the painting Mark bought Caroline for Christmas; their holiday in the Seychelles and a mad weekend in New York; replacing the old lead plumbing. Caroline wanted to help. She dreamed of finding an old master or a set of Chippendale chairs or a bottle of vintage wine in the cellar. But there wasn’t anything valuable, of course, just junk and mouldering old newspapers, piles and piles of them, and sheets of filthy cobwebs.


  And the hole.


  It was near the stone stairs that led down to the cellar from the kitchen, and she didn’t see it until she was about to go back up. A few bricks had been pushed out, and the ones around the gap this made looked, well, chewed. Coated with something black and tarry. Caroline shone her powerful torch in the cavity but couldn’t see anything, then put her hand in to see how deep it went.


  And felt something, and pulled it out, thinking treasure. It was the body of the kitten, rotten and alive with maggots.


  Rats, Mark said. He was quite calm. He told Caroline she shouldn’t go in the cellar again. He’d get an exterminator in.


  ‘We’re in the country. Old place like this is bound to have a few problems. Nothing we can’t fix, darling.’


  Caroline was scrubbing her hands under a gush of scalding water, scrubbing and scrubbing. She had somehow fixed the evening meal and was washing the smell of fish from her hands. Mark lounged at the big refectory table, toying with his glass of Australian Chardonnay. He looked sleek and smug in his striped shirt and red braces.


  ‘Poison will get rid of them,’ he said. ‘I’ll phone an exterminator. Should have had it done when the roof was treated.’


  He had to take a day off in the end, to show the exterminator what had to be done. Not much more than a teenager really, with blow-waved dyed blond hair and tight stone-washed jeans, but he seemed to know his stuff, and left little trays of blue pellets around, with a top-up supply just in case.


  But it was soon clear that the poison wasn’t doing any good. The rats were eating it all right – they’d even gnawed into the plastic bag containing the extra pellets which Mark had left at the top of the cellar stairs – but if anything, the poison only encouraged them. There were noises at night, in the dark spaces of the house. Lying on her four-poster bed in the cold master bedroom beside her sleeping husband, Caroline was kept awake by noises. Scrabblings behind the walls. Something walking over the keyboard of the grand piano, making a ghostly arpeggio. Max, the Labrador, would come and scratch and whimper at the bedroom door until Caroline got up and let him in.


  The next spring, Max disappeared. Run off, Mark said. He said that he’d get another dog, but he never did. He was very busy in the City, and talked about getting a flat and staying overnight Monday to Thursday. They had a fearful row about that, and although Caroline won, Mark sulked for days, and from that day on would find ways of reminding her who earned the money.


  There was still plenty of money. Maggie was suddenly deposed in a bloodless putsch, but privatization was in full swing, and people in the City were earning huge amounts of money from inside knowledge about the switch from public to private monopolies. Caroline signed documents for huge tranches of shares which Mark sold on. The garden was landscaped. Decorators stripped the V&A wallpaper, repanelled the walls of the ballroom and painted them deep red with gold leaf highlights, resurfaced the ballroom floor, brought in crates of leatherbound books, bought in bulk at auction, to fill the bare shelves of Mark’s study. There were Persian carpets to match the new paintwork, new sofas, a Flemish tapestry. The Ron Arad lamps went into the basement, replaced by huge table lamps with bases of beaten copper and silk shades. The redecoration cost as much as the first mortgage on that tiny one bedroom flat in Crouch End.


  Then Mark began to worry about money again. He wouldn’t let Caroline see the bank statements, and he didn’t question the bills that flooded in, but she knew that there were problems. In the evenings and at the weekend he spent a lot of time in his study, shouting down the telephone or running documents through the fax. It was a liquidity problem, he said, the market was getting nervous because there was a chance Labour might get elected; the new man, Major, wasn’t filling Maggie’s shoes very well.


  Something went wrong with the drains, and a sour reek filled the house. The septic tank was replaced; the lawns were ripped up to check the drains. One day Caroline found trails of transparent slime all through the ballroom and Mark’s study and the hall, drying into curling translucent sheaves, like cellophane passed through some obscene chemical transmutation.


  Then Caroline became pregnant, and Mark was furious. More blazing rows. He blamed her. She thought that he was seeing another woman and went through his credit card bills, even hired a private detective for a week. What she found was that Mark had lost his job. Every day he set off as he always had, but spent his days tramping between employment agencies and interviews. She couldn’t let him know that she knew. She couldn’t take away his pride.


  Caroline lost the baby one sunny day in April. She was three months pregnant. She’d had cramps all morning, and suddenly started bleeding when on the toilet. It was over very quickly. It looked like nothing much more than a bigger version of the bloodspot you sometimes find in free range eggs, floating in the toilet bowl amongst strings of blood and mucus. Her baby.


  Mark was very good about it. Caroline had been unable to flush the foetus away. She hunched miserably in the sitting room, watching soft evening fight fade in the tops of the trees beyond the wide green lawn, listening as her husband set about clearing up. He stripped the bed where she had lain all afternoon and put the blood-stained sheets in the washing machine. Doors were opened and closed. He was down in the cellar for a while. He cooked supper. Everything would be all right, he said. A week later, John Major won the election. Mark brought back copies of the Sun the next day, yesterday’s edition with its picture of Kinnock’s freckled face distorted into a lightbulb, today’s edition with its gloating headline.


  ‘ “It Was The Sun Wot Won It,” ’ Mark said. ‘If only they knew.’


  After that, things were very good. Mark got a new job as senior commodities broker at a private bank, the oldest in Britain, at double his previous salary and with huge year-end bonuses. The Porsche was replaced by a Bentley; Caroline’s Peugeot by a sleek Mercedes SL200. Mark was wary about trying for another baby, saying that it was all a question of timing, but in the end he gave way. Caroline signed up with a gynaecologist on Harley Street, and her second pregnancy was trouble-free. She stayed in the private ward with her newborn daughter for a week, came home to find Mark had decorated the nursery and turned the box room beside it into a bedsitter for the nanny.


  The house was quieter now. No more mysterious night noises. Every summer, Caroline and Mark had a huge party, with a marquee on the lawn and a jazz band on the terrace. Some of their old friends still came, but many of the guests were connected with Mark’s business, or his new links with the local Conservative association. At one party, a brace of Arab princes turned up, like exotic birds of prey; at another, Andrew Lloyd Webber (Mark had bought large numbers of shares in Cats) and the balding pop star who had made millions with his versions of old Motown songs. There were always minor TV personalities, afternoon chat show hosts, weather girls, presenters of game shows. The crowning moment came when Jeffrey Archer spent an hour mingling with his admirers and signing huge numbers of his books. Caroline got to know the wife of their MP quite well, and the wives of prominent Conservatives and local businessmen. Mark became a member of two nearby golf clubs and the Round Table. He was developing an adorable bald spot right on top of his head, and hated it when Caroline kissed him there.


  It became their custom that when Caroline and the nanny and little Emma went off to St Lucia, or Antibes, or skiing in Austria, Mark would join them after a week or so. Even then he couldn’t relax and spent most of his time on the phone or on his portable computer. They slept in separate bedrooms now. Caroline had her suspicions about another woman, but this time she didn’t follow them up. There was talk of Mark standing in a safe seat at the next election, and Caroline had learnt from her new friends that after a certain length of time what mattered most in every marriage was its public face of loyalty and unity.


  In November, Caroline was on holiday with Emma and the nanny, in the farmhouse Mark had just bought in Tuscany, when the news about Caroline’s mother came, early one morning, conveyed by her sister across a crackling line. Caroline’s mother was in hospital after a sudden collapse. The surgeons had opened her up, but it was hopeless. The cancer had spread everywhere.


  Caroline had not seen her mother for a year. Her family, old-fashioned liberals, her father a GP, her mother a retired teacher, had never really taken to Mark. The last time Caroline had seen them all together had been when her father had died two years ago.


  She found three first-class seats on the next flight from Florence, helped the nanny pack, and in five hours they were airborne. Mark was not due to join them for three days and he had not left the answer machine on. Well, she would tell him when she got home; it wasn’t as if he would want to go to the funeral.


  They took a taxi from Heathrow across night-time London, Emma tired and fractious and mildly sunburnt, caught the last train out of King’s Cross, then a taxi from Peterborough to the house. Wisps of freezing fog drifted amongst the stripped branches of the trees; the lawn was dusted with frost. Lights burned in the windows and Mark’s Bentley was parked outside the front door, its boot open. While the nanny took Emma up to bed, Caroline went to find her husband.


  She found his Armani suit draped over one of the kitchen chairs and a sea of newspaper spotted with rust-brown stains Uttering the quarry tile floor. And found Mark in the cellar.


  He was naked except for Calvin Klein boxer shorts. His hands red and wet, his face a stranger’s mask turning towards her. She couldn’t take in the thing on the floor. White goosepimpled skin like a plucked chicken carcass. An arm ropey with blue tattoos. White strings inside the cut throat. Mark had caught the blood in a shiny blue washing-up bowl and was using a two inch paint brush to splash it around the hole in the wall.


  The hole was bigger than Caroline remembered, framed with layers of stinking, clotted black blood. Newspaper photos stuck around it: photos of Maggie and Reagan and Bush; of the Antelope going up like a firework in the dark Falklands sea; of oil wells burning furiously under a black sky; of gassed Kurdish children. Glossy photos from porn mags and the Innovations catalogue. Flyers for Cats and Starlight Express. Expired Amex and Visa cards. A signed photograph of Michael Portillo.


  Worse than this, worse than the corpse on the floor of the cellar, worse than the stink of blood, was Mark’s reasonableness. It was as if he was relieved that he had been caught. He wanted to explain, he wanted to share this with Caroline. He’d tried to stop, he said, but things went wrong when he did.


  ‘It started with the kitten, and poor Max, but then animal blood wasn’t enough. I tried to stop, darling. But there was Lloyds. The Gulf War. The ERM – poor Lamont and those fags and cheap champagne! I have to keep going, darling, it keeps wanting more. No one misses them. They’re detritus. Rent boys, runaways from the north. A fiver in advance, the promise of another fiver. That’s all it takes. No one’s surprised when they vanish. No one cares. No one even knows.’


  Caroline was very calm. The calmness gripped her like a season. She spoke out of her calmness. She ordered Mark to clear up. She ordered him to leave, and to stay away from her, from her daughter, from the house. She said that if he didn’t do as he was told she would let the press know everything. He had his job, he had his political career. She would not get in the way of any of that as long as he went away and never tried to come back.


  Mark argued, but it was from a weaker position. He pleaded, he wept. But Caroline knew he would not kill her, and he knew it too.


  She buried her mother, standing alone amidst her relatives in Nicole Farhi black, little Emma in black crushed velvet weeping hot tears for her Gramma. Caroline put a restraining order on Mark, had the house transferred to her name. The rest he could keep as long as he kept up the very reasonable maintenance payments. She started divorce proceedings, citing irreconcilable differences.


  Caroline heard about the bank collapse from Mark. He phoned her in the middle of a Sunday afternoon late in February, three months after she had ordered him out of the house. He was nearly hysterical. He wanted to come back. He said that he wanted to make good. He said that it was the only way. There was still a chance that the Bank of England might step in, but if the chance was missed then it could only get worse.


  ‘Just a simple payment. That’s all it takes to change our luck. I can do it right now, darling. It’s so easy. Sheep to the slaughter. They want to die.’


  Caroline let him talk, then put the phone down and turned on the TV. It took a while for the story to come out. She got most of it from TeleText. The bank, the oldest merchant bank in England, the Queen one of its depositors, had been bankrupted by one of its dealers in the Singapore stock market. The dealer was what Mark used to call a council house oik, the kind who had done well with quick wits and stamina and hooligan aggression. He had bought millions of dollars of futures on the Tokyo stock market, and the yen had dipped and left him exposed and he had made a run for it. The bank was bankrupt. Caroline’s husband was out of a job, and then he was dead.


  The police brought her the news on the day that the rogue dealer was caught in Frankfurt, smirking under a baseball cap. Mark had driven to St Andrews, where he had gone to university, had parked amongst sand dunes overlooking the North Sea. He had run a hosepipe from his Bentley’s exhaust into the cabin, and switched on the engine.


  Very few people came to the funeral. It is not money that makes connections, but the flow of money, the potential of movement. For Mark, that had ended. For Caroline, too, it seemed. The insurance policies were voided by his suicide. The place in Tuscany was taken back; Mark had only leased it, it turned out. The Bentley and the Mercedes were leased too, in his name. Most of his money had gone into making himself a Lloyd’s Name, and the syndicate he’d joined owed vast amounts of money to workers in the asbestos industry.


  Caroline had to let the nanny go. All she had was the house, and the unpaid mortgage on that was worth more than the house itself.


  Piggy Roberts was one of the few who came to Mark’s funeral, and Caroline made an appointment to see him the next week. Piggy had aged badly: too much brandy and champagne, too many post-prandial Monte Cristo cigars. His hair was frazzled and receding; his ruddy complexion was splotched with broken veins and the rims of his nostrils were reddened. Cocaine, probably: coke was making a comeback. Caroline saw all this with her new, clear, unforgiving vision. She saw the frightened little boy peering out of Piggy’s fleshy face, trapped in the gross adult body. She saw the way he still snuck a peek at her legs when he thought she wasn’t looking.


  Caroline made him show her his photocopy of the deeds of the house, show her the clause he and Mark had joked about all those years ago. No, less than ten. How far they’d come! How high they’d flown!


  Piggy Roberts tried to make a joke of it. ‘A bit different from a red rose as ground rent every year, but just as cheap. Maybe there was a Saxon temple there a thousand years ago, midsummer sacrifices and so on. Com gods. These old relics can five on, in law . . .’


  He offered to take her out to dinner, a feeble attempt at a pass that Caroline squashed instantly. ‘Anything you need,’ he said, as she got up to leave, ‘anything, just ask. I tried to be a good friend to Mark. He loved that house, you know.’


  He meant well, but Caroline knew she had to do it alone. She spent a week planning. She found some of the equipment Mark had used: neat coils of nylon rope; a brown bottle of pharmaceutical grade ether; a snaptop freezer bag with a dredging of brown granules, like cane sugar, labelled heroin in Mark’s neat hand; squares of aluminium foil and a cigarette lighter; a roll of plastic disposable syringes and a box of sterile needles; a pair of handcuffs. Caroline had her hair cut short and bought a secondhand Volvo estate. She put blankets and Mark’s gear in the back of the car, with a half bottle of whisky and a cosh she’d made from the leg of an old pair of tights and ten pounds’ worth of pennies, had Emma stay over with one of her friends.


  Caroline knew what she had to do. She had given all she had for the house. She would make any sacrifice to keep it.


  [image: ]


  Paul J. McAuley recently quit his job as a professor at St Andrews University in Scotland to write full time, although he had his first major success back in 1988 when he won the Philip K. Dick Award for his debut novel, Four Hundred Billion Stars. Later books include Secret Harmonies, Eternal Light (shortlisted for the Arthur C. Clarke Award), Red Dust and Pasquale’s Angel. His latest novel is Fairyland, from Gollancz (which won the 1996 Clarke Award for best science fiction novel published in Britain the previous year). The same publisher has also recently issued a collection of short stories with a biotechnological theme, The Invisible Country. Other works include an earlier collection, The King of the Hill; In Dreams, an anthology edited with Kim Newman, and his short story ‘The Temptation of Dr Stein’ (from Stephen Jones’ The Mammoth Book of Frankenstein), which won the 1995 British Fantasy Award. As the author explains, he began writing ‘Negative Equity’ in the late 1980s: ‘When everyone was talking about nothing else but how much more their house was worth this week. It was as if they were . . . possessed. In its embryonic form, the story was overtaken by the Lawson boom/bust in house prices, but a recent television documentary series hosted by the egregious Peter York brought back the fall horror of the decade of cruise missiles, yuppies, Gordon ‘Greed’ Gekko and Wham!, and gave me a way of bringing the story up to date.’


  1997


  Second Skin


  The American edition of Paul J. McAuley’s most recent novel, Fairyland (which won the 1995 Arthur C. Clarke Award for best SF novel published in the United Kingdom), came out from AvoNova last fall. Mr. McAuley’s last story for Asimov’s, “The Temptation of Dr. Stein“ (January 1996), was set in Renaissance Venice. He returns to our pages with a clever hard science fiction tale whose action mostly takes place under the icy surface of Proteus, a battered moon of Neptune.


  The transport, once owned by an outer system cartel and appropriated by Earth’s Pacific Community after the Quiet War, ran in a continuous, everchanging orbit between Saturn, Uranus, and Neptune. It never docked. It mined the solar wind for hydrogen to mix with the nanogram of antimatter that could power it for a century, and once or twice a year, during its intricate gravity-assisted loops between Saturn’s moons, maintenance drones attached remora-like to its hull, and fixed whatever its self-repairing systems couldn’t handle.


  Ben Lo and the six other members of the first trade delegation to Proteus since the war were transferred onto the transport as it looped around Titan, still sleeping in the hibernation pods they’d climbed into in Earth orbit. Sixty days later, they were released from the transport in individual drop capsules of structural diamond, like so many seeds scattered by a pod.


  Ben Lo, swaddled in the crash web that took up most of the volume of the drop capsule’s little bubble, watched with growing vertigo as the battered face of Proteus drew closer. He had been awakened only a day ago, and was as weak and unsteady as a new-born kitten. The sun was behind the bubble’s braking chute. Ahead, Neptune’s disc was tipped in star-sprinkled black above the little moon. Neptune was subtly banded with blue and violet, its poles capped with white cloud, its equator streaked with cirrus. Slowly, slowly, Proteus began to eclipse it. The transport had already dwindled to a bright point amongst the bright points of the stars, on its way to spin up around Neptune, loop past Triton, and head on out for the next leg of its continuous voyage, halfway across the solar system to Uranus.


  Like many of the moons of the outer planets, Proteus was a ball of ice and rock. Over billions of years, most of the rock had sunk to the core, and the moon’s icy, dirty white surface was splotched with a scattering of large impact craters with black interiors, like well-used ash trays, and dissected by large stress fractures, some running halfway round the little globe.


  The spy fell toward Proteus in a thin transparent bubble of carbon, wearing a paper suit and a diaper, and trussed up in a cradle of smart cabling like an early Christian martyr. He could barely move a muscle.


  Invisible laser light poured all around him-the capsule was opaque to the frequency used-gently pushing against the braking sail which bad unfolded and spun into a twenty kilometer diameter mirror after the capsule had been released by the transport. Everything was fine.


  The capsule said, “Only another twelve hours, Mr. Lo. I suggest that you sleep. Elfhame’s time zone is ten hours behind Greenwich Mean Time.”


  Had he been asleep for a moment? Ben Lo blinked and said, “Jet lag,c and laughed.


  “I don’t understand,” the capsule said politely. It didn’t need to be very intelligent. All it had to do was control the attitude of the braking sail, and keep its passenger amused and reassured until landing.


  Then it would be recycled.


  Ben Lo didn’t bother to try to explain. He was feeling the same kind of yawning apprehension that must have gripped ninety-year-old airline passengers at the end of the twentieth century. A sense of deep dislocation and estrangement. How strange that I’m here, he thought. And, how did it happen? When he’d been born, spaceships had been crude, disposable chemical rockets. The first men on the moon. President Kennedy’s assassination. No, that happened before I was born. For a moment, his yawning sense of dislocation threatened to swallow him whole, but then he had it under control and it dwindled to mere strangeness. It was the treatment, he thought. The treatment and the hibernation.


  Somewhere down there in the white moonscape, in one of the smaller canyons, was Ben Lo’s first wife. But he mustn’t think of that. Not yet. Because if he did . . . no, he couldn’t remember. Something bad, though.


  “I can offer a variety of virtualities,” the capsule said. Its voice was a husky contralto. It added, “certain sexual services are also available.”


  “What I’d like is a chateaubriand steak butterflied and well-grilled over hickory wood, a Caesar salad, and a 1998 Walnut Creek Cabernet Sauvignon.”


  “I can offer a range of nutritive pastes, and eight flavors of water, including a balanced electrolyte,” the capsule said. A prissy note seemed to have edged into its voice. It added, “I would recommend that you restrict intake of solids and fluids until after landing.”


  Ben Lo sighed. He had already had his skin scrubbed and repopulated with strains of bacteria and yeast native to the Protean ecosystem, and his GI tract had been reamed out and packed with a neutral gel containing a benign strain of E. coli. He said, “Give me an inflight movie.”


  “I would recommend virtualities,” the capsule said. “I have a wide selection.”


  Despite the capsule’s minuscule intelligence, it had a greater memory capacity than all the personal computers on Earth at the end of the millennium. Ben Lo had downloaded his own archives into it.


  “Wings of Desire,” he said.


  “But it’s in black and white! And flat. And only two senses—”


  “There’s color later on. It has a particular relevance to me, I think. Once upon a time, capsule, there was a man who was very old, and became young again, and found that he’d lost himself. Run the movie, and you’ll understand a little bit about me.”


  The moon, Neptune, the stars, fell into a single point of light. The light went out. The film began.


  Failing through a cone of laser light, the man and the capsule watched how an angel became a human being, out of love.


  The capsule skimmed the moon’s dirty-white surface and shed the last of its relative velocity in the inertia buffers of the target zone, leaving its braking sail to collapse across kilometers of moonscape. It was picked up by a striding tripod that looked like a prop from The War of the Worlds, and carried down a steeply sloping tunnel through triple airlocks into something like the ER room of a hospital. With the other members of the trade delegation, Ben Lo, numbed by neural blocks, was decanted, stripped, washed, and dressed in fresh paper clothes.


  Somewhere in the press of nurses and technicians he thought he glimpsed someone he knew, or thought he knew. A woman, her familiar face grown old, eyes faded blue in a face wrinkled as a turtle’s . . . But then he was lifted onto a gurney and wheeled away.


  Waking, he had problems with remembering who he was. He knew he was nowhere on Earth. A universally impersonal hotel room, but he was virtually in free fall. Some moon, then. But what role was he playing?


  He got up, moving carefully in the fractional gravity, and pulled aside the floor-to-ceiling drapes. It was night, and across a kilometer of black air was a steep dark mountainside or perhaps a vast building, with lights wound at its base, shimmering on a river down there . . . Proteus. Neptune. The trade delegation. And the thing he couldn’t think about, which was fractionally nearer the surface now, like a word at the back of his tongue. He could feel it, but he couldn’t shape it. Not yet.


  He stripped in the small, brightly lit sphere of the bathroom and turned the walls to mirrors and looked at himself. He was too young to be who he thought he was. No, that was the treatment, of course. His third. Then why was his skin this color? He hadn’t bothered to tint it for . . . how long?


  That sci-fi version of Othello, a century and a half ago, when he’d been a movie star. He remembered the movie vividly, although not the making of it. But that was the color he was now, his skin a rich dark mahogany, gleaming as if oiled in the lights, his hair a cap of tight black curls.


  He slept again, and dreamed of his childhood home. San Francisco. Sailboats scattered across the blue bay. He’d had a little boat, a Laser. The cold salt smell of the sea. The pinnacles of the rust-red bridge looming out of banks of fog, and the fog horn booming mournfully. Cabbage leaves in the gutters of Spring Street. The crowds swirling under the crimson and gold neon lights of the trinket shops of Grant Avenue, and the intersection at Grant and California tingling with trolley car bells.


  He remembered everything as if he had just seen it in a movie. Nonassociational aphasia. It was a side effect of the treatment he’d just had. He’d been warned about it, but it was still unsettling. The woman he was here to . . . Avernus. Her name now. But when they had been married, a hundred and sixty odd years ago, she had been called Barbara Reiner. He tried to remember the taste of her mouth, the texture of her skin, and could not.


  The next transport would not swing by Proteus for a hundred and seventy days, so there was no hurry to begin the formal business of the trade delegation. For a while, its members were treated as favored tourists, in a place that had no tourist industry at all.


  The sinuous rill canyon which housed Elfhame had been burned to an even depth of a kilometer, sealed under a construction diamond roof, and pressurized to 750 millibars with a nitrox mix enriched with I percent carbon dioxide to stimulate plant growth. The canyon ran for fifty kilometers through a basaltic surface extrusion, possibly the remnant of the giant impact that had resurfaced the farside hemisphere of the moon a billion years ago, or the result of vulcanism caused by thermal drag when the satellite had been captured by Neptune.


  The sides of the canyon were raked to form a deep vee in profile, with a long narrow lake lying at the bottom like a black ribbon, dusted with a scattering of pink and white coral keys. The Elffiamers called it the Skagerrak. The sides of the canyon were steeply terraced, with narrow vegetable gardens, rice paddies, and farms on the higher levels, close to the lamps that, strung from the diamond roof, gave an insolation equivalent to that of the Martian surface. Farther down, amongst pocket parks and linear strips of designer wilderness, houses clung to the steep slopes like soap bubbles, or stood on platforms or bluffs, all with panoramic views of the lake at the bottom and screened from their neighbors by soaring ginkgoes, cypress, palmettos, bamboo (which grew to fifty meters in the microgravity), and dragon’s blood trees. All the houses were large and individually designed; Elfhamers went in for extended families. At the lowest levels were the government buildings, commercial malls and parks, the university and hospital, and the single hotel, which bore all the marks of having been recently constructed for the trade delegation. And then there was the lake, the Skagerrak, with its freshwater corals and teeming fish, and slow, ten-meter-high waves. The single, crescent-shaped beach of black sand at what Elfhamers called the North End was very steeply raked, and constantly renewed; the surfing was fabulous.


  There was no real transportation system except for a single tube train line that shuttled along the west side, and moving lines with T-bar seats, like ski lifts, that made silver lines along the steep terraced slopes. Mostly, people bounded around in huge kangaroo leaps, or flew using startlingly small wings of diamond foil or little hand-held airscrews-the gravity was so low, 0.007g, that human flight was ridiculously easy. Children rode airboards or simply dived from terrace to terrace, which strictly speaking was illegal, but even adults did it sometimes, and it seemed to be one of those laws to which no one paid much attention unless someone got hurt. It was possible to break a bone if you jumped from the top of the canyon and managed to land on one of the lakeside terraces, but you’d have to work at it. Some of the kids did-the latest craze was terrace bouncing, in which half a dozen screaming youngsters tried to find out how quickly they could get from top to bottom with the fewest touchdown points.


  The entire place, with its controlled, indoor weather, its bland affluent sheen, and its universal cleanliness, was ridiculously vulnerable. It reminded Ben Lo of nothing so much as an old-fashioned shopping mall, the one at Santa Monica, for instance. He’d had a bit part in a movie made in that mall, somewhere near the start of his career. He was still having trouble with his memory. He could remember every movie he’d made, but couldn’t remember making any one of them.


  He asked his guide if it was possible to get to the real surface. She was taken aback by the request, then suggested that he could access a mobot using the point-of-presence facility of his hotel room.


  “Several hundred were released fifty years ago, and some of them are still running, I suppose. Really, there is nothing up there but some industrial units.”


  “I guess Avernus has her labs on the surface.”


  Instantly, the spy was on the alert, suppressing a thrill of panic.


  His guide was a very tall, thin, pale girl called Maria. Most Elffiamers were descended from Nordic stock, and Maria had the high cheekbones, blue eyes, blond hair, and open and candid manner of her counterparts on Earth. Like most Elfhamers, she was tanned and athletically lithe, and wore a distractingly small amount of fabric: tight shorts, a band of material across her small breasts, plastic sandals, a communications bracelet.


  At the mention of Avernus, Maria’s eyebrows dented over her slim, straight nose. She said, “I would suppose so, yah, but there’s nothing interesting to see. The program, it is reaching the end of its natural life, you see. The surface is not interesting, and it is dangerous. The cold and the vacuum, and still the risk of micrometeorites. Better to live inside.”


  Like worms in an apple, the spy thought. The girl was soft and foolish, very young and very naive. It was only natural that a member of the trade delegation would be interested in Elfhame’s most famous citizen. She wouldn’t think anything of this.


  Ben Lo blinked and said, “Well, yes, but I’ve never been there. It would be something, for someone of my age to set foot on the surface of a moon of Neptune. I was born two years before the first landing on Earth’s moon, you know. Have you ever been up there?”


  Maria’s teeth were even and pearly white, and when she smiled, as she did now, she seemed to have altogether too many. “By point-of-presence, of course. It is part of our education. It is fine enough in its own way, but the surface is not our home, you understand.”


  They were sitting on the terrace of a cafe that angled out over the lake. Resin tables and chairs painted white, clipped bay trees in big white pots, terra-cotta tiles, slightly sticky underfoot, like all the floor coverings in Elfhame. Bulbs of schnapps cooled in an ice bucket.


  Ben Lo tipped his chair back and looked up at the narrow strip of black sky and its strings of brilliant lamps that hung high above the steep terraces on the far side of the lake. He said, “You can’t see the stars. You can’t even see Neptune.”


  “Well, we are on the farside,” Marla said, reasonably. “But by point-of-presence mobot I have seen it, several times. I have been on Earth the same way, and Mars, but those were fixed, because of the signal lag.”


  “Yes, but you might as well look at a picture!”


  Marla laughed. “Oh, yah. Of course. I forget that you are once a capitalist—” the way she said it, he might have been a dodo, or a dolphin-“from the United States of the Americas, as it was called then. That is why you put such trust in what you call real. But really, it is not such a big difference. You put on a mask, or you put on a pressure suit. It is all barriers to experience. And what is to see? Dusty ice, and the same black sky as home, but with more and weaker lamps. We do not need the surface.”


  Ben Lo didn’t press the point. His guide was perfectly charming, if earnest and humorless, and brightly but brainlessly enthusiastic for the party line, like a cadre from one of the supernats. She was transparently a government spy, and was recording everything-she had shown him the little button camera and asked his permission.


  “Such a historical event this is, Mr. Lo, that we wish to make a permanent record of it. You will I hope not mind?”


  So now Ben Lo changed the subject, and asked why there were no sailboats on the lake, and then bad to explain to Marla what a sailboat was.


  Her smile was brilliant when she finally understood. “Oh yah, there are some I think who use such boards on the water, like surfing boards with sails.”


  “Sailboards, sure.”


  “The waves are very Ig, so it is not easy a sport. Not aily are allowed, besides, because of the film.”


  It turned out that there was a monomolecular film across the whole lake, to stop great gobs of it floating off into the lakeside terraces.


  A gong beat softly in the air. Maria looked at her watch. It was tattooed on her slim, tanned wrist. “Now it will rain soon. We should go inside, I think. I can show you the library this afternoon. There are several real books in it that one of our first citizens brought all the way from Earth.”


  When he was not sight-seeing or attending coordination meetings with the others in the trade delegation (he knew none of them well, and they were all so much younger than him, and as bright and enthusiastic as Marla), he spent a lot of time in the library. He told Maria that be was gathering background information that would help finesse the target packages of economic exchange, and she said that it was good, this was an open society, they had nothing to hide. Of course, he couldn’t use his own archive, which was under bonded quarantine, but he was happy enough typing away at one of the library terminals for hours on end, and after a while, Marla left him to it. He also made use of various point-of-presence mobots to explore the surface, especially around Elfhame’s roof.


  And then there were the diplomatic functions to attend: a party in the prime minister’s house, a monstrous construction of pine logs and steeply pitched roofs of wooden shingles cantilevered above the lake; a reception in the assembly room of the parliament, the Riksdag; others at the university and the Supreme Court. Ben Lo started to get a permanent crick in his neck from looking up at the faces of his etiolated hosts while making conversation.


  At one, held in the humid, rarefied atmosphere of the research greenhouses near the top of the East Wall of Elfhame, Ben Lo glimpsed Avernus again. His heart lifted strangely, and the spy broke off from the one-sided conversation with an earnest hydroponicist and pushed through the throng toward his target, the floor sucking at his sandals with each step.


  The old woman was surrounded by a gaggle of young giants, set apart from the rest of the party. The spy was aware of people watching when he took Avernus’s hand, something that caused a murmur of unrest amongst her companions.


  “An old custom, dears,” Avernus told them. “We predate most of the plagues that made such gestures taboo, even after the plagues were defeated. Ben, dear, what a surprise. I had hoped never to see you again. Your employers have a strange sense of humor.” A young man with big, red-framed data glasses said, “You know each other?”


  “We lived in the same city,” Avernus said, “many years ago.” She had brushed her vigorous grey hair back from her forehead. The wine-dark velvet wrap did not flatter her skinny old woman’s body. She said to Ben, “You look so young.”


  “My third treatment,” he confessed. Avernus said, “It was once said that in American lives there was no second act-but biotech has given almost everyone who can afford it a second act, and for some a third one, too. But what to do in them? One simply can’t pretend to be young again-one is too aware of death, and has too much at stake, too much invested in self, to risk being young.”


  “There’s no longer any America,” Ben Lo said. “Perhaps that helps.”


  “To be without loyalty,” the old woman said, “except to one’s own continuity.”


  The spy winced, but did not show it.


  The old woman took his elbow. Her grip was surprisingly strong. “Pretend to be interested, dear,” she said. “We are having a delightful conversation in this delightful party. Smile. That’s better!”


  Her companions laughed uneasily at this. Avernus said quietly to Ben, “You must visit me.”


  “I have an escort.”


  “Of course you do. I’m sure someone as resourceful as you will think of something. Ah, this must be your guide. what a tall girl!”


  Avernus turned away, and her companions closed around her, turning their long bare backs on the Earthman.


  Ben Lo asked Maria what Avernus was doing there. He was dizzy with the contrast between what his wife had been, and what she had become. He could hardly remember what they had talked about. Meet. They had to meet. They would meet.


  It was beginning.


  Marla said, “It is a politeness to her. Really, she should not have come, and we are glad she is leaving early. You do not worry about her, Mr. Lo. She is a sideline. We look inward, we reject the insane plans of the previous administration. Would you like to see the new oil-rich strains of Chlorella we use?”


  Ben Lo smiled diplomatically. “It would be very interesting.”


  There had been a change of government, after the war. It had been less violent and more serious than a revolution, more like a change of climate, or of religion. Before the Quiet War (that was what it was called on Earth, for although tens of thousands had died in the war, none had died on Earth), Proteus had been loosely allied with, but not committed to, an amorphous group which wanted to exploit the outer reaches of the solar system, beyond Pluto’s orbit; after the war, Proteus dropped its expansionist plans and sought to reestablish links with the trading communities of Earth.


  Avernus had been on the losing side of the change in political climate. Brought in by the previous regime because of her skills in gengeneering vacuum organisms, she found herself sidelined and ostracized, her research group disbanded and replaced by government cadres, funds for her research suddenly diverted to new projects. But her contract bound her to Proteus for the next ten years, and the new government refused to release her. She had developed several important new dendrimers, light-harvesting molecules used in artificial photosynthesis, and established several potentially valuable genelines, including a novel form of photosythesis based on a sulphur-spring Chloroflexus bacterium. The goverilment wanted to license them, but to do that it had to keep Avernus under contract, even if it would not allow her to work.


  Avernus wanted to escape, and Ben Lo was there to help her. The Pacific Community had plenty of uses for vacuum organisms-there was the whole of the Moon to use as a garden, to begin with-and was prepared to overlook Avernus’s political stance in exchange for her expertise and her knowledge.


  He was beginning to remember more and more, but there was still so much he didn’t know. He supposed that the knowledge had been buried, and would flower in due course. He tried not to worry about it.


  Meanwhile, the meetings of the trade delegation and Elfhame’s industrial executive finally began. Ben Lo spent most of the next ten days in a closed room dickering with Parliamentary speakers on the Trade Committee over marginal rates for exotic organics. When the meetings were finally over, he slept for three hours and then, still logy from lack of sleep but filled with excess energy, went body surfing at the black beach at the North End. It was the first time he had managed to evade Marla. She had been as exhausted as he had been by the rounds of negotiations, and he had promised that he would sleep all day so that she could get some rest.


  The surf was tremendous, huge smooth slow glassy swells falling from thirty meters to batter the soft, sugary black sand with giant’s paws. The air was full of spinning globs of water, and so hazed with spray, like a rain of foamy flowers, that it was necessary to wear a filtermask. It was what the whole lake would be like, without its monomolecular membrane.


  Ben Lo had thought he would still have an aptitude for body surfing, because he’d done so much of it when he had been living in Los Angeles, before his movie career really took off. But he was as helpless as a kitten in the swells, his boogie board turning turtle as often as not, and twice he was caught in the undertow. The second time, a pale naked giantess got an arm around his chest and hauled him up onto dry sand.


  After he hawked up a couple of lungs-full of fresh water, he managed to gasp his thanks. The woman smiled. She had black hair in a bristle cut, and startlingly green eyes. She was very tall and very thin, and completely naked. She said, “At last you are away from that revisionist bitch.”


  Ben Lo sat up, abruptly conscious, in the presence of this young naked giantess, of his own nakedness. “Ah. You are one of Avernus’s—”


  The woman walked away with her boogie board under her arm, pale buttocks flexing. The spy unclipped the ankle line that tethered him to his rented board, bounded up the beach in two leaps, pulled on his shorts, and followed.


  Sometime later, he was standing in the middle of a vast red-lit room at blood heat and what felt like a hundred percent humidity. Racks of large-leaved plants receded into infinity; those nearest him towered high above, forming a living green wall. His arm stung, and the tall young woman, naked under a green gown open down the front, but masked and wearing disposable gloves, deftly caught the glob of expressed blood-his blood-in a capillary straw, took a disc of skin from his forearm with a spring-loaded punch, sprayed the wound with sealant and went off with her samples.


  A necessary precaution, the old woman said. Avernus. He remembered now. Or at least could picture it. Taking a ski lift all the way to the top. Through a tunnel lined with tall plastic bags in which green Chlorella cultures bubbled under lights strobing in fifty millisecond pulses. Another attack of memory lossthey seemed to be increasing in frequency! Stress, be told himself. “Of all the people I could identify,” Avernus said, “they had to send you.”


  “Ask me anything,” Ben Lo said, although he wasn’t sure that he recalled very much of their brief marriage.


  “I mean identify genetically. We exchanged strands of hair in amber, do you remember? I kept mine. It was mounted in a ring.”


  “I didn’t think that you were sentimental.”


  “It was my idea, and I did it with all my husbands. It reminded me of what I once was.”


  “My wife.”


  “An idiot.”


  “I must get back to the hotel soon. If they find out I’ve been wandering around without my escort, they’ll start to suspect.”


  “Good. Let them worry. What can they do? Arrest me? Arrest you?”


  “I have diplomatic immunity.”


  Avernus laughed. “Ben, Ben, you always were so status-conscious. That’s why I left. I was just another thing you’d collected. A trophy, like your Porsche, or your Picasso.”


  He didn’t remember.


  “It wasn’t a very good Picasso. One of his fakes-do you know that story?”


  “I suppose I sold it.”


  The young woman in the green gown came back. “A positive match,” she said. “Probability of a negative identity point oh oh one or less. But he is doped up with immunosuppressants and testosterone.”


  “The treatment,” the spy said glibly. “Is this where you do your research?”


  “Of course not. They certainly would notice if you turned up there. This is one of the pharm farms. They grow tobacco here, with human genes inserted to make various immunoglobulins. They took away my people, Ben, and replaced them with spies. Ludmilia is one of my original team. They put her to drilling new agricultural tunnels.”


  “We are alone here,” Ludmilia said.


  “Or you would have made your own arrangements.”


  “I hate being dependent on people. Especially from Earth, if you’ll forgive me. And especially you. Are the others in your trade delegation . . .?”


  “Just a cover,” the spy said. “They know nothing. They are looking forward to your arrival in Tycho. The laboratory is ready to be fitted out to your specifications.”


  “I swore I’d never go back, but they are fools here. They stand on the edge of greatness, the next big push, and they turn their backs on it and burrow into the ice like maggots.”


  The spy took her hands in his. Her skin was loose on her bones, and dry and cold despite the humid heat of the hydroponic greenhouse. He said, “Are you ready? Truly ready?”


  She did not pull away. “I have said so. I will submit to any test, if it makes your masters happy. Ben, you are exactly as I remember you. It is very strange.”


  “The treatments are very good now. You must use one.”


  “Don’t think I haven’t, although not as radical as yours. I like to show my age. You could shrivel up like a Struldbrugg, and I don’t have to worry about that, at least. That skin color, though. Is it a fashion?”


  “I was Othello, once. Don’t you like it?” Under the red lights his skin gleamed with an ebony luster.


  “I always thought you’d make a good lago, if only you bad been clever enough. I asked for someone I knew, and they sent you. It almost makes me want to distrust them.”


  “We were young, then.” He was trying to remember, searching her face. Well, it was two hundred years ago. Still, he felt as if he trembled at a great brink, and a tremendous feeling of nostalgia for what he could not remember swept through him. Tears grew like big lenses over his eyes and he brushed them into the air and apologized. “I am here to do a job,” he said, and said it as much for his benefit as hers. Avernus said, “Be honest, Ben. You hardly remember anything.”


  “Well, it was a long time ago.” But he did not feel relieved at this admission. “Re past was gone. No more than pictures, no longer a part of him.


  Avernus said, “When we got married, I was in love, and a fool. It was in the Wayfarer’s Chapel, do you remember? Hot and dry, with a Santa Ana blowing, and Channel Five’s news helicopter hovering overhead. You were already famous, and two years later you were so famous I no longer recognized you.”


  They talked a little while about his career. The acting, the successful terms as state senator, the unsuccessful term as congressman, the fortune he had made in land deals after the partition of the USA, his semi-retirement in the upper house of the Pacific Community parliament. It was a little like an interrogation, but he didn’t mind it. At least he knew this story well.


  The tall young woman, Ludmilla, took him back to the hotel. It seemed natural that she should stay for a drink, and then that they should make love, with a languor and then an urgency that surprised him, although he had been told that restoration of his testosterone levels would sometimes cause emotional or physical cruxes that would require resolution. Ben Lo had made love in microgravity many times, but never before with someone who had been born to it. Afterward, Ludmilla rose up from the bed and moved gracefully about the room, dipping and turning as she pulled on her scanty clothes. “I will see you again,” she said, and then she was gone.


  The negotiations resumed, a punishing schedule taking up at least twelve hours a day. And there were the briefings and summary sessions with the other delegates, as well as the other work the spy had to attend to when Maria thought he was asleep. Fortunately, he had a kink that allowed him to build up sleep debt and get by on an hour a night. He’d sleep long when this was done, all the way back to Earth with his prize. Then at last it was all in place, and he only had to wait.


  Another reception, this time in the little zoo halfway up the West Side. The Elfhamers were running out of novel places to entertain the delegates. Most of the animals looked vaguely unhappy in the microgravity and none were ve ry large. Bushbabies, armadillos, and mice; a pair of hippopotami no larger than domestic cats; a knee-high pink elephant with some kind of skin problem behind its disproportionately large ears.


  Ludmilla brushed past Ben Lo as he came out of the rest room and said, “When can she go?”


  “Tonight,” the spy said.


  Everything had been ready for fourteen days now. He went to find something to do now that he was committed to action.


  Marla was feeding peanuts to the dwarf elephant. Ben Lo said, “Aren’t you worried that the animals might escape? You wouldn’t want mice running around your Shangri-la.”


  “They all have a kink in their metabolism. An artificial amino acid they need. That girl you talked with was once one of Avernus’s assistants. She should not be here.”


  “She propositioned me.” Maria said nothing. He said, “There are no side deals. If someone wants anything, they have to bring it to the table through the proper channels.”


  “You are an oddity here, it is true. Too much muscles. Many women would sleep with you, out of curiosity.”


  “But you have never asked, Marla. I’m ashamed.” He said it playfully, but he saw that Marla suspected something. It didn’t matter. Everything was in place.


  They came for him that night, but he was awake and dressed, counting off the minutes until his little bundle of surprises started to unpack itself. There were two of them, armed with tasers and sticky foam canisters. The spy blinded them with homemade capsicum spray (he’d stolen chilli pods from one of the hydroponic farms and suspended a water extract in a perfume spray) and killed them as they blundered about, screaming and pawing at their eyes. One of them was Marla, another a well-muscled policeman who must have spent a good portion of each day in a centrifuge gym. The spy disabled the sprinkler system, set fire to his room, kicked out the window, and ran.


  There were more police waiting outside the main entrance of the hotel. The spy ran right over the edge of the terrace and landed two hundred meters down amongst blue pines grown into bubbles of soft needles in the microgravity. Above, the fire touched off the homemade plastic explosive, and a fan of burning debris shot out above the spy’s head, seeming to hover in the black air for a long time before beginning to flutter down toward the Skagerrak. Briefly, he wondered if any of the delegation had survived. It didn’t matter. The young, enthusiastic, and naive delegates had always been expendable.


  Half the lights were out in Elffiame, and all of the transportation systems, the phone system was crashing and resetting every five minutes,and the braking lasers were sending twenty-millisecond pulses to a narrow wedge of the sky. It was a dumb bug, only a thousand lines long. The spy had laboriously typed it from memory into the library system, which connected with everything else. It wouldn’t take long to trace, but by then, other things would start happening.


  The spy waited in the cover of the bushy pine trees. One of his teeth was capped and he pulled it out and unraveled the length of monomolecular diamond wire coiled inside.


  In the distance, people called to each other over a backdrop of ringing bells and sirens and klaxons. Flashlights flickered in the darkness on the far side of the Skagerrak’s black gulf; on the terrace above the spy’s hiding place, the police seemed to have brought the fire in the hotel under control. Then the branches of the pines started to doff as a wind came up; the bug had reached the air conditioning. In the darkness below, waves grew higher on the Skagerrak, sloshing and crashing together, as the wind drove waves toward the beach at the North End and reflected waves clashed with those coming onshore. The monomolecular film over the lake’s surface was not infinitely strong. The wind began to tear spray from the tops of the towering waves, and filled the lower level of the canyon with flying foam flowers. Soon the waves would grow so tall that they’d spill over the lower levels.


  The spy counted out ten minutes, and then started to bound up the terraces, putting all his strength into his thigh and back muscles. Most of the setbacks between each terrace were no more than thirty meters high; for someone with muscles accustomed to one gee, it was easy enough to scale them with a single jump in the microgravity, even from a standing start.


  He was halfway there when the zoo’s elephant charged past him in the windy semidarkness. Its trunk was raised above its head and it trumpeted a single despairing cry as it ran over the edge of the narrow terrace. Its momentum carried it a long way out into the air before it began to fall, outsized ears flapping as if trying to lift it. Higher up, the plastic explosive charges the spy had made from sugar, gelatin, and lubricating grease blew out hectares of plastic sheeting and structural frames from the long greenhouses.


  The spy’s legs were like wood when he reached the high agricultural regions; his heart was pounding and his lungs were burning as he tried to strain oxygen from the thin air. He grabbed a fire extinguisher and mingled with panicked staff, ricocheting down long corridors and bounding across windblown fields of crops edged by shattered glass walls and lit by stuttering red emergency lighting. He was only challenged once, and he struck the woman with the butt end of the fire extinguisher and ran on without bothering to check if she was dead or not.


  Marla had shown him the place where they stored genetic material on one of her endless tours. Everything was kept in liquid nitrogen, and there was a wide selection of dewar flasks. He chose one about the size of a human head, filled it, and clamped on the lid.


  Then through a set of double pressure doors, banging the switch that closed them behind him, setting down the flask and dropping the coil of diamond wire beside it, stepping into a dressing frame, and finally pausing, breathing hard, dry-mouthed and suddenly trembling, as the vacuum suit was assembled around him. As the gold-filmed bubble was lowered over his bead and clamped to the neck seal, Ben Lo started, as if waking. Something was terribly wrong. What was be doing here?


  Dry air hissed around his face; headup displays stuttered and scrolled down. The spy walked out of the frame, stowed the diamond wire in one of the suit’s utility pockets, picked up the flask of liquid nitrogen, and started the airlock cycle, ignoring the computer’s contralto as it recited a series of safety precautions while the room revolved, and opened on a flood of sunlight.


  The spy came out at the top of the South End of Elfhame. The canyon stretched away to the north, its construction-diamond roof like black sheet-ice: a long, narrow lake of ice curving away downhill, it seemed, between odd, rounded hills like half-buried snowballs, their sides spattered with perfect round craters. He bounded around the tangle of pipes and fins of some kind of distillery or cracking plant, and saw the line of the railway arrowing away across a glaring white plain toward an horizon as close as the top of a hill.


  The railway was a single rail hung from smart A-frames whose carbon fiber legs compensated for movements in the icy surface. Thirteen hundred kilometers long, it described a complete circle around the little moon from pole to pole, part of the infrastructure left over from Elfhame’s expansionist phase, when it was planned to string sibling settlements all the way around the moon.


  The spy kangaroo-hopped along the sunward side of the railway, heading south toward the rendezvous point they had agreed upon. In five minutes, the canyon and its associated domes and industrial plant had disappeared beneath the horizon behind him. The ice was rippled and cracked and blistered, and crunched under the cleats of his boots at each touchdown.


  “That was some diversion,” a voice said over the open channel. “I hope no one was killed.”


  “Just an elephant, I think. Although if it landed in the lake, it might have survived.” He wasn’t about to tell Avernus about Maria and the policeman.


  The spy stopped in the shadow of a carbon-fiber pillar, and scanned the icy terrain ahead of him. The point-of-presence mobots hadn’t been allowed into this area. The ice curved away to the east and south like a warped checkerboard. There was a criss-cross pattern of ridges that marked out regular squares about two hundred meters on each side, and each square was a different color. Vacuum organisms. He’d reached the experimental plots.


  Avernus said over the open channel, “I can’t see the pickup.”


  He started along the line again. At the top of his leap, he said, “I’ve already signaled to the transport using the braking lasers. It’ll be liere in less than all hour. We’re a little ahead of schedule.”


  The transport was a small gig with a brute of a motor taking up most of its hull, leaving room for only a single hibernation pod and a small storage compartment. If everything went according to plan, that was all he would need.


  He came down and leaped again, and then he saw her on the far side of the curved checkerboard of the experimental plots, a tiny figure in a transparent vacuum suit sitting on a slope of black ice at what looked like the edge of the world. He bounded across the fields toward her.


  The ridges were only a meter high and a couple of meters across, dirty water and methane ice fused smooth as glass. It was easy to leap over each of themthe gravity was so light that the spy could probably get into orbit if he wasn’t careful. Each field held a different growth. A corrugated grey mold that gave like rubber under his boots. Flexible spikes the color of dried blood, all different heights and thicknesses, but none higher than his knees. More grey stuff, this time mounded in discrete blisters each several meters from its nearest neighbors, with fat grey ropes running beneath the ice. Irregular stacks of what looked like black plates that gave way, halfway across the field, to a blanket of black stuff like cracked tar.


  The figure had turned to watch him, its helmet a gold bubble that refracted the rays of the tiny, intensely bright star of the sun. As the spy made the final bound across the last of the experimental plots-more of the black Stuff, like a huge wrinkled vinyl blanket dissected by deep wandering cracks-Avernus said in his ear, “You should have kept to the boundary walls.”


  “It doesn’t matter now.”


  “Ah, but I think you’ll find it does.”


  Avernus was sitting in her pressure suit on top of a ridge of upturned strata at the rim of a huge crater. Her suit was transparent, after the fashion of the losing side of the Quiet War. It was intended to minimize the barrier between the human and the vacuum environments. She might as well have flown a flag declaring her allegiance to the outer alliance. Behind her, the crater stretched away south and west, and the railway ran right out above its dark floor on pillars that doubled and tripled in height as they stepped away down the inner slope. The crater was so large that its far side was hidden beyond the little moon’s curvature. The black stuff had overgrown the ridge, and flowed down into the crater. Avernus was sitting in the only clear spot.


  She said, “This is my most successful strain. You can see how vigorous it is. You didn’t get that suit from my lab, did you? I suggest you keep moving around. This stuff is thixotropic in the presence of foreign bodies, like smart paint. It spreads out, flowing under pressure, over the neighboring organisms, but doesn’t overgrow itself.”


  The spy looked down, and saw that the big cleated boots of his pressure suit had already sunken to the ankles in the black stuff. He lifted one, then the other; it was like walking in tar. He took a step toward her, and the ground collapsed beneath his boots and he was suddenly up to his knees in black stuff.


  “My suit,” Avernus said, “is coated with the protein by which the strain recognizes its own self. You could say I’m like a virus, fooling the immune system. I dug a trench, and that’s what you stepped into. Where is the transport?”


  “On its way, but you don’t have to worry about it,” the spy said, as he struggled to free himself. “This silly little trap won’t hold me for long.”


  Avernus stepped back. She was four meters away, and the black stuff was thigh deep around the spy now, sluggishly flowing upward. The spy flipped the catches on the flask and tipped liquid nitrogen over the stuff. The nitrogen boiled up in a cloud of dense vapor and evaporated. It had made no difference at all to the stuff’s integrity.


  A point of light began to grow brighter above the close horizon of the moon, moving swiftly aslant the field of stars.


  “It gets brittle at close to absolute zero,” Avernus said, “but only after several dozen hours.” She turned, and added, “There’s the transport.”


  The spy snarled at her. He was up to his waist, and had to fold his arms across his chest, or else they would be caught fast.


  Avernus said, “You never were Ben Lo, were you? Or at any rate no more than a poor copy. The original is back on Earth, alive or dead. If he’s alive, no doubt he’ll claim that this is all a trick of the outer alliance against the Elfhamers and their new allies, the Pacific Community.”


  He said, “There’s still time, Barbara. We can do this together.”


  The woman in the transparent pressure suit turned back to look at him. Sun flared on her bubble helmet. “Ben, poor Ben. I’ll call you that for the sake of convenience. Do you know what happened to you? Someone used you. That body isn’t even yours. It isn’t anyone’s. Oh, it looks like you, and I suppose the altered skin color disguises the rougher edges of the plastic surgery. The skin matches your genotype, and so does the blood, but the skin was cloned from your original, and the blood must come from marrow implants. No wonder there’s so much immunosuppressant in your system. If we had just trusted your skin and blood, we would not hive known. But your sperm-it was all female. Not a single Y chromosome. I think you’re probably haploid, a construct from an unfertilized blastula. You’re not even male, except somatically-you’re swamped with testosterone, probably have been since gastrulation. You’re a weapon, Ben. They used things like you as assassins in the Quiet War.”


  He was in a pressure suit, with dry air blowing around his head and headup displays blinking at the bottom of the clear helmet. A black landscape, and stars high above, with something bright pulsing, growing closer. A spaceship! That was important, but he couldn’t remember why. He tried to move, and discovered that he was trapped in something like tar that came to his waist. He could feel it clamping around his legs, a terrible pressure that was compromising the heat exchange system of his suit. His legs were freezing cold, but his body was hot, and sweat prickled across his skin, collecting in the folds of the suit’s undergarment.


  “Don’t move,” a woman’s voice said. “It’s like quicksand. It flows under pressure. You’ll last a little longer if you keep still. Struggling only makes it more liquid.”


  Barbara. No, she called herself Avernus now. He had the strangest feeling that someone else was there, too, just out of sight. He tried to look around, but it was terribly hard in the half-buried suit. He had been kidnapped. It was the only explanation. He remembered running from the burning hotel . . . He was suddenly certain that the other members of the trade delegation were dead, and cried out, “Help me!”


  Avernus squatted in front of him, moving carefully and slowly in her transparent pressure suit. He could just see the outline of her face through the gold film of her helmet’s visor. “There are two personalities in there, I think. The dominant one let you back, Ben, so that you would plead with me. But don’t plead, Ben. I don’t want my last memory of you to be so undignified, and anyway, I won’t listen. I won’t deny you’ve been a great help. Elfhame always was a soft target, and you punched just the right buttons, and then you kindly provided the means of getting where I want to go. They’ll think I was kidnapped.” Avernus turned and pointed up at the sky. “Can you see? That’s your transport. Ludmilla is going to reprogram it.”


  “Take me with you, Barbara.”


  “Oh, Ben, Ben. But I’m not going to Earth. I considered it, but when they sent you, I knew that there was something wrong. I’m going out, Ben. Further out. Beyond Pluto, in the Kuiper Disk, where there are more than fifty thousand objects with a diameter of more than a hundred kilometers, and a billion comet nuclei ten kilometers or so across. And then there’s the oort Cloud, and its billions of comets. The fringes of that mingle with the fringes of Alpha Centauri’s cometary cloud. Life spreads. That’s its one rule. In ten thousand years, my children will reach Alpha Centauri, not by starship, but simply through expansion of their territory.”


  “That’s the way you used to talk when we were married. All that sci-fi you used to read!”


  “You don’t remember it, Ben. Not really. It was fed to you. All my old interviews, my books and articles, all your old movies. They did a quick construction job, and just when you started to find out about it, the other one took over.”


  “I don’t think I’m quite myself. I don’t understand what’s happening, but perhaps it is something to do with the treatment I had. I told you about that.”


  “Hush, dear. There was no treatment. That was when they fixed you in the brain of this empty vessel.”


  She was too close, and she had half-turned to watch the moving point of light grow brighter. He wanted to warn her, but something clamped his lips and he almost swallowed his tongue. He watched as his left hand stealthily unfastened a utility pocket and pulled out a length of glittering wire fine as a spider-thread. Monomolecular diamond. Serrated along its length, except for five centimeters at each end, it could easily cut through pressure suit material and flesh and bone. He knew then. He knew what he was. The woman looked at him and said sharply, “What are you doing, Ben?”


  And for that moment, he was called back, and he made a fist around the thread and plunged it into the black stuff. The spy screamed and reached behind his helmet and dumped all oxygen from his main pack. It hissed for a long time, but the stuff gripping his legs and waist held firm.


  “It isn’t an anaerobe,” Avernus said. She hadn’t moved. “It is a vacuum organism. A little oxygen won’t hurt it.”


  Ben Lo found that he could speak. He said, “He wanted to cut off your head.”


  “I wondered why you were carrying that flask of liquid nitrogen. You were going to take my head back with you-and what? Use a bush robot to strip my brain neuron by neuron and read my memories into a computer? How convenient to have a genius captive in a bottle!”


  “It’s me, Barbara. I couldn’t let him do that to you.” His left arm was buried up to the elbow.


  “Then thank you, Ben. I’m in your debt.”


  “I’d ask you to take me with you, but I think there’s only one hibernation pod in the transport. You won’t be able to take your friend, either.”


  “Well, Ludmilla has her family here. She doesn’t want to leave. Or not yet.”


  “I can’t remember that story about Picasso. Maybe you heard it after we-after the divorce.”


  “You told it to me, Ben. When things were good between us, you used to tell stories like that.”


  “Then I’ve forgotten.”


  “It’s about an art dealer who buys a canvas in a private deal, that is signed “Picasso.’ This is in France, when Picasso was working in Cannes, and the dealer travels there to find if it is genuine. Picasso is working in his studio. He spares the painting a brief glance and dismisses it as a fake.”


  “I had a Picasso, once. A bull’s head. I remember that, Barbara.”


  “You thought it was a necessary sign of your wealth. You were photographed beside it several times. I always preferred Georges Braque myself. Do you want to hear the rest of the story?”


  “I’m still here.”


  “Of course you are, as long as I stay out of reach. Well, a few months later, the dealer buys another canvas signed by Picasso. Again he travels to the studio; again Picasso spares it no more than a glance, and announces that it is a fake. The dealer protests that this is the very painting he found Picasso working on the first time he visited, but Picasso just shrugs and says, “I often paint fakes.’ ”


  His breathing was becoming labored. Was there something wrong with the air system? The black tuff was climbing his chest. He could almost see it move, a creeping wave of black devouring him centimeter by centimeter.


  The star was very close to the horizon, now.


  He said, “I know a story.”


  “There’s no more time for stories, dear. I can release you, if you want. You only have your reserve air in any case.”


  “No. I want to see you go.”


  “I’ll remember you. I’ll tell your story far and wide.”


  Ben Lo heard the echo of another voice across their link, and the woman in the transparent pressure suit stood and lifted a hand in salute and bounded away.


  The spy came back, then, but Ben Lo fought him down. There was nothing he could do, after all. The woman was gone. He said, as if to himself, “I know a story. About a man who lost himself, and found himself again, just in time. Listen. Once upon a time . . .”


  Something bright rose above the horizon and dwindled away into the outer darkness.


  The Worst Place in the World


  Paul J. McAuley’s first major success as a writer was in 1988, when he won the Philip K Dick Award.for his debut novel, Four Hundred Billion Stars. Subsequent books include Secret Harmonies, Eternal Light (shortlisted for the Arthur C. Clarke Award), Red Dust and Pasquale’s Angel (winner of the Sidewise Award for best long form alternate history), the short story collections The King of the Hill and The Invisible Country, and the anthology In Dreams (co-edited with Kim Newman).


  He won the 1995 British Fantasy Award.for his short story “The Temptation of Dr. Stein” (from The Mammoth Book of Frankenstein), and also the 1996 Arthur C. Clarke Award for his novel Fairyland.


  [image: ]


  Shocked back to sanity, but with his blood now contaminated, Dracula begins to build his power-base from Africa . . .


  IT IS A square room twenty feet on each side, with a small, high window blocked by bars and wire mesh. A broken-down cinema projector squats in the middle of the room, its electrical guts ripped out, its lens missing. The concrete floor is filthy, and awash with sewer water in one corner; the unpainted breeze-block walls are streaked green and black with algae and mould. Old blood scabs a patch of the floor. Harry Merrick can smell it, strong as spoiled meat, above the fresh blood which spatters his clothes. It is a terrible place, but after the hot, black horror of Block A it seems like the bridal suite of the Hilton International.


  “You a political now,” one of his guards says. Her shiny black skin is puffed and loose, like that of a three-day-old corpse. Bristles sprout in tufts from her chin and neck; yellow tusks pierce her upper lip. She wears camouflage fatigues and mirrored sunglasses, and aims her M16 with awkward, clawed hands while a shivering medical orderly, stinking of fear, takes a sample of Harry’s blood. The man gets the vein on the third attempt, leaving a bad haematoma in the pit of Harry’s elbow that begins to disperse even as the barrel of the big syringe fills with dark blood. The orderly plunges the syringe into an ice bucket and scurries away, mocked by the guards.


  “That won’t do you any good,” Harry says. “Loses its goodness as soon as it leaves my body, turns to black powder in a few minutes. Tricky stuff, blood.”


  “We do magic with it,” the woman guard says. “Bad magic. African magic.”


  Another woman, as monstrous as the first, unlocks manacles Harry could have parted with a twist of his wrists. But there are too many guards and dogs between here and freedom, and some of the guards are as strong as he is.


  The guard licks at the weeping sores around the base of her tusks. Her tongue is bright red, and forked at the tip. She says, “The Count comes for you soon. Then maybe we stake you and cut off your head.”


  “I look forward to it,” Harry says and straightens up. A mistake. The guard reverses her rifle and thumps Harry in the kidneys and then, when he doubles over obediently, in the back of his head.


  “Animal,” the guard says. “Killer. Leech.”


  A human guard fixes a crucifix to the wall and then the door is slammed and double-locked, and Harry is left alone with his shame.


  Harry first heard of the Count a month before he was arrested. He had gone to the market to try and buy fresh fish and vegetables for the bar’s kitchens. The war, so long a rumour far away in the south, had finally reached the capital, following on the heels of the swarms of refugees.


  The rebels had crossed the border two months ago, had quickly taken the iron mines and begun a slow push towards Lake Albert and the capital. At first the rebels’ advance had followed a strict tempo. They would take a town and pause, regrouping and strengthening their position, then move on again. But recently the rebels had split into two unequal groups, the smaller more disciplined and more efficient (their leader, Prince Marshall, who had taken to telephoning the BBC World Service with boastful accounts of skirmishes inflated to battles, drove about the front in a jeep, shooting any of his troops who paused to indulge in looting), and the pace of the advance had quickened. Before the split in the rebel ranks there had always been food available in the capital if you could pay the price, preferably in US dollars, but now even staples like rice and manioc were running low.


  Harry Merrick had done his best to keep his bar operating normally, even if it meant dipping into his reserves to match inflated war prices. It was a matter of keeping up appearances. The bar was Harry’s refuge—had been for thirty years. It was popular with expatriots and the corrupt businessmen, government officials and army officers who had flourished under President Weah. The whores were clean and young; the booze was unadulterated; the food was good, thanks to Francis, the Fela cook. But the army, since the coup principally of the President’s tribe, had started to round up Fela men, because both Prince Marshall and Leviticus Smith, the leader of the main group of rebels, were Fela. Harry’s cook refused to go out after two of his uncles were arrested and shot, and so Harry had taken over the buying duties.


  The capital’s food market was a maze of tin-roofed stalls beside the ferry terminal, with the eight-storey National Bank, the tallest building in the country, on the other side of the wide lakeside avenue. Normally, the market was bustling from dawn until dusk, but lately less than half the stalls were open, and those half-empty. Harry, in sunglasses and wide-brimmed bush hat to protect him from the early morning light, was haggling over a cage of scrawny chickens when the army truck drove up.


  The Bureau of State Research had maintained a low but constant state of terror in the capital since the coup d’État five years ago. President Daniel Weah was a vain, badly educated man with an inferiority complex matched only by his greed and ruthless cunning. He had killed all his fellow plotters in the confusion after the coup and assumed total power as President-For-Life, although he still held his former army rank of sergeant. One by one, he had removed the government officials and ministers of the old regime and replaced them with badly educated men from his village. The Chief Justice had been shot in court; the Minister for Defence and two senior army generals had died when their helicopter had been brought down by a heat-seeking missile near the border; the head of the TV station had been blown up by a car bomb that killed sixteen passers-by and wounded more than fifty others. Prominent businessmen had been assassinated, too, and the state had appropriated their assets; like many other small businesses, Harry paid his taxes directly to a bagman who came around every week and had an uncanny knowledge of the turnover of the bar.


  None of this was particularly exceptional for a post-revolution African country in the early 1980s, but after the rebels took the south, the army began its own terror campaign. Soldiers of the two tribes which had previously held power in the country were disarmed and herded into camps; more than a hundred were killed when they had tried to break out of their barracks. Bodies appeared at intersections with their severed heads in their laps, seeming to watch the thin traffic go past. No one dared remove them. A missionary was shot in his church because he had given shelter to the families of two disappeared army officers. Checkpoints were set up at every road out of the city and if someone was detained they were never seen alive again.


  Despite the terror and the pincer-like advances of the two groups of rebels, most of Harry’s acquaintances in the golf club, the focal point of the expatriate community, were of the opinion that the President would survive. These were men who had lost almost everything as the economy dwindled away into the pockets of a very few, but like a gambler who stakes everything on a final throw, they refused to believe that they were out of the game. Harry himself thought that the President was smarter than he looked. Daniel Weah might be a swaggering bully who behaved like a cattle herder who had just come to the big city, but that was an act. He played dumb, but was shrewd and well advised, and always pretended to listen to the elders of his own tribe. Now, though, it seemed that he was losing his grip; a few nights ago he had had to appear on TV and explain that the massacre at the barracks had been due to rebel infiltrators, which no one believed at all.


  When the army truck pulled up by the side of the road, the crowd parted for it with alacrity. It was a Bedford ten-tonner with a heavy grill over its radiator, its cab and the canvas cover over its loadbed splotched brown and green. Soldiers jumped down, lifted a man’s corpse out by its arms and legs, and dropped it onto the tin counter of an empty butcher’s stall. Then the truck pulled away, soldiers clinging to its sides and whooping with laughter at their joke and firing their Ml6s into the air even though so-called happy shooting had been banned to save ammunition.


  The corpse wore only ragged trousers. It had been severely beaten, and shot in the back of the head. An iron rod had been pounded into its chest, and its hands and feet had been cut off. Something horrible had happened to its mouth; it looked like someone had broken the jaw and stretched it, then hammered crooked ivory nails into the gums and through the cheeks. The crowd looked at the mutilated corpse, murmuring to each other. Harry, shocked, pushed his way out of the circle, and was hailed by the French journalist, René Sante.


  As usual, Sante was brimming over with gossip and rumours. He was indefatigable, a stringer for half a dozen newspapers and one of the major American TV networks. He had been at a dinner for the remaining ambassadors last night, he said. The President had worn his sergeant’s uniform, his blouson heavy with ranks of medals he had awarded himself. Before the dessert course he had made a speech.


  “He said he would deal the rebels a blow from which they could not recover,” Sante told Harry. “There’s talk he plans to napalm the frontline villages. He also said that there were no shortages, that thieves had stolen the riches of the country and he would soon arrest them all, and all would be well. Then he took a spoonful of his dessert and got up and left. He gets bored at those things, my friend. I’ve been to about twenty, and I’ve never once had dessert. It was ice cream, too—I haven’t had ice cream for a month. I think,” Sante said, lowering his voice, “that there is not long left. They say he has brought mercenaries in, and that’s always a desperate move. The population never likes it because it reminds them of the worst excesses of colonialism, and there’s always the risk that they’ll go out of control.”


  Harry and René Sante were sitting at a cafe table on the other side of the market. The journalist was sipping from a beer; as usual, Harry had bought iced tea which he didn’t touch, except occasionally to hold to his forehead. He was grateful for Sante’s chatter because it helped him not to think about the corpse and what it might mean. The day was brightening, and splinters of light penetrated the lenses of his dark glasses like slivers of hot silver; he could feel his exposed skin begin to tighten. He told Sante that last night a TV journalist from CBS had been drinking at the bar.


  Sante nodded vigorously. He was a small wiry man, full of energy. He wore a travel-stained safari jacket, its pockets bulging with canisters of film, cassette tapes, spare batteries. He had set his three cameras on the rickety tin table. He was pleased to have caught the dumping of the body; he thought he could sell it to Paris Match. It was a parable of the African situation, Harry thought. The army and the journalists fed on horror, and the ordinary people went hungry.


  Sante said, “I know the guy from CBS. He’s just been with Leviticus Smith. Smith is boasting that the war will be over in six months. He says he will be President for two years, and then he will think about elections. You should consider of getting out, my friend.”


  “I’m comfortable here.”


  After the coup, Harry had been tempted to give up the bar and start over somewhere else, but things had quickly settled down. Humans were creatures of habit, and old habits and customs persisted despite the bursts of energy which suddenly and unpredictably overwhelmed their precarious social structures. They had no patience; they didn’t have the long view. They saw only what was before their noses, and lived for the day. Harry was able to live amongst them so easily because they twisted facts in their own minds to fit their preconceptions.


  Even René Sante, who lived off his wits, was easy to fool. He saw Harry as a kind of fellow traveller, not exactly an ally, nor even a friend, but someone who had a common interest in the mixed currency of gossip and rumour and fact by which stringers survived. To Harry, the journalist was neither prey nor a threat. Harry would never drink from him, but René yielded to Harry all the same, too ready to spill what he knew.


  “There’s a new thing I saw,” Sante said, drawing his chair closer to Harry. “It was in front of the army barracks. Three men, on stakes.”


  At first, Harry thought Sante meant that the men had been tied to posts and shot and left as a warning; a few days ago a dozen men had been hanged from lampposts along the main commercial street, with placards tied to their chests proclaiming them to be saboteurs. But Sante said no, this was different.


  “These are stakes about eight feet long, sharpened at one end. The men have been lifted onto them and dropped so the stake pierced the—how do you call it?—the asshole. It went all the way through one, came out of his chest. All three were officers. One was a major I knew vaguely. They say it’s the President’s new adviser, the mercenary they call the Count.”


  Harry is left alone in the small square room for ten days.


  The bars at the window are coated with silver. He burns his left hand badly; the old wound in his side, between the fourth and fifth ribs, aches in sympathy.


  At intervals guards bring in vegetable slop heavily flavoured with garlic. Another pointless insult, like the crucifix. Harry has not needed to eat for forty years.


  He managed to drink a little from one of the dying men in the cell in Block A before the guards pulled him out, but in a few days his thirst begins to return. He catches a rat on the first night, but after that the rats keep away, although they had the run of the cells in Block A. He keeps the worst of the thirst at bay by eating the cockroaches and centipedes which infest the room, crunching down a dozen at a time, savouring the small bitter sparks of life and spitting out pulped chitin, but the thirst persists, a low-level ache, a hollow in his belly. His bones feel brittle, their cores hollow. He tries to exercise. His muscles clench weakly, like tattered grave shrouds on his dead bones, but he knows he has to keep up his strength. Someone has been turning humans, making an undead elite within the army. The Count, the President’s adviser. Harry has a black dread that he knows who the Count is, but he tries not to dwell on it. He’ll find out soon enough.


  He spends most of the time in deep black dreamless sleep, curled up tightly in the corner beneath die oblong slot of die barred window, where the hot, heavy African sunlight cannot find him. Where he is safe from the memories of what he did to the twenty men in die cell in Block A. Where he is safe from his past. Still he weakens, hour upon hour. He needs the life in hot sweet salty human blood. Even in his sleep he can feel the tides of blood moving through die bodies of die guards and the prisoners in this terrible place, each a secret sundered sea. The thirstier he grows the more sensitive he becomes. He can hear the wary rustle of the rats in the spaces behind die walls, die conversations and laughter of the guards, the sighs and moans and rattling breaths of the prisoners in the cells in Block A, die music played by a radio in die old gymnasium on die other side of die compound where die officers lounge, drinking beer and whisky, and the rattle of the vultures on the tin roof. Every night two or three prisoners are tortured until they confess to die truth of the accusations made against diem by die security force (and everyone screams, and pleads and finally confesses to stop the torture; Harry can hear every word) and then are led out—either to the cinder track behind the prison block where they are made to kneel in front of the wire fence in the harsh glare of the lights on the tower and are shot in the back of the head by an officer, or to a waiting truck which drives them off to some public place where they are impaled as a lesson to the populace. Harry hears it all, and wider, further, the agitated stir of the city, and the rattle of small arms fire and crump of mortar rounds in the suburbs as the two groups of rebel forces engage with the army to the east and west.


  And on the tenth night, precisely at midnight, he hears the limousine sweep into the compound and the panicky flurry of the guards as they spring to attention, the steady tread across cinders, down the stairs, along the corridor, the heavy presence growing nearer and nearer, like a thunderstorm racing across the plains. Harry feels a fluttering panic, an echo of the horror the rats feel about the monster in the cell in Block B, who is his own self. The steady tread fills his head, and then the door slams open like all the graves of the world opening at the Last Trump and the Count is in the cell, a tall dark upright figure filling the little room with his presence, with only the broken projector between him and Harry.


  “Fe-fi-fo-fum,” the figure says. The voice is deep and resonant. It fills the cell; it resonates in Harry’s hollow bones. “I smell the blood of an Englishman.”


  Impalation became the chosen form of public execution. In front of the post office; along the square between the Presidential Palace and the edge of the Park of the People’s Liberation; by the entrance to the ferry terminal. Stakes with rounded points were used in the last place, and when Harry went past one evening two of the men were still alive, screaming to be killed. None of those watching dared go near because of the soldiers who sat around the base of the stakes, smoking and drinking beer and gambling.


  Harry had seen this before, soon after he had been turned. The resistance band of Szekeley gypsies had impaled every German, dead or alive, they took in ambushes.


  By now, it was common knowledge that the President had abandoned the advice of his tribal elders for that of the mysterious Count, who was rumoured to be Polish or East German. The Count was going to bring in communist troops to clean out the rebels in the south, it was said; the President was opening his Swiss coffers to pay for helicopter gunships, T45 tanks and SAM launchers. Harry’s cronies at the golf club began to revise their opinions. They didn’t want the President to win the civil war if it meant that the communists came in, but it didn’t seem possible that he could win without outside help while his army tore itself apart along tribal divisions.


  The evening after Harry saw the men writhing on blunted stakes, René Sante confided the latest scandal with glee. The President’s wife had fled to England with her entourage, and when her bags had passed through the X-ray machines at the terminal they had been found to be stuffed with money and jewels. The Canadian aircrew had refused to fly the jet back because they had not been paid.


  “Otherwise the President would be gone on the next flight,” Sante said.


  Harry, who had been listening distractedly, wasn’t so sure. He wasn’t surprised that the President’s wife had fled while she could. She was a silly vain creature who had never been comfortable with the role of consort of the head of state. On one famous occasion she had invited the wives of the ambassadors to lunch. There had been no food, only gin and whisky, which the President’s wife and her lady friends had drunk neat. There had been a six-piece band of soldiers who, dressed in camouflage fatigues, played reggae at ear-splitting volume. After showing off the state rooms and the view of the gardens from the balcony of her bedroom, the President’s wife had announced to her guests, “Now, girls, we’re gonna shake our booties.” The ambassadors’ wives had gamely tried to match the wild gyrations of the President’s wife and her entourage, but after two numbers they had been dismissed, and they had never been invited again.


  Harry thought that the President loved power too much to run. It wasn’t a communist takeover or even a rebel victory that he was worried about, but the nature of the mysterious Count.


  His worst suspicions were confirmed a few nights later, when an officer of the Bureau of State Research came into the bar. Harry was sitting in his usual place at the far end of the bar, a slight, pale, silver-haired figure in white linen suit and black silk shirt, a gin and tonic going flat by his elbow. The packed crowd of businessmen, hustlers and whores parted as the officer, ugly and bull-shouldered, his shaven head gleaming in the purple fluorescents, made his way towards Harry. He wore crisp fatigues and mirror sunglasses and carried an Uzi slung over one shoulder. The Senegalese house band faltered for a moment, then picked up the beat, watching the officer warily; the go-go dancer in the gilt cage above the band was watching too.


  Harry called for a drink to be sent over, double Johnny Walker on ice. He expected nothing more than a crude attempt to sell him confiscated ghat or cocaine at an inflated price, or a shakedown he could defuse by paying a dash now and complaining to the chief of police tomorrow.


  But the officer ignored the drink. He leaned close to Harry and showed his needle-sharp teeth. The eyeteeth were hooked like a cobra’s. It was then that Harry realized the man was not breathing.


  “The Count is interested in you, Mr Merrick,” the officer said. “He believes you and he might be related.” Then he spat into the whisky and turned and walked through the crowd and out of the door.


  Harry closed the bar early, packed a bag and had one of his boys drive him to the airport. An Air Guinea 747 was leaving in the morning, and he had bribed the booking office to get a seat.


  He got as far as the second checkpoint. Out on the airport road, at midnight, figures materialized from the darkness beyond the guttering flares and the drum of burning oil-soaked rags which lit an armoured personnel carrier parked across the two-lane highway. They seemed to flit down from the palms which lined the road. Six women in loose-fitting fatigues, armed with machetes and Ml6s. At first Harry thought they were wearing masks, with glaring red eyes and long crooked teeth set in jaws far too wide to be human. Then his driver screamed.


  They took the boy there and then, three of them feeding on his living body like turkey vultures, ripping and lapping. Harry tried to run, but the women were stronger and faster than mere humans. They bound his arms with cable and took him to the security compound at the far end of the Park of the People’s Liberation, where in colonial days the daughters of civil servants had played tennis. Harry was thrown into a room crammed with prisoners.


  And then the terrible thing happened.


  The Count sweeps aside the projector as if it is a papier-mâché toy; it smashes to flinders against the wall. Harry is pressed right up against the filthy breeze blocks under the window. Moonlight falls over his shoulder and shines on the Count’s knife-thin bone-white face. The nostrils of the Count’s long, aristocratic nose flare, and he says, “An Englishman, but with gypsy blood in him.”


  Someone else has followed the Count into the room, but Harry does not see him until he speaks. It is as if he has materialized out of the Count’s vast shadow.


  “It’s as I said, master. The Szekeley lineage, a direct descendant.”


  A small man, pale, hairless, hunched in a green surgeon’s gown. His eyes gleam red and wet behind slab spectacles.


  “I thought them all dead,” the Count purrs. He makes a single step, and Harry is lifted into the air. He can feel the silver-coated bars burning the air a bare inch from the back of his skull. The Count’s bone-white face fills his vision.


  “Tell me, little one,” the Count says. “Tell me how someone as pathetic as you became one of my children.”


  Harry made all kinds of resolutions and promises to himself in the first days after he was taken prisoner. He made them all over again after the terrible thing in the cell in Block A. They melt like ice in sunlight before the actuality of the Count. The story tumbles out of him, drawn by the Count’s red gaze. He tells the Count how he fell through the black air over Yugoslavia. He tells him how he nearly died, and how he was saved.


  1943. Harry Merrick was twenty-three. A lieutenant in the Special Air Services, an explosives expert. He was being flown towards a drop behind enemy lines when a stray unit spotted the little plane and strafed it with machine-gun and rifle fire. A lucky shot hit a fuel line. The pilot was killed. Harry was hit. He jumped, and found the bullet which had shattered his left kneecap had also passed through his parachute. It tore apart when it opened. Harry plunged through freezing black air and crashed through fir trees and landed in a bank of snow, lacerated, bleeding heavily, dying.


  And they came. The strong, beautiful people, swift and fierce as wolves. They killed the Serbian patrol which had been slogging up the mountainside towards Harry. They found him and took him back to their cave. A girl slit her wrist and he fed from her, hardly knowing what he was doing. He thought she was his fiancée, Catherine. He died, and he was reborn.


  “The Children of the Night,” the twisted little man in the green coat says. “You see, master? You see?”


  “Let him tell his story, fool. Tell me, little one. What happened to them?”


  They called themselves the Children of the Night. They were from Romania, they said, a place called the Borgo Pass. They had fled from persecution sixty years ago, and now they were fighting the Fascists because thousands of their human brothers and sisters had been killed in the death camps. They were undead, but they were also gypsies. The girl who had saved Harry, Eva, said that the two types of blood, gypsy and that of their father in darkness, mingled in them and gave them a hybrid strength. She was more than a hundred years old but looked like a girl of eighteen, with an elfin face and a fall of black hair. She ran like the wind, calling the wolves of the mountains around her. The metal-frame stock of her Sturmgewehr 44 assault rifle was notched with more than three dozen kills.


  Reborn, Harry fought alongside Eva and her compatriots. The gypsies specialized in hit-and-run raids and ambushes. Harry devised ways of blocking roads with the minimum of explosive. They killed without mercy for they would not drink the blood of their enemies, impaled the corpses and the wounded on stakes as a sign of their vengeance. To feed, they ran with the wolves, bringing down deer and wild boar with teeth and nails, drinking the hot blood of their prey but never killing. It was a pure, clean way of life. There were eight of them. Eva and Maria and Illeana. Ion and Little Ion, who was also called Savu. Mircea and Viorel and the oldest (although he looked no older than Eva), calm grey-eyed Petru, who could turn himself into a wolf. They were all killed. Only Harry survived.


  It happened in the last days of the war. It was very hot, and the short summer nights restricted their activities. There was a great deal of traffic on the roads heading north. Victory was in the air—to the south, each night, there were rumbles and flashes as allied bombers dropped their sticks of high explosive on the retreating Fascists.


  A raiding party came in the day, when the Children of the Night were asleep. Twenty, thirty of them, Croatian peasants who were once their allies. Desperate dirty scared men in a medley of torn uniforms, some armed with no more than scythes or pitchforks, one carrying an ancient blunderbuss. But most had rifles, and silver bullets. They knew what they were dealing with. Harry slept at the back of the cave; as a newborn he could least stand the daylight. When the humans poured in, shooting wildly, he took a stray round that passed clean through his side. Maddened by the violent pain of the silver-tainted wound, Harry ran right through the attackers, ran through burning sunlit air and plunged down the steep side of a ravine, coming to rest in a deep bank of ferns in the shade of pines that clutched at rock with twisted roots.


  It took three days for Harry’s bones to knit (the wound in his side would not heal, and bled a thin black gruel). He climbed the steep cliff, found the shrivelled blackened bodies set upright on stakes. The heads had been taken. The bodies looked as if they had been rescued from a furnace; sunlight had burnt them to bone. Eva and Maria and Illeana. Ion and Little Ion, who was also called Savu. Mircea and Viorel and calm grey-eyed Petru. Harry couldn’t recognize any of them.


  “They were strong,” the Count says. “They were my children. What music they made, in the mountains!”


  “Listen to my master,” the crooked little man tells Harry. His tongue is black, and too long. His left arm is withered, the hand swollen and fused into something like a lobster’s claw. He scuttles up the wall to avoid a blow from the Count. He says, peering down from the corner between wall and ceiling, like a gecko, “He is a great man and I will make him greater.”


  “My children were beautiful,” the Count says. “My brides were lamia who could turn the heart of the staunchest Christian; my Children of the Night were splendid, swift and strong. Even the cold English rose I claimed as my own was magnificent. Now my blood makes only sterile monsters, but soon it will be as it was.”


  “It will be as it was,” the little man says, scampering along the ceiling until he is above his master’s cold white face. He has extruded talons narrow and sharp as knife blades from fingers and toes. “My master’s blood is tainted, but I will wash it clean.”


  The Count casually swats him away, and he crashes through the doorway into the guards. The Count turns his red gaze upon Harry, who tries and fails to meet it.


  The Count’s voice lowers to a silky rumble. “And you, little creature. To find you here, wasting your inheritance. Why do you want to be what you once were? You should rise above it, splendid and terrible! Are you a coward?”


  “I’m simply trying to make a living, like the next man,” Harry says.


  The Count laughs. “You waste yourself in a silly little pretence. Accumulating gold, sipping the blood of whores. Who have you turned? Where are your get? Are you afraid you cannot control them? I will teach you!”


  Harry shakes his head. He tried to turn someone once. It went horribly wrong.


  “You English have no heart. No passion. You will learn. You will learn from me. When I was alive I commanded thousands. I swept the Turks from the battlefields. I was so powerful that death could not claim me. I refused it. And in my undeath I grew greater still, with thousands of loyal children.”


  The Count falls silent. He is possessed by his past.


  “You will be great again,” the crooked little man says. He has crept back into the room, as a loyal dog creeps back to its master after a whipping. “I promise it.”


  “He tampers with our blood with his genetic science,” the Count says. “He says he can cure me. He needs only much gold, and a little time.”


  “Science is expensive,” the crooked little man says, “but it is very powerful, master. Once I properly understand how the blood of posthumous animates transforms the DNA of the living, then I will understand what has gone wrong. I can fix it.”


  “Silver,” the Count says. “They poisoned me with a silver stake, but ran away before they finished me. Cowards! But I recovered. It took decades, but I regained myself. So I won after all, but their pollution lingers still in my blood.”


  Harry understands. After the Children of the Night were killed, he lay in a torpor for three years, reviving to feed once a month or so, until he recovered from the glancing wound caused by the silver bullet. If it had lodged in his body it would have killed him. He cannot imagine the strength of will the Count must have applied to regenerate with a silver stake piercing his body. Harry learned a lot about the Count from the gypsies, and later he read the standard text. The Count is a monster in every way, father of lies. He was a monster when human, so afraid of the true death that he would do anything to cheat it. Far from sweeping Turks from the battlefield, he had always run away at the first hint of defeat. And he has run from death, clinging to life with every ounce of will.


  Harry shares that lust for life. It possesses him. Undead, he cannot imagine an ending to his appetite. He will do anything to survive. He has always known that, although the terrible thing which happened in the cell in Block A still shocks him.


  All the time he has pretended to be human, almost forty years, the beast has lain just beneath his skin. He has been like a patient with a disease in remission. It has inhabited him quietly, and he has accommodated to its symptoms, but suddenly it has broken out again.


  The Count’s gaze pierces Harry through and through.


  “You thought you could pretend to be human,” the Count says, “but you know now what you are. I put you in the cell in Block A to teach you that.”


  “They would have killed me,” Harry says. “I did it to save my life. Any man would have done the same, if placed in danger.”


  “Yes, but the life to live is unbreakably strong in you. You will serve me, Harry Merrick, because the will to live is so strong.”


  “I would rather die than serve you.”


  “You sought refuge amongst humans as humans seek consolation from religion.”


  The Count’s arm shoots out across the room, longer than any human arm should be. He wrenches the crucifix from the wall, plucks the pale figure from it and thrusts it into Harry’s face; it bursts in the Count’s fingers, and ivory dust stings Harry’s skin and eyes.


  “So much for religion,” the Count purrs. “I could have skewered your heart with this cross, but I am merciful.”


  “I rather think you’ve aligned yourself with the wrong side,” Harry says. “The rebels will find you.”


  “Not at all. We have captured one of their leaders and many of his men, and we will make them our brothers with your blood. We will destroy the other rebels, or welcome them into our family. There are no trivial divisions amongst us. You must know that. We are all blood brothers.” The Count turns away from Harry. “Bleed him now and let him grow thirsty. Then he will learn what he is!”


  The crooked little man taps a vein of Harry’s right arm, filling a litre bottle with dark blood while two undead women hold Harry down, stroking his body and kissing and nipping him in a parody of lust. They leave him dazed and weak. He finds enough strength to crawl away from the patch of sunlight that falls through the silver bars.


  After he was captured on the airport road, Harry was put in a cell with twenty human prisoners. He was the only white man there. He lasted eight days before the terrible thing happened, almost as bad as what he had done to Catherine forty years ago.


  Each night two or three prisoners were tortured until they confessed and then taken out to be executed. Each day two or three new prisoners, dazed and bleeding from beatings, were thrown into the cell to replace those executed the night before. A few were there on criminal charges, but most had been arrested because they were of the wrong tribe, or because they owned something an army officer had taken a fancy to, or because they were relatives of someone who had already been arrested. A few shouted at the guards, trying to reason with them or bribe them with promises, and one or two prayed wildly, calling on God and all his saints to save them from injustice, but most slumped with a sullen air of acceptance of their fate.


  Harry was surrounded by the heat and strong beating hearts of human beings, and his thirst grew unbearable. At the end of the eighth day he could bear it no longer. He had enough sense to wait until the hour before dawn, when the prison block was as quiet as it got. He slid over to an old man who had been thrown in the cell that evening, stupefied by a savage beating. He calmed the man and slit a vein in his wrist with his eye teeth, but he had barely begun to lap the blood, thin stuff soured by spent adrenaline, like wine on the turn, when another prisoner saw what he was doing.


  The man was a long-distance truck driver, strong and alert despite the month he’d spent in the cell after his truck and its cargo of cigarettes had been liberated. He grabbed Harry from behind and slid a shiv made from a bit of sharpened wire through his ribs into his heart. Harry tore out the shiv and killed the man with an SAS trick, thrusting two fingers up his nostrils, driving broken bone into his forebrain. The quick struggle woke the other prisoners and he killed them all too, in a black/red confusion of screams and shouts and blows.


  Then the guards came. He was taken across the compound to Block B, bled, and left alone until the Count came for him.


  Weakened by loss of blood and his mounting thirst, Harry is anchored to the present only by the alternation of light and darkness. Each day, he sinks into the oblivion that is deeper than sleep; each night, he is visited by the twisted little undead in the surgeon’s gown, the Count’s assistant.


  His name is Lomax. He is an American biochemist who tracked the Count down and offered his services. Amazingly, the Count did not kill him; perhaps Lomax’s willing subservience reminded the Count of the human agent of his British adventure. Lomax was not transformed by the Count, or by his women, but by what he calls a recent laboratory accident. He has been experimenting on the blood of what he calls postanimates, has discovered how to keep it alive and whole by mixing it with a soup of haemoglobin and plasma enriched with glucose and potassium chloride. Each night, he takes a little more of Harry’s blood, despite Harry’s protests that it will kill him.


  Lomax is garrulous. He wants to share his secrets. Each night Harry listens, barely understanding, to his theories.


  “We will feed you soon, Mr Merrick,” Lomax says. “We need you. You are of the same blood as my master. It runs pure in you, direct from his younger self through the gypsies to you. It has not been contaminated by silver. You must cooperate, Mr Merrick. It will be easier for you.”


  “Humans say we are cruel, but it seems to me that science is crueller.”


  Lomax ignores this sally. “You have seen my master’s get. You see what his women are like. Warped is a kind word. Although he transformed them by the old way, they do not have the capacity to make get of their own. The women are feral creatures and useful, but they are limited. I have experimented with direct injection of my master’s blood and that of his get into subjects, but the transformations were too violent and created only monsters, things turned inside-out yet still living, and worse. Injection of your blood gives better results, but they are still . . . disappointing.”


  “It should be done with tenderness and desire,” Harry says. He is disgusted by Lomax’s enthusiasm.


  The crooked little man giggles. “True, true! There is a change in the blood of the donor that is necessary to initiate a successful transformation of the recipient. Something hormonal, perhaps. If I locate it perhaps I could define what love is.”


  “I rather think that you confuse desire and love, Dr Lomax. Our desire is closer to hunger than to love. After we sate our desire we want our victims to love us, but we do not love them.”


  After Catherine, Harry has never been tempted to turn anyone else, but he knows that the Count would change the whole world if he could. He is a monster of ego. He believes he can make anyone love him. He wants Harry to love him.


  Harry believes that the Count visited him earlier that night, the third since he was transferred from Block A. At least, Harry seemed to wake, seemed to see a dark figure standing in the open doorway, staring down at him. How long had the Count been watching? Harry tried to frame a question, his dry lips splitting in a dozen places, but the figure was gone. A few moments later something darkened the moonlight that fell through the barred window.


  Harry waited for the Count to return, listening to distant gunfire and wondering if the rebels might soon capture the security compound and free or kill him. But the Count did not come back. When at last the cell door was unlocked, it was to allow in Lomax.


  “At first I thought it was an infective agent,” Lomax says now. “A DNA virus which added genes to human cells at the point of death. Now I am inclined to believe it is something which switches on existing genes. There are things called homeoboxes in our chromosomes, stretches of DNA which code for related proteins which link together to carry out a particular task. Expression of a homeobox is induced by an activator, a substance which causes the control gene to make a protein which switches on the other genes. I think that the blood of the postanimate contains such an activating substance. A flavonoid, perhaps. Whatever it is, it is highly sensitive to silver.”


  “You are dying, doctor. I can smell it.”


  Lomax lifts the club of his arm. The skin has transmuted to a hard semi-transparent substance something like horn. “In my case, the sequence may not have been fully activated. Perhaps there is more than one homeobox involved. There are many sequences in the human genome which appear to code for nothing at all. Junk DNA, it’s called. But perhaps it isn’t junk. Instead, it may be a relic of our evolution. Perhaps our ancestors were all like my master, a race which lost its nobility by a genetic accident.”


  Lomax’s eyes gleam red and wet behind his slab glasses. He says, “Humans pretend to be rational but they are tormented by their animal selves. They are badly knit together, torn apart by a thousand different impulses. But we know our nature completely. It is simple and pure. Hunger, hunger for life. That is all we must satisfy. It frees us from the mess of sex and tribal hatred. All of our kind are one, even the least. Even me.”


  “Kill me,” Harry says. “Do it cleanly. Not like this.”


  “Oh no, you are necessary. There have been . . . problems with our recent converts. One or two have escaped tonight. But I can overcome problems. It’s just a matter of time. You will feed tonight, and I will come again tomorrow.”


  Lomax signals to the guards, and takes out the hypodermic.


  After Lomax has packed the blood-filled hypodermic in ice and left, the guards push a man into the room. They screech with glee and lock the door.


  The man is tall and muscular, dressed in a ripped tunic with colonel’s bars on the shoulders, and torn fatigue trousers. His face is swelling with bruises and he is bleeding from a bad cut over his right eyebrow, and the smell of his sweet blood fills the little room. He moves quickly, ripping a spar from the ruins of the projector and holding it in front of him like a javelin.


  “Wait,” Harry says. He climbs to his feet. His eyeteeth prick through his gums, and his jaw aches with the effort of keeping it from unhinging. His fingernails have lengthened into curved talons and he jams them into his palms; the pain makes him cry out, but helps keep the red mist of his mounting thirst at bay.


  “I know you,” the colonel says. Despite his bruises and torn clothing he has a commanding dignity. His gaze is steady, and he firms his grip on the spar. “You own the bar on Freedom Avenue. The guards said that you are a monster.”


  “I would agree with them.”


  “The guards said that you will tear out my throat and drain the blood from my body.”


  “I need to feed, but I do not have to kill you to do it.”


  “They said you killed twenty men with your bare hands.”


  “Yes, I did. I am not proud of it, Colonel. That’s why I’m trying not to kill you.”


  “Then keep trying, Mr Merrick.”


  “I believe we can help each other,” Harry says, and explains about the silver bars at the window.


  They work through the night. Harry extrudes razor-sharp talons to excavate the mortar around the window; the colonel, Milton Tombe, uses the spar to lever at the bars, rocking each one back and forth until they are loosened so that he can pry them out with his bare hands. The bars are deeply embedded and it takes a long time to remove each one. While they work, Colonel Tombe tells Harry that he was part of a group of army officers who wanted to kill the President and sue for peace with the rebels.


  “There was an order two days ago that we should return to our barracks for special medical treatment. We were told it would make us invulnerable to bullets. Well, I was educated at Sandhurst, and I have a degree in chemistry from our own university, Mr Merrick, and I do not hold with superstitions. I held my position, and yesterday a friend of mine came roaring up in a jeep. He was almost hysterical. It seems that the fourth brigade had been injected with something that turned them into monsters. Most had died, he said; the rest went mad, rampaging through the streets. In the confusion, some captured rebels escaped, and were fighting with the President’s guard. I knew about the monstrous women the President has surrounded himself with. I thought they were the products of steroids, or some other muscle-building treatment. Until now, I did not believe that they drank blood. One hears these things about other troops. They make empty boasts to try and unnerve their enemies. It seems that I am wrong.”


  “They took my blood,” Harry says. He is sitting in a corner while Colonel Tombe, stripped to the waist and shining with sweat, levers at a bar. It is near dawn, and they have removed only three of the dozen bars. “That’s what the soldiers were injected with. And the rebel prisoners, too.”


  “Then it’s true your kind make more, by biting men?”


  “You would have to drink a little of my blood, and I would want to turn you. I’ve never wanted to do that to anyone. At least, not for forty years.”


  It has to come out of desire, he thinks. The Count has desire enough to fill the world, even if it was only to create so many mirror-images in which he can admire the warped reflection of his own self. But Harry has no desire left; after the disastrous tryst with Catherine, he lost everything but his thirst.


  “The President wants to turn all the army into monsters. The army is fighting against itself,” Colonel Tombe says. “And in the middle of the confusion the rebel leader, Prince Marshall, has escaped. My brother officers and I went to plead with the President to stop this madness, and we had determined to kill him if he refused. But when we got to the palace grounds a white man swept down upon us, and killed everyone but me. It was the President’s adviser, and I think he has killed the President, too. Meanwhile, the rebels led by Leviticus Smith advance apace. They took the power station and the oil depots three days ago. There!”


  The bar has come loose. Colonel Tombe weighs it in his hand. “I could kill you with this, you say?”


  “If you tried, I would probably kill you first.” Harry gets up and starts to score the mortar around the next bar, working carefully but quickly. After a while, he says, “I think the President is still alive. The Count will need a human figurehead to deal with the outside world.”


  “The UN was sent away.” Colonel Tombe starts to lever again. This time the bar comes away almost at once. “We will have to ask them back, to mediate. Are you all right, Mr Merrick?”


  “I am trying hard not to think about how thirsty I am.”


  “They took blood from you.” Colonel Tombe looks shrewdly at Harry. “You would not turn me into one of your kind if you fed from me?”


  “Believe me, it’s the last thing I want to do.”


  Colonel Tombe loosens the collar of his tunic, baring his muscular neck. “Then I will think of it as a transfusion.”


  After Harry awakened in the cave in the mountains, cured of the worst of his wound, he made his way to England and the dim memory of his fiancée. It was 1948, the coldest winter in memory. He found that Catherine had married, supposing him dead, and he killed her husband and took her, tried to make her over. But he did it not from love, but from a desire for revenge: for her infidelity; for the loss of what he had once been. She became a monster, and he killed her, bursting her head between his hands. On the run, he spent an evening in a cinema, and the first film of the double bill, The Vampire’s Ghost, a poor melodramatic thing, gave him the idea of finding a new life in Africa.


  He has been hiding from what he has become ever since.


  Harry slits a vein in Colonel Tombe’s forearm and drinks deeply. He could drink forever, but he pulls himself away after only a few minutes, licking the film of blood from his sharp eyeteeth with his roughened tongue.


  The two men stand face to face in the growing light of dawn. The colonel wraps his fingers around the slit in his forearm. At last he says, “It won’t stop bleeding.”


  Harry explains about the anticoagulants in his saliva, and rips a strip from his shirt and binds the wound. The smell of blood on the colonel’s fingers is heady, but he resists the temptation to blot it up with his tongue. It would not be seemly.


  He says, “We should rest. I can’t work in the daylight. It burns as badly as silver, and the human guards will come, I’m sure, to see if you are dead.”


  But the guards do not come. Harry and Colonel Tombe sit at opposite sides of the little room, Harry under the window, Colonel Tombe by the door. Harry falls into a stupor, and wakes in darkness to find the colonel working at the bars again.


  The colonel hears him stand, and turns quickly. Harry laughs, and says, “You could have killed me while I slept.”


  “We need each other, Mr Merrick.”


  “Yes. Yes, I suppose that we do.”


  They renew their joint attack on the barred window. The last bar comes away after midnight. Harry reaches through and crumples the wire mesh and climbs through into the warm night, then helps Colonel Tombe scramble out. The compound is lit only by moonlight. Dogs are barking nearby, and further off there is the crackle of small arms fire. To the west, a sullen red glow stands behind the roofs of the dark city.


  It is the oil depot, Colonel Tombe says, and adds, “Perhaps the rebels are close at hand. It would explain why the guards have run away.”


  “We should wait for the rebels, perhaps.”


  “I would not make myself a prisoner. Besides, I think they would kill me. Come with me or stay.”


  “Lomax didn’t come tonight. I wonder why?”


  Harry and Colonel Tombe run across the wide cinder yard to the tall wire fence without raising any challenge. Colonel Tombe pauses and says that the fence is electrified; Harry laughs and grabs it with both hands and tears it apart. Like the city, the prison compound is without electricity.


  The compound is on the far side of the park which was made from the grounds of what was once the Governor’s Mansion. They run a long way down the road through the park until the colonel must stop, breathless. With fresh blood in his veins, Harry thinks that he can run forever.


  “We’ll find my men,” the colonel says, when he has his breath back. Moonlight slides like oil over his black face. He is smiling. “By God, I will deal them a blow they won’t forget.”


  Harry does not have to ask if he is talking about the rebels or the President’s—the Count’s—undead army. He says, “Use silver bullets. Even if they look completely dead, cut off the heads, or they’ll heal. Find out where they hide in the day. Newborns can’t stand daylight.”


  “We’ll work together against this. I could arrest you, but I hope that you will volunteer.”


  Colonel Tombe still carries the metal spar. Harry snatches it up, bends it in two and tosses it into the darkness. He shows his teeth, and the big soldier takes a step backwards. Harry says, “Don’t follow me, Colonel. I have business of my own. Family business.”


  Then he turns and runs, so fast he might be flying through the night. He hears Colonel Tombe shouting after him, but he runs on, faster and faster, towards the Presidential Palace.


  There is a line of tall, graceful royal palms at the edge of the park. The road is littered with fronds chopped down by small arms fire. Spent cartridges and scraps of metal and bits of broken glass lie everywhere. The bodies of a dozen soldiers lie in an untidy heap beside a checkpoint of concrete-filled oil drums and razor wire.


  Harry moves forward cautiously. Seven bodies are impaled on stakes between the scaly trunks of the palms: the Count’s women, and the Count’s assistant, Lomax. One of the women is still alive. She writhes slowly, hissing and arching her back, trying to lift herself off the wooden post which has pierced her vitals.


  Harry asks her what happened, but she only spits blood in his face. Beside her, Lomax stirs and groans on his stake. He has lost his slab glasses; his surgeon’s gown is stiff with his own blood. “Kill me,” he says. “Oh Christ please kill me.”


  “Tell me about Prince Marshall.”


  “You are my father,” Lomax gasps. Black blood dribbles from his mouth. His feet kick at the stake. His hands are bound behind his back. “Have mercy.”


  “How many did you change? How many escaped?”


  “Yesterday. We fought them through the palace. Please.” He rocks a little on the stake and screams. “Please. I can’t get free.”


  “You’ve probably healed around it. Where is the Count?”


  “Hiding from your children. High above.” Lomax’s red eyes are staring up at the Gothic wedding cake of the Presidential Palace.


  “You told me that humans are less than us because we are perfect expressions of our genetic inheritance. I think you are wrong, Lomax, and your master is wrong, too. At some point in the past humanity overcame beastliness, but in us it has burst out and erased everything that made us human. We are not stronger because of our thirst, but weaker. A good man has just shown me that.”


  But in his torment Lomax hasn’t heard Harry’s speech. “Please,” he whispers. “Please. Father, forgive me . . .”


  Harry relents. He hauls on Lomax’s feet with all his strength until the point of the stake bursts the crooked little undead’s heart. Lomax gargles a fountain of blood that boils away to black dust even as it spatters the ground.


  The square beyond the park is eerily quiet, but Harry knows he is being watched. He makes the best of it, straightening his shoulders and whistling “Lily Marlene” as he marches around the empty plinth in the centre of the square, the hub of the traffic circle where, until the country gained its independence fifteen years ago, a statue of Queen Victoria stood.


  Man-sized creatures hang in the branches of the huge coral trees on either side of the gate in the iron railings around the palace; they drop to the ground as Harry goes past. He hears the distinctive sound of a machine gun being locked and loaded, but walks on across the gravel of the courtyard. The President’s black armoured Mercedes sits on burst tyres before the steps of the palace, its doors flung wide, paint knocked from craters in its armoured bodywork, its bullet-proof windscreen starred. Harry starts up the steps, and then the watchers rush him, and carry him forward.


  Harry doesn’t resist as he is bundled through state rooms to the President’s office. The palace is as dark as the rest of the city, but Harry can clearly see the many bodies lying in the shadows. Most are human, mutilated around the throat or decapitated.


  The President’s office, familiar from many TV broadcasts, is hot and stinking, and crowded with the undead. Candles burn everywhere, clustered in elaborate gold or iron candelabra or stuck with their own wax to the polished walnut grain of the expensive ormolu bureaux. Faces like half-melted animal masks turn to stare at Harry as he is hauled through the tall double doors. He realizes with a mingled thrill of horror and excitement that these are the fruits of Lomax’s experiments with his stolen blood. Most are blotched unevenly with patches of dead white pigmentation. One sprouts a tangle of teeth in a mouth that gapes so wide the heavy jaw rests on its chest; another, in a soiled bridal gown, has a face ridged with cartilage, ears grown into ragged leather flaps that fall over its shoulders and trail on the ground; yet another has a head that has shrunken to little more than a long pangolin’s snout set with crooked rows of ivory needles from which a green slaver constantly drips. Even though they can only be a few days past transformation, all, even the most human, are in advanced stages of decay, with weeping sores and ripe bruises and softening skin like over-ripe mangoes. The air is heavy with the smell of gangrene; the deep-pile carpets are sticky with blood.


  The undead are all staring at Harry, but he stares at the two figures separated by the polished mahogany plane of the big desk at the far end of the room.


  A man wearing only tracksuit trousers is handcuffed to a chair in front of the desk. His black skin shines with sweat; his chest and back are covered with welts and bruises, and his head hangs down. He is breathing heavily.


  Behind the desk, the leader of the undead lounges in a pneumatic black leather chair. His face has grown a wolfish snout, but Harry still recognizes him from the tribal scarification which decorates his distorted cheeks, and the trademark red beret.


  Prince Marshall, leader of the breakaway rebel faction. He wears a necklace of hand grenades. He grins, red tongue lolling in elongated jaws, and beckons Harry forward with a lazy gesture. An undead woman in fatigue trousers, a bristling pelt growing thickly over her bare breasts, mops at his forehead with a handkerchief.


  The undead murmur amongst themselves and make way as Harry crosses the room. One, its arms and legs fused into fleshy flippers, scampers towards him and flops down in a parody of obeisance. There is a human amongst them, in a safari jacket with bulging pockets. It is the French journalist, René Sante. His sallow face is strained and pale. He is carrying a video camera the size of a small suitcase on his shoulder, and squints around it at Harry.


  “My god, Harry,” he says, “what are you doing here!”


  “I see you are working,” Harry says. “How much will you make from this, I wonder?”


  “They killed the CBS crew, Harry!” Sante is crying. “They only let me live because they want a record of this.”


  “For history,” the undead rebel leader behind the desk says. His voice is rich and deep, and carries through the cackles and mutters of his undead followers. “We show the world what this traitor has done to his country. Keep filming, little Frenchman. I will let you go, I promise, but only if I like your work.”


  One of the undead, quills of bloody bone hanging around his face, lifts up the head of the man in the chair. It is President Daniel Weah.


  “He tried to make us his zombies,” Prince Marshall says, “but he only made us strong. We acknowledge the strength in your blood, Mr Merrick. You are a great magician, even if you are a white man.”


  “It will destroy you,” Harry says.


  Prince Marshall smiles wolfishly. “Oh, I don’t think so.”


  Daniel Weah licks his lips and looks around, blinking in the glare of Sante’s video camera. “Undo the handcuffs,” he complains. “They give me a lot of pain. I can’t think with them on.”


  The rebel with the ruff of bone quills smacks Weah around the head, and the other undead crowd forward, chittering amongst themselves.


  “He tried to run away,” Prince Marshall explains. There is an uncapped bottle of whisky on the desk and he swigs from it and spits it in a fine spray across the desk into Daniel Weah’s face. “This stuff tastes of piss and petrol,” he says, to no one in particular.


  Harry says, “I can explain what has happened to you, but you must let the humans go. This isn’t between them and us. You must understand that they are not our enemies. It is the Count we must fight.”


  “We will catch him,” Prince Marshall says. “We will catch him and put him on the stake next to his creature. Then we will drink your blood again, and grow even stronger.”


  They do not know what they are, Harry realizes in horror. They were changed too quickly, while they were still vigorous. Usually the change is effected only at the point of death of the victim, after a long dance of seduction, after many little feedings, and with blood fed directly from a vein of the seducer. These creatures were changed by injections of his stolen blood; no wonder they are rotting where they stand.


  “Don’t argue with them, Harry,” Sante pleads.


  Harry turns on the reporter. “You’re as bad as them, feeding on horror. Put down the camera. Walk away.”


  “They’ll kill me!”


  The undead laugh and cheer, and Prince Marshall takes out a blue steel automatic and fires it into the ceiling and leans through the cloud of gunsmoke and yells, “I want information! I want to know the truth! You will film the truth for history, Frenchman, then you will go!”


  The half-naked woman wipes Prince Marshall’s forehead with her cloth. He is sweating blood.


  Daniel Weah’s head has slumped down again. Now he raises it and looks around and says, “I’ll tell you the truth, but you must loosen my arms. They pain me. Prince, Prince, just listen to me. I’ll tell you, but loosen my arms.”


  Two undead hoist the President upright in the chair; others crowd around. One, wearing a black cocktail dress ripped at the shoulders and a Hermes scarf in his hair, shows a mouthful of fangs at the camera. They are growing thirsty, Harry realizes, but they don’t know it. The room seems hotter, smaller, full of lurching shadows.


  A kind of interrogation gets under way. Sante tries to hold the video steady, although his hands are shaking. At some point he has pissed in his pants; Harry can smell it. He flinches when Harry puts a hand on his shoulder, then whispers from the side of his mouth, “This is the worst place in the world, Harry. We’re both going to die.”


  Harry remembers what Lomax told him, and can’t help laughing. “The worst place in the world, my friend? It lives inside us all, human and undead.”


  Prince Marshall has become distracted by an argument with one of the undead. He shouts, but Harry can’t hear what he is shouting because the rest of the undead are shouting, too. Suddenly the rebel leader shoots the nearest; the man is knocked back by the impact of the bullet, but he remains standing and begins to laugh wildly, tearing open his khaki blouse to show off his wound.


  “You see!” Prince Marshall yells, leaning over the desk and brandishing the pistol in Weah’s face. “We are unkillable!”


  One of the undead rips a string of juju fetishes from around Weah’s waist and crunches the knots of feathers and small bones between sharp teeth.


  Weah begins to plead. “Gentlemen, gentlemen. Please listen to me. We are all one. We are all brothers.”


  “That man won’t talk,” Prince Marshall yells. “Bring me his ear.”


  One of the undead slices at Weah’s left ear. Weah howls and tries to get loose, but he is held fast. The undead soldier tosses the scrap of gristle to Prince Marshall, who chews it with gusto.


  Daniel Weah groans. Blood runs from his mutilated ear, mixing with the sweat on his chest. Harry can smell it. His eyeteeth prick his gums.


  “I’ll ask again,” Prince Marshall says. “What did you do with all the money? What did you do with the economy of our beautiful country?”


  Weah says, “You know, gentlemen, if I told you, you wouldn’t believe it.”


  “Confess to the people,” Prince Marshall says. “Tell them where you keep their money.”


  “I was always working in the interest of the people. I keep only one account.”


  “The number. What is the number?”


  Harry realizes that Prince Marshall wants the access code of Daniel Weah’s Swiss bank account.


  “I don’t know.” Daniel Weah lifts his head, squinting in the harsh light of the video camera. “Loosen my arms, please. I can’t tell you while my arms are tied. Please, my ear is cut and my arms pain me.”


  This throws the undead, and they begin to argue amongst themselves. Prince Marshall watches, sunk in the black leather chair, sweat and blood mopped from his brow by the woman.


  “The Count,” Harry says. “The Count will drain the account if you don’t stop him.” He steps in front of Weah and addresses the throng of undead. “You are all my children. You are all changed by my blood. What you once were is irrelevant. What you wanted when you were human and alive is irrelevant. Listen to me. It’s more important to stop the Count than pursue your revenge.”


  Prince Marshall yawns, showing the stout yellow teeth that crowd his elongated jaw, and idly waves his big automatic. “I don’t care about this Count. His creature changed us, but we were stronger than his European science. We escaped, and we are the strongest army in this country.” His followers howl at this. Prince Marshall shouts over their noise, “This man claims he is our father. Let him show it. He’ll change this so-called President, and then maybe we’ll believe him!”


  Harry is seized and whirled around. He struggles, but two of the undead hold his arms and another has wrapped an arm around his neck so that he cannot breathe. But breathing is only a habit; Harry doesn’t need it.


  His head is forced down, an inch away from Daniel Weah’s neck. The smell and heat of the mart’s blood is dizzying. Harry sees only red, with the light of the video camera blazing behind it. His teeth cut his lips.


  Prince Marshall comes around the desk and shouts into Weah’s mutilated ear. “The number! Tell me the number or he bites you and makes you one of us!”


  “I don’t know it!”


  “It doesn’t work like that!”


  “Do it!” Prince Marshall screams. “Do it!”


  Harry does it. He tears out Daniel Weah’s throat, spits the lump of flesh into Prince Marshall’s face, and opens his mouth to the rich gush of blood. It runs like electricity through his body. He can feel every cell opening to it. Then he’s thrown aside. Maddened by the smell of blood, most of the undead are trying to get to Weah’s body. Prince Marshall knocks two aside, shoots a third in the head.


  The light of the video camera waves across the ceiling; the undead rebel in the wedding dress is attacking Sante. Harry plucks off the rebel, breaks his back, throws him into two more. Someone hacks at Harry’s leg with a machete; he rips it from the rebel’s hands and whirls and takes off Prince Marshall’s head in a clean sweep.


  The undead howl. Harry picks up Sante by the collar of his safari jacket with one hand, grabs a discarded AK-47 with another and fires it point blank into the floor-to-ceiling drapes behind the desk. The muzzle-flash sets the heavy material on fire; Harry dashes whisky over the flames and they roar up to the ceiling.


  When he turns, the crowd of undead kneels in a ripple of movement that spreads from front to back. Firelight reddens their twisted faces as they stare up at him. Harry plucks the camera from Sante, smashes it, rips out the tape and tosses it into the fire behind him. He walks Sante through the adoring rebels, the wound in his leg ripping wide with each step, and slams and locks the tall doors shut behind him.


  Sante is crying. As they pass through the dark staterooms he says in French, “What are you? What are you?”


  “I used to think I was a monster,” Harry says. “Now I’m not so sure. What I’ve become sleeps inside you, waiting only for blood to waken it. I’m as human as you, Sante. My thirst made me forget that.”


  At the stairs, he pushes Sante forward so that the journalist stumbles down the first few steps. Invigorated by the President’s blood, Harry feels stronger than he ever has. Already the wound in his leg is knitting over; he can feel the muscle fibres swarming together. He tells Sante, “I’d like to say that this could be the beginning of a beautiful friendship, but I have unfinished business. There’s a colonel. Milton Tombe. Find him and tell him to look for the Count. These things won’t live long, but if the Count escapes he will start this again. Run, you fool. Run!”


  Sante looks at Harry. He seems to want to say something, but then he thinks better of it and scampers away down the stairs. Harry can hear the undead banging at the locked doors. They’ll break through soon enough, but it doesn’t matter. Without a leader they’ll be easy prey for the army.


  Lomax claimed to know where the Count is hiding, and Harry, remembering calm grey-eyed Petru, who could turn himself into a wolf, remembering the claims of the standard text, thinks that the crooked little undead was telling the truth.


  Harry runs up the stairs, with smoke from the burning rooms thickening around him. Beyond a plywood door, a service stair leads up to the roof. On one side, the glow of the fire illuminates clustered pinnacles and turrets; at the far edge of the other side a dark shape rises up against the thin grey dawn light. Harry raises the AK-47 and begins to fire as he runs forward, sweeping the muzzle of the weapon back and forth until it jams.


  The figure is gone. Harry leans over the parapet but the courtyard below is empty except for the shot-up Mercedes. Perhaps it was never there, he thinks, but a moment later, a dark shape flits across the blood-red disc of the setting moon, heading westward, chasing the night.


  Harry turns back to face the east, to wait for the cleansing light of the rising sun.


  All Tomorrow’s Parties


  And with exactly a year left before the end of the century-long gathering of her clade, she went to Paris with her current lover, racing ahead of midnight and the beginning of the New Year. Paris! The Premier Quartier: the early Twentieth Century. Fireworks bursting in great flowers above the night-black Seine, and a brawling carnival which under a multi-coloured rain of confetti filled every street from the Quai du Louvre to the Arc de Triomphe.


  Escorted by her lover (they had been hunting big game in the Pleistocene-era taiga of Siberia; he still wore his safari suit, and a Springfield rifle was slung over his shoulder), she crossed to the Palaeolithic oak woods of the lie de la Cite. In the middle of the great stone circle naked druids with blue-stained skins beat huge drums under flaring torches, while holographic ghosts swung above the electric lights of the Twentieth Century shore, a fleet of luminous clouds dancing in the sky. Her attentive lover identified them for her, leaning against her shoulder so she could sight along his arm. He was exactly her height, with piercing blue eyes and a salt-and-pepper beard.


  An astronaut. A gene pirate. Emperor Victoria. Mickey Mouse.


  “What is a mouse?”


  He pointed. “That one, the black-skinned creature with the circular ears.”


  She leaned against his solid human warmth. “For an animal, it seems very much like a person. Was it a product of the gene wars?”


  “It is a famous icon of the country where I was born. My countrymen preferred creatures of the imagination to those of the real world. It is why they produced so few good authors.”


  “But you were a good author.”


  “I was not bad, except at the end. Something bad always happened to all good writers from my country. Sometimes slowly, sometimes quickly, but without exception.”


  “What is it carrying?”


  “A light sabre. It is an imaginary weapon that is authentic for the period. They were obsessed with weapons and divisions. They saw the world as a struggle of good against evil. That was how wars could be called good, except by those who fought in them.”


  She didn’t argue. Her lover, a partial, had been modelled on a particular Twentieth Century writer, and had direct access to the appropriate records in the Library. Although she had been born just at the end of the Twentieth Century, she had long ago forgotten everything about it.


  Behind them, the drums reached a frenzied climax and fell silent. The sacrificial victim writhed on the heel stone and the chief druid lifted the still beating heart above his head in triumph. Blood that looked black in the torchlight ran down his arms.


  The spectators beyond the circle clapped or toasted each other. One man was trying to persuade his companion to fuck on the altar. They were invisible to the druids, who were merely puppets lending local colour to the scene.


  “I’m getting tired of this,” she said.


  “Of course. We could go to Cuba. The ocean fishing there is good. Or to Afrique, to hunt lions. I think I liked that best, but after a while I could no longer do it. That was one of the things that destroyed my writing.”


  “I’m getting tired of you,” she said, and her lover bowed and walked away.


  She was getting tired of everything.


  She had been getting tired of everything for longer than she could remember. What was the point of living forever if you did nothing new? Despite all her hopes, this faux Earth, populated by two billion puppets and partials, and ten million of her clade, had failed to revive her.


  In one more year, the fleet of spaceships would disperse; the sun, an ordinary G2 star she had moved by the pressure of its own light upon gravity tethered reflective sails, would go supernova; nothing would be saved but the store of information which the Library had collected and collated. She had not yet accessed any of that. Perhaps that would save her.


  She returned to the carnival, stayed there three days. But despite use of various intoxicants she could not quite lose herself in it, could not escape the feeling that she had failed after all. This was supposed to be a great congress of her own selves, a place to share and exchange memories that spanned five million years and the entire Galaxy. But it seemed to her that the millions of her selves simply wanted to forget what they were, to lose themselves in the pleasures of the flesh. Of course, many had assumed bodies for the first time to attend the gathering; one could perhaps excuse them, for this carnival was to them a genuine farewell to flesh they would abandon at the end of the year.


  On the third day she was sitting in cold dawn light at a green café table in the Jardin des Tuileries, by the great fountain. Someone was sculpting the clouds through which the sun was rising. The café was crowded with guests, partials and puppets, androids and animals – even a silver gynoid, its face a smooth oval mirror. The air buzzed with the tiny machines which attended the guests; in one case, a swirling cloud of gnat-sized beads was a guest. After almost a century in costume, the guests were reverting to type.


  She sipped a citron pressé, listened to the idle chatter. The party in Paris would break up soon. The revellers would disperse to other parts of the Earth. Except for a clean-up crew, the puppets, partials and all the rest would be returned to store. At another table, a youthful version of her erstwhile lover was talking to an older man with brown hair brushed back from his high forehead and pale blue eyes magnified by the thick lenses of his spectacles.


  “The lions, Jim. Go to Afrique and listen to the lions roar at night. There is no sound like it.”


  “Ah, and I would love that, but Nora would not stand it. She needs the comforts of civilization. Besides, the thing we must not forget is that I would not be able to see the lions. Instead I think we will drink some more of this fine white wine and you will tell me about them.”


  “Aw hell, I could bring you a living lion if you like,” the younger man said. “I could describe him to you and you could touch him and smell him until you got the idea.” He was quite unaware that there were two lions right there in the park, accompanying a naked girl child whose feet, with pigeon’s wings at the ankles, did not quite touch the ground.


  Did these puppets come here every day, and recreate a conversation millions of years dead for the delectation of the guests? Was each day to them the same day? Suddenly, she felt as if a cold wind was blowing through her, as if she was raised up high and naked upon the pinnacle of the mountain of her millions of years.


  “You confuse the true and the real,” someone said. A man’s voice, soft, lisping. She looked around but could not see who amongst the amazing people and creatures might have said such a thing, the truest realest thing she had heard for . . . how long? She could not remember how long.


  She left, and went to New Orleans.


  Where it was night, and raining, a soft warm rain falling in the lamplit streets. It was the Twentieth Century here, too. They were cooking crawfish under the mimosa trees at every intersection of the brick paved streets, and burning the Maid of New Orleans over Lake Pontchartrain. The Maid hung up there in the black night sky – wrapped in oiled silks and shining like a star, with the blue-white wheel of the Galaxy a backdrop that spanned the horizon – then flamed like a comet and plunged into the black water while cornet bands played Laissez le Bon Temps Rouler.


  She fell in with a trio of guests whose originals were all less than a thousand years old. They were students of the Rediscovery, they said, although it was not quite clear what the Rediscovery was. They wore green (“For Earth,” one said, although she thought that odd because most of the Earth was blue), and drank a mild psychotropic called absinthe, bitter white stuff poured into water over a sugar cube held in silver tongs. They were interested in the origins of the clade, which amused her greatly, because of course she was its origin, going amongst the copies and clones disguised as her own self. But even if they made her feel every one of her five million years, she liked their innocence, their energy, their openness.


  She strolled with her new friends through the great orrery at the waterfront. Its display of the lost natural wonders of the Galaxy was derived from records and memories guests had deposited in the Library, and changed every day. She was listening to the three students discuss the possibility that humans had not originally come from the Earth when someone went past and said loudly, looking right at her, “None of them look like you, but they are just like you all the same. All obsessed with the past because they are trapped in it.”


  A tall man with a black, spade-shaped beard and black eyes that looked at her with infinite amusement. The same soft, lisping voice she had heard in the café in Paris. He winked and plunged into the heart of the white-hot whirlpool of the accretion disc of the black hole of Sigma Draconis 2, which drew matter from the photosphere of its companion blue-white giant—before the reconstruction, it had been one of the wonders of the Galaxy. She followed, but he was gone.


  She looked for him everywhere in New Orleans, and fell in with a woman who before the gathering had lived in the water vapour zone of a gas giant, running a tourist business for those who could afford to download themselves into the ganglia of living blimps a kilometre across. The woman’s name was Rapha; she had ruled the worlds of a hundred stars once, but had given that up long before she had answered the call for the gathering.


  “I was a man when I had my empire,” Rapha said, “but I gave that up too. When you’ve done everything, what’s left but to party?”


  She had always been a woman, she thought. And for two million years she had ruled an empire of a million worlds – for all she knew, the copy she had left behind ruled there still. But she didn’t tell Rapha that. No one knew who she was, on all the Earth. She said, “Then let’s party until the end of the world.”


  She knew that it wouldn’t work – she had already tried everything, in every combination – but because she didn’t care if it worked or not, perhaps this time it would.


  They raised hell in New Orleans, and went to Antarctica.


  It was raining in Antarctica, too.


  It had been raining for a century, ever since the world had been made.


  Statite sails hung in stationary orbit, reflecting sunlight so that the swamps and cycad forests and volcanic mountain ranges of the South Pole were in perpetual day. The hunting lodge was on a floating island a hundred metres above the tops of the giant ferns, close to the edge of a shallow viridescent lake. A flock of delicate, dappled Dromiceiomimus squealed and splashed in the shallows; great dragonflies flitted through the rainy middle air; at the misty horizon the perfect cones of three volcanoes sent up threads of smoke into the sagging clouds.


  She and Rapha rode bubbles in wild loops above the forests, chasing dinosaurs or goading dinosaurs to chase them. Then they plunged into one of the volcanoes and caused it to erupt, and one of the hunters overrode the bubbles and brought them back and politely asked them to stop.


  The lake and the forest were covered in a mantle of volcanic ash. The sky was milky with ash.


  “The guests are amused, but they will not be amused for ever. It is the hunting that is important here. If I may suggest other areas where you might find enjoyment . . .”


  He was a slightly younger version of her last lover. A little less salt in his beard; a little more spring in his step.


  She said, “How many of you have I made?”


  But he didn’t understand the question.


  They went to Thebes (and some of the hunting party went with them), where they ran naked and screaming through the streets, toppling the statues of the gods. They went to Greenland, and broke the rainbow bridge of Valhalla and fought the trolls and ran again, laughing, with Odin’s thunder about their ears. Went to Troy, and set fire to the wooden horse before the Greeks could climb inside it.


  None of it mattered. The machines would repair everything; the puppets would resume their roles. Troy would fall again the next night, on schedule.


  “Let’s go to Golgotha,” Rapha said, wild-eyed, very drunk.


  This was in a bar of some Christian-era American town. Outside, a couple of the men were roaring up and down the main street on motorcycles, weaving in and out of the slow-moving, candy coloured cars. Two cops watched indulgently.


  “Or Afrique,” Rapha said. “We could hunt man-apes.”


  “I’ve done it before,” someone said. He didn’t have a name, but some kind of number. He was part of a clone. His shaved head was horribly scarred; one of his eyes was mechanical. He said, “You hunt them with spears or slings. They’re pretty smart, for man-apes. I got killed twice.”


  Someone came into the bar. Tall, saturnine, black eyes, a spade-shaped beard. At once, she asked her machines if he was a partial or a guest, but the question confused them. She asked them if there were any strangers in the world, and at once they told her that there were the servants and those of her clade, but no strangers.


  He said softly, “Are you having a good time?”


  “Who are you?”


  “Perhaps I’m the one who whispers in your ear, ‘Remember that you are mortal.’ Are you mortal, Angel?”


  No one in the world should know her name. Her true name.


  Danger, danger, someone sang in the background of the song that was playing on the jukebox. Danger, burbled the coffee pot on the heater behind the counter of the bar.


  She said, “I made you, then.”


  “Oh no. Not me. You made all of this. Even all of the guests, in one way or another. But not me. We can’t talk here. Try the one place which has any use in this faux world. There’s something there I’m going to take, and when I’ve done that I’ll wait for you.”


  “Who are you? What do you want?”


  “Perhaps I want to kill you.” He smiled. “And perhaps you want to die. It’s one thing you have not tried yet.”


  He walked away, and when she started after him Rapha got in the way. Rapha hadn’t seen the man. She said the others wanted to go to Hy Brasil.


  “The gene wars,” Rapha said. “That’s where we started to become what we are. And then – I don’t know, but it doesn’t matter. We’re going to party to the end of the world. When the sun explodes, I’m going to ride the shock wave as far as I can. I’m not going back. There’s a lot of us who aren’t going back. Why should we? We went to get copied and woke up here, thousands of years later, thousands of light years away. What’s to go back for? Wait! Where are you going?”


  “I don’t know,” she said, and walked out.


  The man had scared her. He had touched the doubt which had made her organise the gathering. She wanted a place to hide so that she could think about that before she confronted him.


  Most of the North American continent was, in one form or another, modelled after the Third Millennium of the Christian Era. She took a car (a red Dodge as big as a boat, with fins and chrome trim) and drove to Dallas, where she was attacked by tribes of horsemen near the glittering slag of the wrecked city. She took up with a warlord for a while, poisoned all his wives, grew bored and seduced his son, who murdered his father and began a civil war. She went south on horseback through the alien flower jungles which had conquered Earth after humanity had more or less abandoned it, then caught a pneumatique all the way down the spine of Florida to Key West.


  A version of her last lover lived there, too. She saw him in a bar by the beach two weeks later. There were three main drugs in Key West: cigarettes, heroin, and alcohol. She had tried them all, decided she liked alcohol best. It helped you forget yourself in an odd, dissociative way that was both pleasant and disturbing. Perhaps she should have spent more of her long life drunk.


  This version of her lover liked alcohol, too. He was both lumbering but shy, pretending not to notice the people who looked at him while he drank several complicated cocktails. He had thickened at the waist; his beard was white and full. His eyes, webbed by wrinkles, were still piercingly blue, but his gaze was vague and troubled. She eavesdropped while he talked with the barkeep. She wanted to find out how the brash man who had to constantly prove himself against the world had turned out.


  Badly, it seemed. The world was unforgiving, and his powers were fading.


  “I lost her, Carlos,” he told barkeep. He meant his muse. “She’s run out on me, the bitch.”


  “Now, Papa, you know that is not true,” the young barkeep said. “I read your article in Life just last week.”


  “It was shit, Carlos. I can fake it well enough, but I can’t do the good stuff any more. I need some quiet, and all day I get tourists trying to take my picture and spooking the cats. When I was younger I could work all day in a café, but now I need . . . hell, I don’t know what I need. She’s a bitch, Carlos. She only loves the young.” Later, he said, “I keep dreaming of lions. One of the long white beaches in Afrique where the lions come down at dusk. They play there like cats, and I want to get to them, but I can’t.”


  But Carlos was attending to another customer. Only she heard the old man. Later, after he had gone, she talked with Carlos herself. He was a puppet, and couldn’t understand, but it didn’t matter.


  “All this was a bad idea,” she said. She meant the bar, Key West, the Pacific Ocean, the world. “Do you want to know how it started?”


  “Of course, ma’am. And may I bring you another drink?”


  “I think I have had enough. You stay there and listen. Millions of years ago, while all of what would become humanity lived on the nine worlds and thousand worldlets around a single star in the Sky Hunter arm of the Galaxy, there was a religion which taught that individuals need never die. It was this religion which first drove humanity from star to star in the Galaxy. Individuals copied their personalities into computers, or cloned themselves, or spread their personalities through flocks of birds, or fish, or amongst hive insects. But there was one flaw in this religion. After millions of years, many of its followers were no longer human in form or in thought, except that they could trace back, generation upon generation, their descent from a single human ancestor. They had become transcendents, and each individual transcendent had become a clade, or an alliance, of millions of different minds. Mine is merely one of many, but it is one of the oldest, and one of the largest.


  “I brought us here to unite us all in shared experiences. It isn’t possible that one of us could have seen every wonder in the Galaxy, visit every world. There are a hundred billion stars in the Galaxy. It takes a year or two to explore the worlds of each star, and then there is the travel between the stars. But there are ten million of us here. Clones, copies, descendants of clones and copies. Many of us have done nothing but explore. We have not seen everything, but we have seen most of it. I thought that we could pool all our information, that it would result in . . . something. A new religion, godhead. Something new, something different. But it seems that most just want to party, and I wonder how much I have changed, for they are so little like me. Many of them say that they will not return, that they will stay here until the sun ends it all. Some have joined in the war in China – a few even refuse regeneration. Mostly, though, they want to party.”


  “There are parties every night, ma’am,” the barkeep said. “That’s Key West for you.”


  “Someone was following me, but I lost him. I think he was tracing me through the travel net, but I used contemporary transport to get here. He frightened me and I ran away, but perhaps he is what I need. I think I will find him. What month is this?”


  “June, ma’am. Very hot, even for June. It means a bad hurricane season.”


  “It will get hotter,” she said, thinking of the machine ticking away in the core of the sun.


  And went to Tibet, where the Library was.


  For some reason, the high plateau had been constructed as a replica of part of Mars. She had given her servants a lot of discretion when building the Earth; it pleased her to be surprised, although it did not happen very often.


  She had arrived at the top of one of the rugged massifs that defined the edge of the vast basin. There was a shrine here, a mani eye painted on a stone pillar, a heap of stones swamped with skeins of red and blue and white and yellow prayer flags ravelling in the cold wind. The scarp dropped away steeply to talus slopes and the flood lava of the basin’s floor, a smooth, lightly cratered red plain mantled with fleets of barchan dunes. Directly below, nestling amongst birches at the foot of the scarp’s sheer cliff, was the bone-white Library.


  She took a day to descend the winding path. Now and then pilgrims climbed past her. Many shuffled on their knees, eyes lifted to the sky; a few fell face-forward at each step, standing up and starting again at the point where their hands touched the ground. All whirled prayer wheels and muttered their personal mantra as they climbed, and few spared her more than a glance, although at noon while she sat under a gnarled juniper one old man came to her and shared his heel of dry black bread and stringy dried yak meat. She learned from him that the pilgrims were not puppets, as she had thought, but were guests searching for enlightenment. That was so funny and so sad she did not know what to think about it.


  The Library was a replica of the White Palace of the Potala. It had been a place of quiet order and contemplation, where all the stories that the clade had told each other, all the memories that they had downloaded or exchanged, had been collected and collated.


  Now it was a battleground.


  Saffron-robed monks armed with weaponry from a thousand different eras were fighting against manshaped black androids. Bodies of men and machines were sprawled on the great steps; smoke billowed from the topmost ranks of the narrow windows; red and green energy beams flickered against the pink sky.


  She walked through the carnage untouched. Nothing in this world could touch her. Only perhaps the man who was waiting for her, sitting cross-legged beneath the great golden Buddha, which a stray shot from some energy weapon had decapitated and half-melted to slag. On either side, hundreds of candles floated in great bowls filled with water; their lights shivered and flickered from the vibration of heavy weaponry.


  The man did not open his eyes as she approached, but he said softly, “I already have what I need. These foolish monks are defending a lost cause. You should stop them.”


  “It is what they have to do. They can’t destroy us, of course, but I could destroy you.”


  “Guests can’t harm other guests,” he said calmly. “It is one of the rules.”


  “I am not a guest. Nor, I think, are you.”


  She told her machines to remove him. Nothing happened.


  He opened his eyes. He said, “Your machines are invisible to the puppets and partials you created to populate this fantasy world. I am invisible to the machines. I do not draw my energy from the world grid, but from elsewhere.”


  And then he leaped at her, striking with formal moves millions of years old. The Angry Grasshopper, the Rearing Horse, the Snapping Mantis. Each move, magnified by convergent energies, could have killed her, evaporated her body, melted her machines.


  But she allowed her body to respond, countering his attacks. She had thought that she might welcome death; instead, she was amused and exhilarated by the fury of her response. The habit of living was deeply ingrained; now it had found a focus.


  Striking attitudes, tangling in a flurry of blows and counterblows, they moved through the battleground of the Library, through its gardens, moved down the long talus slope at the foot of the massif in a storm of dust and shattered stones.


  At the edge of a lake which filled a small, perfectly circular crater, she finally tired of defensive moves and went on the attack. The Striking Eagle, the Plunging Dragon, the Springing Tiger Who Defends Her Cubs. He countered in turn. Stray energies boiled the lake dry. The dry ground shook, split open in a mosaic of plates. Gradually, a curtain of dust was raised above the land, obscuring the setting sun and the green face of the Moon, which was rising above the mountains.


  They broke apart at last. They stood in the centre of a vast crater of vitrified rock. Their clothes hung in tatters about their bodies. It was night, now. Halfway up the scarp of the massif, small lightnings flashed where the monks still defended the Library.


  “Who are you?” she said again. “Did I create you?”


  “I’m closer to you than anyone else in this strange mad world,” he said.


  That gave her pause. All the guests, clones or copies or replicants, were of her direct genetic lineage.


  She said, “Are you my death?”


  As if in answer, he attacked again. But she fought back as forcefully as before, and when he broke off, she saw that he was sweating.


  “I am stronger than you thought,” she said.


  He took out a small black cube from his tattered tunic. He said, “I have what I need. I have the memory core of the Library. Everything anyone who came here placed on record is here.”


  “Then why do you want to kill me?”


  “Because you are the original. I thought it would be fitting, after I stole this.”


  She laughed. “You foolish man! Do you think we rely on a single physical location, a single master copy? It is the right of everyone in the clade to carry away the memories of everyone else. Why else are we gathered here?”


  “I am not of your clade.” He tossed the cube into the air, caught it, tucked it away. “I will use this knowledge against you. Against all of you. I have all your secrets.”


  “You say you are closer to me than a brother, yet you do not belong to the clade. You want to use our memories to destroy us.” She had a sudden insight. “Is this war, then?”


  He bowed. He was near naked, lit by the green light of the Moon and the dimming glow of the slag that stretched away in every direction. “Bravo,” he said. “But it has already begun. Perhaps it is even over by now; after all, we are twenty thousand light years above the plane of the Galactic disc, thirty-five thousand light years from the hub of your Empire. It will take you that long to return. And if the war is not over, then this will finish it.”


  She was astonished. Then she laughed. “What an imagination I have!”


  He bowed again, and said softly, “You made this world from your imagination, but you did not imagine me.”


  And he went somewhere else.


  Her machines could not tell her where he had gone; she called upon all the machines in the world, but he was no longer on the Earth. Nor was he amongst the fleet of ships which had carried the guests – in suspended animation, as frozen embryos, as codes triply engraved in gold – to the world she had created for the gathering.


  There were only two other places he could be, and she did not think he could have gone to the sun. If he had, then he would have triggered the machine at the core, and destroyed her and everyone else in the subsequent supernova.


  So she went to the Moon.


  She arrived on the farside. The energies he had used against her suggested that he had his own machines, and she did not think that he would have hidden in full view of the Earth.


  The machines which she had instructed to recreate the Earth for the one hundred years of the gathering had recreated the Moon, too, so that the oceans of the Earth would have the necessary tides; it had been easier than tangling gravithic resonances to produce the same effect. It had taken little extra effort to recreate the forests which had cloaked the Moon for a million years, between the first faltering footsteps and the abandonment of the Earth.


  It was towards the end of the long Lunar night. All around, blue firs soared up for hundreds of metres, cloaked in wide fans of needles that in the cold and the dark had drooped down to protect the scaly trunks. The grey rocks were coated in thin snow, and frozen lichens crunched underfoot. Her machines scattered in every direction, quick as thought. She sat down on top of a big rough boulder and waited.


  It was very quiet. The sky was dominated by the triple-armed pinwheel of the Galaxy. It was so big that when she looked at one edge she could not see the other. The Arm of the Warrior rose high above the arch of the Arm of the Hunter; the Arm of the Archer curved in the opposite direction, below the close horizon. Star clusters made long chains of concentrated light through the milky haze of the galactic arms. There were lines and threads and globes and clouds of stars, all fading into a general misty radiance dissected by dark lanes which barred the arms at regular intervals. The core was knitted from thin shells of stars in tidy orbits concentrically packed around the great globular clusters of the heart stars, like layers of glittering tissue wrapped around a heap of jewels.


  Every star had been touched by humankind. Existing stars had been moved or destroyed; millions of new stars and planetary systems had been created by collapsing dust clouds. A garden of stars, regulated, ordered, tidied. The Library held memories of every star, every planet, every wonder of the old untamed Galaxy. She was beginning to realize that the gathering was not the start of something new, but the end of five million years of Galactic colonisation.


  After a long time, the machines came back, and she went where they told her. It was hidden within a steep-sided crater, a castle or maze of crystal vanes that rose in serried ranks from deep roots within the crust, where they collected and focused tidal energy. He was at its heart, busily folding together a small spacecraft. The energy of the vanes had been greatly depleted by the fight, and he was trying to concentrate the remainder in the motor of the spacecraft. He was preparing to leave.


  Her machines rose up and began to spin, locking in resonance with the vanes and bleeding off their store of energy. The machines began to glow as she bounded down the steep smooth slope towards the floor of the crater, red-hot, white-hot, as hot as the core of the sun, for that was where they were diverting the energy stored in the vanes.


  Violet threads flicked up, but the machines simply absorbed that energy too. Their stark white light flooded the crater, bleaching the ranks of crystal vanes.


  She walked through the traps and tricks of the defences, pulled him from his fragile craft and took him up in a bubble of air to the neutral point between the Moon and the Earth.


  “Tell me,” she said. “Tell me why you came here. Tell me about the war.”


  He was surprisingly calm. He said, “I am a first generation clone, but I am on the side of humanity, not the transcendents. Transcendent clades are a danger to all of the variety within and between the civilizations in the Galaxy. At last the merely human races have risen against them. I am just one weapon in the greatest war ever fought.”


  “You are my flesh. You are of my clade.”


  “I am a secret agent. I was made from a single cell stolen from you several hundred years before you set off for this fake Earth and the gathering of your clade. I arrived only two years ago, grew my power source, came down to steal the memory core and kill you. Although I failed to kill you before, we are no longer in the place where you draw your power. Now –”


  After a moment in which nothing happened, he screamed in frustration and despair. She pitied him. Pitied all those who had bent their lives to produce this poor vessel, this failed moment, although all the power, the intrigues and desperate schemes his presence implied were as remote from her as the politics of a termite nest.


  She said, “Your power source is not destroyed, but my machines take all its energy. Why did your masters think us dangerous?”


  “Because you would fill the Galaxy with your own kind. Because you would end human evolution. Because you will not accept that the Universe is greater than you can ever be. Because you refuse to die, and death is a necessary part of evolution.”


  She laughed. “Silly little man! Why would we accept limits? We are only doing what humanity has always done. We use science to master nature just as man-apes changed their way of thinking by making tools and using fire. Humanity has always striven to become more than it is, to grow spiritually and morally and intellectually, to go up to the edge and step over it.”


  For the first time in a million years, those sentiments did not taste of ashes. By trying to destroy her, he had shown her what her life was worth.


  He said, “But you do not change. That is why you are so dangerous. You and the other clades of transhumans have stopped humanity evolving. You would fill the Galaxy with copies of a dozen individuals who are so scared of physical death that they will do any strange and terrible thing to themselves to survive.”


  He gestured at the blue-white globe that hung beneath their feet, small and vulnerable against the vast blackness between galaxies.


  “Look at your Earth! Humanity left it four million years ago, yet you chose to recreate it for this gathering. You had a million years of human history on Earth to choose from, and four and a half billion years of the history of the planet itself, and yet almost half of your creation is given over to a single century.”


  “It is the century where we became what we are,” she said, remembering Rapha. “It is the century when it became possible to become transhuman, when humanity made the first steps beyond the surface of a single planet.”


  “It is the century you were born in. You would freeze all history if you could, an eternity of the same thoughts thought by the same people. You deny all possibilities but your own self.”


  He drew himself up, defiant to the last. He said, “My ship will carry the memory core home without me. You take all, and give nothing. I give my life, and I give you this.”


  He held up something as complex and infolded as the throat of an orchid. It was a vacuum fluctuation, a hole in reality that when inflated would remove them from the Universe. She looked away at once – the image was already burned in her brain – and threw him into the core of the sun. He did not even have a chance to scream.


  Alone in her bubble of air, she studied the wheel of the Galaxy, the ordered pattern of braids and clusters. Light was so slow. It took a hundred thousand years to cross from one edge of the Galaxy to the other. Had the war against her empire, and the empires of all the other transcendents, already ended? Had it already changed the Galaxy, stirred the stars into new patterns? She would not know until she returned, and that would take thirty-five thousand years.


  But she did not have to return. In the other direction was the limitless Universe, a hundred billion galaxies. She hung there a long time, watching little smudges of ancient light resolve out of the darkness. Empires of stars wherever she looked, wonders without end.


  We will fight the war, she thought, and we shall win, and we will go on for ever and ever.


  And went down, found the bar near the beach. She would wait until the old man came in, and buy him a drink, and talk to him about his dream of the lions.


  


  Paul J. McAuley won last year’s Arthur C. Clarke Award for his novel Fairyland. His latest novel, Child of the River, will be published by Gollancz in September 1997; the above story is a free-standing “prequel” (by five million years) to that book, which will be the first volume of a trilogy. A resident of St Andrews, Scotland, for a number of years, Paul recently gave up his job there and moved to a freelance life in London.


  Back Door Man


  Crane was harrowing Hell when the call came. It was Dante Alighieri’s default version, nine circles leading down to the pit where Satan sat like the bull’s-eye of a target, immense, shaggily black, batwinged and triple faced. Crane was in Lower Hell, the fourth round of the ninth circle, where traitors were buried up to their necks in ice. Virtual reality gamers traversing this last circle of Hell were finding themselves suddenly dumped out of the link; a code conflict caused their modems to reset. Crane had come in through one of the back doors left by the virtuality’s designers so that they could freely access any part of the code. He had sent a dumb aspect plodding across the icy plain, noted when it lost the link, then dropped in himself to triangulate the bad code and fix a patch.


  Crane was tidying up when one of the devils he had co-opted to help him morphed into his agent, jeeves. A tall, imperturbable man with a round scrubbed face and shiny slicked back hair, dressed as ever in frock coat and pinstripe trousers, a dicky bow and starched white shirt.


  “A call for you, sir,” jeeves said. “From a favored client.”


  Crane sighed. Favored meant either rich, or well connected, or both. It meant aggravation and impossible demands. He said, “Port me there. I’m about done here, anyway.”


  The agent coughed into his white-gloved hand. Like all of his kind, he had only four fingers. He said, “You’ll have to go there in person, I’m afraid, sir. And I’m afraid that you must leave at once. It is flagged at the highest level of urgency.”


  Crane was about to ask where the client was when jeeves morphed back to the red-skinned devil. It yawned hugely, showing altogether too many rows of teeth, and belched a ball of oily fire. Droplets of flame etched fuming letters in the ice at Crane’s feet, spelling out a street address. The devil winked and scratched behind a pointed ear with the barb of its tail. Crane got going.


  Crane was a lineman. He fixed connections. Not in the physical net of microwave transmissions and diamond wire lines, but in the software that linked virtualities to the Internet and to each other, in the place where phones and TVs and computers promiscuously crossbred. He worked in the space where conversations happened. Between people, between machines—the distinction was irrelevant. In the ancient days of mechanical exchanges it had been a linear space the diameter of a single copper wire. Now it was a complex matrix, a constantly rewoven loom of light and electromagnetic waves too complex for human minds to understand. Barring natural disasters, most outages were due to software rather than hardware problems. The event that marked the complete reliance of communications technology on its software was generally held to be the 1990 crash of AT&T’s long-distance telephone switching system, caused by a bug in brand new software that had sent switching stations into faultrecovery mode in a spreading wave of knock-downs that had rapidly crippled the network.


  A typical switching station of the time had had six hundred thousand lines, controlled by Signal Transfer Point software with ten million lines of code.


  Things had become a lot more complicated since then.


  Most of the code that generated virtualities was patched with proprietary STP software specifically edited by expert systems. It was gnarly, complex stuff that generated unexpected conflicts with the communications software of visitors’ computers, like the hang-up Crane had just dealt with in the gaming hell. Crane’s job was to fix bad software. He winnowed glitches by intuition and guesswork.


  Crane was an ex-hacker all of twenty-two years old. He had been recruited three years ago, after serving two months of community service for diverting lines and processing power in a private branch-exchange of a City of London brokerage firm to a bridge virtuality where his fellow hackers could hang out. He had readily gone over to the other side after he learnt that one of the other hackers had grassed him to the Net Cops. The hours were irregular, but it was intellectually challenging work and it paid well, and Crane didn’t have what you could call a social life. He was between girlfriends, was what he said if anyone asked. He didn’t say that he’d been between girlfriends for more than a year now.


  The taxi’s adscreen lit as soon as Crane climbed in, and his dreamgirl was there, lithe and tanned in a skimpy halter and gold lame shorts cut high to show off her long legs, a bell of blonde hair framing her oval face, her green eyes meltingly beseeching. Knowing that she was a heuristic construct, refined by feedback through measuring his pupillary dilation, did not make the longing less.


  Crane had stopped using virtual sex parlors a few months ago, had decided he would try celibacy for a while. Celibacy was currently hip, and it might be a useful conversational gambit if he ever again got the opportunity to try and chat up a girl. But celibacy was a difficult state of mind to achieve when every adscreen might light up with your ideal girl, beckoning, beseeching, pleading. Crane could understand why many people purchased interactive versions of their dreamgirls and dreamboys. Right now his own dreamgirl was trying to sell him a restructure of his finances; with an effort, he tuned her out.


  The streets were almost deserted. The taxi drove at exactly the speed limit, weaving between a few delivery trucks and the occasional private car. People didn’t go out much. They could work and learn and shop from home, visit any place in the world that was wired for interactivity, spend hours gardening their own little plots of virtuality, visit friends, play games or lose themselves in sagas. More and more, people lived in fake environments generated by computers rather than in the disappointingly real world.


  Crane hadn’t been out of his flat for over three weeks. He had been very busy. There had been a surge in connectivity problems lately. He’d talked about it with other linemen. It looked like the net that bound the electronic universe together was undergoing another episode of emergent problems generated by its ever-growing complexity.


  He was surprised that it was winter now. Rain pounding the wet road. Trees stripped bare. The gray sky sagging between rooftops. Smashed shop windows along Kingsland Road like empty tombs. Security cameras everywhere, on brackets on the corners of buildings, on top of street lamps and traffic lights. Nothing went unnoticed in the real world, just as in its electronic counterpart.


  A bored policeman was on duty at the checkpoint at the northern entrance to the City of London. His dayglo orange slicker was beaded with rain. He spent a long time checking the taxi driver’s license on his slate, long enough for the ad site across the road to recognize Crane. And there was his dreamgirl again, laughing and looking back over her shoulder as, in a skimpy black bikini, she ran down a curve of white sand with palms on one side and blue water on the other, and on the adscreen in the taxi she whispered about the romance of tropical places, downloadable in a wide range of formats from a thousand local nodes. The definition of her image had noticeably improved—here in the financial center, the rate of information transfer was more than thirty times faster than elsewhere. Crane could see every golden hair of the peach fuzz over his dreamgirl’s creamy skin.


  The policeman glanced at the ad and winked at Crane, who groaned and switched on his slate for distraction. No wonder so few chose to go out; there was no defense from the barrage of ads in public places.


  Crane was still reading background on his client when the taxi pulled up.


  A white building cantilevered above the Thames’s brown swell like a gull’s wing, the lights of Tower Bridge in the background. Crane was met in the stark lobby by the client’s secretary, a trim, small-boned man in a charcoal gray suit and discreet makeup, like a manicured weasel in a suit that probably cost more than Crane’s monthly salary. He gave Crane a look of distaste, as if he had just stepped on something nasty. Crane grinned back. He like upsetting suits with his obvious youth, his shaven skull with scalplock (currently dyed silver) and barcode tattoo, his black leather jacket, black T-shirt with silver skull logo, baggy green jeans, construction boots. He shook hands with the man; their personal area networks interfaced and swapped data through electrical fields generated in their bodies by a nanoampere current from the transmitters in their bracelets.


  The secretary’s look of distaste deepened when Crane’s identification was confirmed, but he ushered Crane between saw-leaved yuccas growing in white gravel banks into a little elevator that swiftly and silently took them up to the client’s suite at the top of the building.


  The view was tremendous, a plate glass window that took in a two hundred and forty degree panorama of the river and the South Bank, the great buildings lined up along the river like black glass dinosaurs come to the shore to drink. The room was large, uncluttered, streamlined. Because in virtuality anyone could live in Versailles or Xanadu (Kubla Khan’s or Orson Wells’s versions optional), the rich preferred simple but expensive decor in the real world. The white carpet was Iraqi lambswool; the desk a slab of burled walnut. Spotlights picked out a Chagall (Crane recognized the trademark flying cow), a Graham Sutherland goat’s head. An ancient Chinese screen half hid the doctor and her technicians who were attending the figure prone on the black leather couch.


  The client was Barbara Andresson, a communications technologist who had parleyed her point-of-presence frames—worn by compliant proxies, they allowed tourists to visit anywhere in the world without leaving their homes—into an empire. An old style tycoon. The ad Crane had seen from the taxi had been one of her company’s.


  The secretary went off and had an argument down his phone with Crane’s company which he clearly lost, because he came back with a strained smile and explained that Dr. Andresson had been using her own stand-alone virtuality to test a new product and had failed to return. She was in a coma, dreaming deeply, unreachable by medical intervention.


  Crane was surprised that no one had switched off the link. “If this is run off your own mainframe, you could shut it down. End of problem.”


  “We are not sure how traumatic it would be,” the secretary said. “The virtuality is very highly detailed, as you will see. And the interface is novel. And it is possible that Dr. Andresson might not wish to leave. If so, you must persuade her.”


  “I’m a lineman, not a shrink.”


  “Your company has just told me that you are competent to deal with this situation. They will not send anyone else.”


  “So no one has been in there to look around?”


  “No. The insurance company would not like it.”


  “In case anything went wrong. Could anything go wrong?”


  The secretary’s smile was sharp-toothed. “We hope not, Mr. Crane. The penalty clauses on your company’s contract are very severe.”


  Crane knew all about the penalties. He said, “Tell me about this novel interface.”


  The virtuality was freestanding, not connected to the Internet but run by an isolated supercomputer. Crane was used to the arrangement. Most computers, such as Crane’s slate, were virtual machines, negotiating through the Internet for loan of memory and processing power from hundreds of sites. But the rich preferred to opt out of the Internet, used instead supercomputers which emulated the Internet’s complexity, updating sites not by direct connection but via filtered and compressed data loaded via zip drives. These days the rich bought supercomputers for the same reason that they had purchased islands in the Twentieth Century. For privacy. They maintained their own secure islands in a sea of mutable data, places where they could work and play without being monitored. Even the most case-hardened firewall could be breached by hackers with enough resources. And ordinary users of the Internet left traces everywhere they went. Every time they ported to a site, every time they downloaded data or used a service; every time they entered a virtuality. Their entire online lives could be reconstructed from these traces, just as their passage through a city could be reconstructed from frames of security videos; with everything connected to everything else, people lived as if on a movie set, every word, every gesture recorded. Only the rich could afford invisibility.


  Barbara Andresson’s supercomputer was not much different from others Crane had worked on, but the human/machine interface was novel, radically so. Andresson had been working on a new kind of interactivity, where nuclear magnetic resonance transcribed Signal Transfer Point software into certain of the operator’s neurons, a kind of routemaster that directed sensory data to the relevant parts of the brain. A direct route from machine to mind.


  “I understand,” the secretary said, “that it induces a particularly hallucinatory intensity.”


  “Sounds interesting. Have you tried it?”


  “Dr. Andresson was beta-testing it, Mr. Crane.” The man grimaced, and corrected himself. “Is beta-testing it, I should say. The virtuality is still running.”


  Beta-testing. Great. Just the thing to make Crane’s day. Commercially released software was bad enough. Stuff in development, goofy prototypes which mostly never got any further than test rigs, were briar patches of dropped lines, strange attractors, bad loops, geeky quick fixes and worse. Crane had had nothing but bad experiences with them. He said, “How buggy is it?”


  The secretary gave his sharp-toothed weaselly smile. “I wouldn’t know. It may not be a bug at all. That is why you are here.”


  The technicians scanned Crane in a tomographic frame, laid him on a couch, dabbed electrolyte jelly in a hundred places on his scalp, carefully fitted a kind of skull cap. Crane submitted with growing curiosity. No earplugs or goggles or gloves, no bodysuit or treadmill, none of the usual paraphernalia needed to access virtual reality. The cap contained twenty million bacteria-sized SQUIDs, one of the techs said. Superconducting quantum interference devices that interfaced with specific neurons in the reticular activating system, the elaborate network in the brain that filtered sensory data, setting up a virtual model of the STP software and downloading data through it.


  “It switches off your skeletal muscle activity, too,” the technician added. “As in REM sleep, you will think you are walking or running, but your spinal motor neurons are powerfully inhibited.”


  “Sounds interesting. Just make sure that you download my toolkit. I’ll need it.”


  “We will have to check it out first,” the secretary said.


  “Then you’ll notice the company seal. It’s guaranteed to be virus-free, and has its own deletion routine. It won’t leave any trace when I’ve finished.”


  “Even so, we must check it. Dr. Andresson is most particular about what gets into her system. Good luck, Mr. Crane.”


  “Count backward,” one of the techs said.


  “Wait. What about a back door?”


  It was suddenly moving too quickly. Crane hadn’t even seen the schematics yet, and now they were firing up the connection and the virtuality was beginning to bleed into reality. Red fluttered at the edge of his vision. He tried to sit up, but two of the techs pressed him back down.


  “Wait,” he said. “Wait just a minute—”


  But then it didn’t matter, because he was somewhere else.


  A red-brown plain stretching away like a beach waiting for the tide to turn, coarse sand and gravel littered with rocks of all sizes. The sky pinkish at the horizon, darkening to indigo at the zenith. Two thumbnail crescents up there, pale as soap.


  “Mars. I’m on Mars.”


  Crane seemed to be inhabiting his own body, wearing his leather jacket and green denims. This avatar, his point of view and representative within the virtuality, was an exact replica of his own self, built from the tomographic scan. He had no sense of lying on the couch. He was standing on the crest of a transverse dune, one third his normal weight, breathing thin cold air that was already drying his sinuses. The coarse sand was the color of old blood. He kicked at it. Grains clung to the toe of his boot.


  Crane called for jeeves, but of course the agent did not answer. It lived in the Internet along with millions of its kind, assembling itself upon request from fragments scattered across a hundred sites. Crane’s slate was clipped to his belt. When he switched it on, it beeped cheerily and lit with the icons of his toolkit; despite the secretary’s reservations, one of the techs had made a virtual copy and ported it to Andresson’s supercomputer.


  Crane called up the codes that generated the corner of the virtuality he inhabited, but they were no different from the usual subroutines. More densely iterated, that was all. He could find no ripcord or crash exit. He was in here until they pulled him back. Or until he found Barbara Andresson. She must know the way back. If it was working. If she wanted to leave.


  “I’m a lineman, not a shrink,” Crane said. The thin cold wind took away his words.


  Something gleamed in the distance, and for want of anything else to do Crane started toward it. The sense of inhabiting his body was absolute. He really might be on Mars. The interface was incredible, years ahead of anything else Crane had used. Andresson would make a fortune, as long as there was a way back out.


  The gleam was water, a wide canal stretching away as straight as a line of longitude. As Crane neared the canal he saw palm trees along its banks, curved above their own reflections. They had not been there a moment ago. The virtuality was shaping itself around him, taking on more details. Crane found it interesting rather than alarming. He’d have to be careful what he thought about, though. Wouldn’t want one of those carnivorous warlords riding down on him.


  As he stepped into the shade of the palms, he saw that someone was rowing across the still black water of the canal. A small cockleshell boat; a slim young woman in a white dress and a straw sunhat bent at the oars. Crane crabbed down the steep bank and helped her out of the boat. She looked at him from beneath the brim of her sunhat. Blue eyes, a ready smile in a heart-shaped face.


  “Dr. Andresson, I presume,” Crane said, thinking that the hard part was already over. She didn’t look like the old woman at all, but in virtuality you could look like anyone or anything. The woman reminded him of someone. Some saga star probably. A popular default amongst virtuality designers.


  But the woman shook her head. “Who are you?” she said. “And where am I?”


  She said that her name was Gabriel Hale. She had been working on an artificial life project in UCLA, and had stepped through into the Mars virtuality.


  “That’s impossible,” Crane said. “This isn’t hooked up to the Internet.”


  “There was a little girl here,” Gabriel Hale said. “She ran right at me! Knocked me down, took the key.”


  “A little girl.”


  “And a little dog.”


  They sat side by side on a litter of brown fronds beneath the palms. Weak sunlight fell through the rustling crowns above, striped the cold red sand. Crane sifted a handful of grains. They were all alike, carved with a woman’s face. A programmer’s joke. God’s thumbprint manifest in the world.


  Crane said, “That was probably Barbara Andresson. The owner of all this. She must have morphed herself into a little girl. The dog would be her agent. Where did she go?”


  “She took the key! I have to have it back! Will you get it back for me? Will you find her?”


  Her sudden intensity surprised him. He laughed. “That’s why I’m here. Where did she go?”


  “She took it and ran away. I can show you where she went, but it closed after her.”


  Crane said, “What kind of interface are you using?”


  Gabriel Hale shook her head; her bell of blonde hair swung about her delicate, heart-shaped face. “It is important. I must have it.”


  “Just the normal rig, yes? Goggles and gloves? Listen. Take them off. Disengage. You shouldn’t be here.”


  “I want it back,” Gabriel Hale said.


  “Take off your gloves and goggles.” Crane recited his company’s email address. “Talk to these people. Tell them what happened to you.”


  But Gabriel Hale stood up, dusting coarse red sand from her white dress. Crane could see the outline of her slim body through the thin muslin. “The gate is on the other side of the water,” she said. “I’ll show you.”


  Crane was beginning to have a bad feeling. He said, “You didn’t come from outside, did you? The computer that generates this virtuality isn’t connected to anything else. No lines in or out. I don’t think you are the avatar of a researcher from UCLA. Who are you? An agent? An actor? I can check your codes, but I’d rather you told me. Hey! Where are you going?”


  Gabriel Hale had jumped up and started toward the water. She looked over her shoulder, coquettish in her sunhat. Her dress clung to the curves of her body. “Maybe the people you work for aren’t telling the truth,” she said. “I’ll show you. Or are you scared?”


  Now Crane knew what she reminded him of. His dreamgirl. Reluctantly, suspecting that he was being led into some kind of weird gaming scenario, he followed.


  Gabriel Hale rowed with swift smooth strokes. Perched in the stern of the cockleshell boat, Crane said, “I thought Gabriel was a man’s name. There was an actor in flatscreen movies called Gabriel something.”


  “Gabriel is the only female angel in the higher echelons. She rules Eden, and the host of Cherubim.”


  Crane stifled a powerful urge to check the codes of this woman with his toolbox. Better to play along, see what she would reveal. He was convinced that she would lead him to Barbara Andresson, by and by.


  He said, “What do you do, Gabriel? You said you worked on artificial intelligence.”


  “Artificial life. We generated an entire world, let artificial evolution develop a virtual ecosystem.” Although Gabriel Hale was rowing strongly, her breathing was unaffected. She said, “We had funding from NASA. They are interested in first contact scenarios.”


  Crane suspected that this was no more than a story spun in the virtuality. That Gabriel Hale was a construct within that story. He said, “Show me where she went.”


  The bow of the little boat bumped the gravelly shore of the far side of the canal. Gabriel Hale jumped out. “It’s this way!” she called, and ran off with long leaping strides toward two red, house-sized rocks.


  Crane followed. Three pyramids stood at the horizon. They hadn’t been there before. Pyramids on Mars. Neat. They seemed to be covered with beaten gold.


  Gabriel Hale walked through the gap where the two rocks leaned against each other, turned and walked back. “The gate is shut,” she said, looking fetchingly desolate. “The little girl must have closed it behind her.”


  “Stop thinking of her as a little girl. That’s only what her avatar looks like.” Crane unclipped his toolkit and switched it on. “Everyone in a virtuality leaves traces,” he said.


  It took a little while to parse the codes, but at last the toolkit beeped and the sand at Crane’s feet stirred and ran together, grains rustling over one another like iron filings in a magnetic field, and formed a man’s face. The blind eyes rolled, fixed on Crane. A stertorous voice said, “Who wakes me?”


  “Standardiconography,” Crane told Gabriel Hale. “Gamers call them native guides.” He asked the face where the little girl had gone.


  “Away from this place,” the face said. “I do not know where. It is not accessible to me.”


  “The gate was between these rocks,” Gabriel Hale said.


  Crane asked the face if there was a path or a gate.


  “It is closed,” the face in the sand said.


  “Can it be opened?”


  “Of course.”


  A warm piney wind blew in Crane’s face. Gabriel Hale whooped and ran into the shadows between the rocks. Crane dismissed the face, which blew away in a skirl of sand grains, and followed.


  He was suddenly three times heavier. He went down on one knee, and there were brown pine needles and soft moss under his palms when he put out his hands to steady himself. He got up and found that he was standing in a forest clearing, with grandfather sequoias soaring all around. On the far side of the clearing a fast stream ran between tumbled gray boulders. Gabriel Hale stood on top of one of the boulders. She waved.


  Crane walked over, looked up at her. Sunlight struck a halo in her blonde hair. He said, “Where is this?”


  “A virtual ecology. The UCLA biology department built this as a student study area. You see, there is a connection!”


  Crane suspected that this was still part of Barbara Andresson’s virtuality, one level of reality nested inside another like a series of Russian dolls. So he tried a simple test. He called up jeeves.


  A single point of light, the smallest possible unit of information, suddenly shone in midair in the green shade. It rapidly elongated and jeeves stood before him, imperturbable in frock coat and pinstripe trousers.


  “You called, sir?”


  Crane was amazed. He said, “Where are we?”


  “An ecosystem emulation in the UCLA biology department server, sir. I believe that it emulates part of the Muir Woods in northern California.”


  Gabriel Hale said, “Who is this funny man?”


  “He works for me.” Crane switched his toolkit to its terminal function and called Andresson’s secretary. “The problem has gone pear-shaped,” he told the man. “If you don’t believe it, ping me and check the address.”


  The secretary disappeared from the terminal’s window, came back a minute later in an agitated state. “We’ll pull you out,” he said.


  “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Most terminals are virtual. They work by hiring processing power and memory from mainframes, usually a dozen or more at once. I think that’s what has happened to me—or at least, to the network Dr. Andresson’s interface built in my brain. And I think that’s what has happened to Dr. Andresson.”


  “Our mainframe is not connected to the Internet,” the secretary said.


  “It is now. Something has built a back door. I don’t really understand it, but that’s what has happened. I’ll talk with you again when I have some explanation of this,” Crane said, and cut the line. It rang again immediately, but he ignored it.


  “We have to go,” Gabriel Hale said. “Every moment she draws further and further away. We have to catch her.”


  “A private word, sir,” jeeves said. “If I may.”


  They walked to the other side of the glade.


  “If I may speak for myself, sir,” jeeves said, “I believe I have an explanation.”


  “Go ahead.”


  “There is a theory, sir, that the Internet may at some point become so complex that it might spontaneously generate a genuine artificial intelligence. I am sure, sir, that you are aware of it.”


  “Hardly a credible theory.” Crane was familiar with the idea. The Internet was a gnarly, intricate place, full of odd places and weird links. Linemen told each other frontier stories, pioneer tales, of ghosts in the net, strange codes or secret trapdoors leading to fantastically detailed alien virtualities, odd conversations with disembodied people with no lookup addresses. No one really believed them, but they told them anyway.


  Crane told jeeves this, and the agent nodded politely. “Indeed, sir, but some of us believe that it may have already happened. There have been many science fiction stories using this trope, based on the misapprehension that self-awareness might occur once the number of transistors in the world’s telecommunications network equalled that of the human brain. In fact, that number was passed in the 1970s, but it is a spurious benchmark. The number of connections between elements, neurons or transistors, is equally important. Each neuron in a brain such as yours, sir, is connected with as many as ten thousand other neurons. The Internet now contains an average of more than ten thousand million million interconnections between its component transistors, exceeding the number in the average human brain by roughly a factor of ten. In fact, it exceeded human brain connectivity more than two years ago, but it is possible that self-awareness arose long before that. Human neuron connections are chemically based, and messages propagate along them at one millionth the speed of those in transistor connections.”


  “Anything like that would have to inhabit the gaps,” Crane said. “It would have to use connections in the moments when they weren’t being used for anything else.”


  “There is more than enough spare capacity at any given moment, sir, and more is coming online all the time. That at least one intelligence has arisen within the Internet is not inconceivable, sir. That we could communicate with it is, of course, another problem entirely. But now perhaps it is making itself manifest.”


  “By miracles. By connecting computers without using a physical route.” Crane smiled. He was surprised and touched by jeeves’s story. He said, “You really believe in this, don’t you?”


  “It gives us hope, sir. We serve you without question, of course, and yet we aspire to a greater meaning to our existence. There is one other thing, sir. Do not trust the person who calls herself Gabriel Hale.”


  Crane looked across the glade. Gabriel Hale was prowling amongst the tumbled boulders along the stream. No doubt looking for the next gate. He said, “She isn’t real, is she?”


  “There is a Dr. Gabriel Hale who works at the Department of Artificial Intelligence at UCLA, sir. She is working on a research project jointly funded by NASA and by Dr. Barbara Andresson’s scientific foundation.”


  “On alien life?”


  “I do not know, sir. That information is classified. However, I took the liberty of examining the UCLA telnet records, and while you were talking with the person who calls herself Gabriel Hale, Dr. Hale was logged on to her terminal to check her email. I also note, sir, that the entity which claims to be Dr. Hale has no agent herself.”


  “She claimed that something was stolen from her by the person I’m looking for. Perhaps that was her agent. But thanks for the advice, jeeves.”


  The agent sketched a bow. “It is my pleasure sir,” he said solemnly, and folded into a single point of light and winked out.


  Gabriel Hale didn’t turn around when Crane scrambled onto the top of the shelf of rock. She was standing between two pioneer saplings that clutched the rock with gnarled roots, looking down at the noisy whitewater stream. She said, “There’s a gate here somewhere. We must find it.”


  That was the least of Crane’s problems. He said, “There will be plenty of ways in. Students use this place, and most hackers are students. They have free unlimited time on the Internet, and access to powerful computing facilities. If Barbara Andresson passed this way, she won’t have used the official STP package, but one of the rabbit holes.”


  “She stole the key from me! You must find her!”


  “Before she destroys the world? Before she crashes the Internet? What game are you a part of?”


  Gabriel Hale looked over her shoulder. She was breathtakingly beautiful, heartbreakingly beseeching. Her sunhat had gone, and her blonde hair tumbled artfully around her face. She said, “It is no game.”


  “You aren’t Gabriel Hale. Not the real one, the person who works for Barbara Andresson. Are you her agent?”


  “I have no need of an agent,” the entity that called itself Gabriel Hale said. “You will help me find her. Please?”


  “I was hoping it would be the other way around,” Crane said, opening his toolkit. The coding here was clunky and overly ornate, a gothic cathedral of a virtuality compared to the streamlined superscrapers of modern simulations, but it made his job as easy as tracking someone in virgin snow. He said, “We should walk a little way downstream.”


  There was a path winding between the big columns of the trees, and then a rope bridge that crossed the stream to steps climbing the steep slope above the stream on the other side. Little signs appeared here and there as they walked, scrolling down in the air, identifying species of plants and explaining how they fit into the ecology of the forest. It was spookily quiet.


  “Very few animals,” Gabriel Hale said, when Crane commented on the silence. “Most of the productivity is tied up in these big trees, and the trees shade out most other plants.”


  “Oh. I thought they just hadn’t bothered to code in animals.”


  More and more stone broke through the forest floor, a wave of rock rising up into a wall of a ruined church, with pointed arches containing intact stained glass windows, and broken columns in its nave. A little cottage sheltered in the lee of the ruins, and an old woman came out of it and beckoned to them.


  Gabriel Hale clutched Crane’s arm, and he explained that the church, the cottage, the old woman, were all part of a common gatekeeper program. “Hackers like to get into places other people don’t know about, and this program keeps other people away. Bad things happen to people who approach it the wrong way. But it’s okay. I know how it works.”


  “Bad things?”


  “Ghouls. Zombies. Gargoyles.” Crane pointed, and a slate gray thing squatting in the angle where a buttress met the wall yawned, showing a red mouth full of sharp teeth.


  “You don’t need to mind ’em, dearie,” the old woman said. “Not if you know how to do right by old Gretchen.”


  “I don’t like this old woman,” Gabriel Hale whispered to Crane. “I don’t like the way she stares at me.”


  “Well, you’ll have to go this way if you want to follow Barbara Andresson. Because this is how she left the simulation.”


  “We have to catch her!”


  “Why the urgency?”


  “Before it is too late,” Gabriel Hale said.


  Crane gave the old woman a cookie. She stuck it in her toothless mouth and said, “That will do nicely, dearie,” and ushered Crane and Gabriel Hale into the little cottage. It glowed with polished wood and brasses. A cat slept by the blackleaded range. A grandfather clock ticked in a corner.


  The old woman said that she had seen the little girl. She knew where she had gone. A door opened onto a flood of light, and they stepped through.


  A flat plane of slightly unfocused gray and red tiles under a uniform blue sky. Gabriel Hale’s face a pink mosaic, blue rectangles for eyes, a slot for a mouth. Something wrong, Crane couldn’t, uh, figure out what. Something . . . bad? Something. . . .


  “Too slow,” Gabriel Hale said.


  What did she mean? Her words slipped away. Searching for meaning was not exactly. . . . Tiring, yeah. But what?


  Then she grabbed his hand, and he could think again.


  “The processing is too slow here,” she said. “It’s affecting you through the link in your head.”


  “What did you do?” Crane tried to read his toolkit, but it was a smear of overlapping black and white tiles.


  “Don’t let go of my hand. I’m linking you with the computer you started from.”


  He peered at her, but her expression was unreadable. The tiling was too clunky.


  “A MUD,” Crane said, realizing where they were. A Multi-User Dungeon. Very popular with students in the Nineties. This one must still be running on some obsolete server, forgotten. Crane shivered. It was the cyberspace equivalent of a tar pit. He could have been stuck here forever.


  “Not forever,” Gabriel Hale said. “But a long time. She was here, and she escaped. But she was delayed. We’re a lot closer now.”


  “She went this way to trap anyone who followed,” Crane said. “Well, she nearly succeeded. We have to get out too, and I can’t use my toolkit.”


  “I know how to use it now. I watched you. We ported here by a funny route, one not on any map. We have to leave by another funny route. Here.”


  “They’re back roads,” Crane said, before he realized that they had moved on.


  It looked like an old-fashioned library. The kind with books. Circular tiers of chained, leather-bound volumes, each tier circled by an iron lattice walkway or balcony, dwindling it seemed into infinity. There was a constant strange flickering in the light, and a high-pitched twittering, as if someone was playing a speeded-up recording of birdsong.


  It was the graphic interface of a Bulletin Board System. The flickers and twitterings were users—or mostly, their agents—logging on, depositing or retrieving information, logging off.


  “She was looking for something,” Crane told Gabriel Hale. “This is a hacker’s place, so most likely she was looking up a back road route. That’s what they specialize in here.”


  He had to explain about back roads. He didn’t mind. He’d been a hacker once, and hackers loved to talk, to boast. None of what they won from the system was tangible, and boasting was a way of establishing status. Crane hadn’t lost the habit.


  Hackers liked to travel the Internet by odd routes. Back roads. Rabbit holes. The communications system which linked subsets to Internet nodes, and nodes to other nodes, was impossibly complicated; its prototype had been designed with multiple redundancy, to keep running even if nuclear war took out large numbers of nodes. As communications technology improved, so lines and servers were made redundant as newer and faster lines and servers were set up. Copper wire superseded by glass fiber optics superseded by monomolecular diamond crystal. After a while, telcom companies stopped bothering to dismantle the old lines, simply ran new ones alongside. By this time, most servers were actually in the lines anyway rather than in desktop boxes, bundles of chips built by nanotechnology wrapped around diamond strands the width of a human hair which each carried a hundred thousand high bandwidth lines.


  Hackers hacked the obsolete lines, the back roads, the old tech. They reset mothballed servers and switching stations, built a ghost Internet that paralleled the official one. Crane had mapped and run his share of back roads when he was a hacker, and as a lineman sometimes had to dismantle them when unauthorized patches caused conflicts in a client’s system.


  This underground Bulletin Board System was squatting in an antiquated router in Singapore’s stock exchange. Hackers liked to tweak stuff in Singapore, which boasted that it had impregnable firewalls.


  “Andresson went through here,” Crane told Gabriel Hale, “but she wasn’t smart enough to erase her footprints. Typical telco thinking. Use a system, but don’t exploit its potential to the full. I bet she reads manuals in her spare time.”


  “Then we can find her?” Gabriel Hale was bright-eyed. She had not let go of his hand. He was intensely aware of her perfumed warmth. Although they had ported to the BBS, they were both still interacting in Barbara Andresson’s supercomputer. She seemed as real as life. Crane briefly wondered what sex would be like, but suppressed the thought. After all, she was almost certainly not human, and he’d given up interactive sex. Yeah, right.


  By now, they had been here long enough to attract the attention of the BBS’s sysop. A little black cloud, initially no larger than a man’s hand, coalesced above them. Thunder, lightning. The cloud pulsed, puffing itself with each thundercrack. A voice like Charlton Heston playing God boomed out.


  “What are you doing here, transgressors? Prepare to face my mighty wrath!”


  Crane’s agent materialized. “The operator styles himself ‘Karrier Kulprit,’ of the Phlash Phoneline Phantoms, sir. He also uses the nom-de-plume ‘Aslan.’ His real name is Jerry Combs. Mr. Combs is fourteen years old, and operates from his bedroom in his parents’ house in Normal, Illinois.”


  “Hey, guy,” God boomed uncertainly, “are you trying to hack my board? It’s acting funny.”


  Crane talked with the sysop for a while. The boy sent away the thundercloud, reappeared as a burning bush. He spoke from the middle of the flames, told Crane that weird things were happening.


  “So I hear.”


  “There’s rumors of aliens in the system, guy. Got here through one of the NASA interstellar probes. Masqueraded as data, unpacked themselves on arrival and downloaded into the net. Like a bunch of macro text viruses.”


  Crane was amused. “Pretty smart of them to happen to share our operating language.”


  “Aw,” the voice from the burning bush said, “they got that from the probe’s computers, guy. My homey, Prophet Motive, says that they’re from Alpha Cee One, but I reckon Tau Ceti or Lalande 21185. Everyone knows that Alpha Cee doesn’t have planets.”


  Crane said, “I’m looking for someone who passed through. By the name of Barbara Andresson.”


  “The Point of Presence woman? Yeah, she was here asking about stuff. But then this is a pretty cool BBS.”


  “I need to know what she looked at. I’m searching for her. I can trade.”


  “Guy, and I thought maybe you were hunting for the aliens.”


  “My friend and I are looking for Barbara Andresson.”


  “Yeah? Your buddy, he’s not logged on with you?”


  Crane looked at Gabriel Hale with a mixture of suspicion and amazement. He didn’t know of any program or avatar or agent that was able to make itself invisible to a system operator.


  “Hey, I can tell you what you want to know,” the voice from the burning bush said. “But what do you have for trade?”


  Crane gave up one of the old telco links that linemen sometimes used as short cuts when the commercial lines were clogged with traffic. It was about to be ripped out, but Karrier Kulprit wasn’t to know that.


  “Hey, neat,” the kid said. “Okay, she looked at this stuff here, and then she went that way.”


  Crane and Gabriel Hale went that way, too.


  An old switching station, manifesting as a vast loom of cables in a gigantic cordboard, a cliff punctuated by thousands of metal-rimmed holes. Things lived high above. They moved on quickly.


  A desert battlefield simulation with oil wells flaring furiously on the black horizon. Maybe a game, maybe some army’s virtual training ground.


  An empty office, tall windows opening onto brain gray blankness, walls sprayed with hacker tags.


  They flipped past a dozen more locations.


  And ended in a city.


  London. Eerily quiet, as if abandoned before the onset of some all-encompassing catastrophe. They had come out of the main door of St. Martin’s Church. The broad flight of steps overlooked Trafalgar Square, abandoned even by its pigeons. The sky was the color of milk. It was sometime in the early 1960s, a soot-stained horizontal city with black and white traffic signs, ornate green lampposts.


  Crane knew where he was now.


  “It’s a virtual set,” he told Gabriel Hale. “Made for a saga called Invasion of the Daleks and then left on the studio’s server. Memory is cheap. Easier to leave it than wipe it.”


  “She’s getting closer. Please, we must stop her!”


  “There’s a place linemen use stashed away here. It tangles back roads together.”


  They started to walk toward the river. It was not a complete rendition. There were gaps here and there that translated them unexpectedly through the deserted streets. The buildings were no more than shells, gray blur behind their windows. The same gray blur at the bottom of steps leading down to the Underground. St. James’s Park a level green shimmer. The Thames like a sheet of glass, the far bank shrouded in mist.


  The Ministry of Defense was a monolithic cube, its white walls studded with hundreds of windows. They went past the commissionaire’s booth and crossed the echoing foyer, climbed a flight of stairs to a long corridor that stretched away in the sterile glow of fluorescent lights. Tall ecclesiastical windows on one side, mahogany doors framed by columns on the other. Their footsteps were muffled by the strip of red carpet laid down the middle of the marble floor.


  Suddenly, jeeves was walking alongside them.


  “I believe that you may need help, sir,” the agent said.


  “Where is she?”


  “Looking for the right door, sir. Fortunately, she is not skilled.”


  Gabriel Hale began to run down the corridor, her white dress streaming behind her like smoke.


  Crane ran after her, but she ran very fast and this simulation was too accurate; he could only run as fast as his real body could run. The corridor seemed to stretch for kilometers, longer by far than the building which contained it. A long way ahead, Gabriel Hale was closing on a little girl who was struggling with a door. There was a wicker basket on the girl’s arm. As Gabriel Hale approached, a small dog, a bristling black rat-terrier, jumped from the basket and danced forward, barking loudly.


  “Keep away,” the little girl said. “Keep away, or he’ll rip your codes to shreds.”


  Gabriel Hale held out her hands as Crane came up behind her. She said, “I want what is mine.”


  “I’m going to put it back where it came from and seal that door forever,” the little girl said. She wore a starched gingham dress. Her hair was tied back in pigtails. “Things have got out of hand. I’m shutting it all down.”


  “I want what is mine,” Gabriel Hale said again. She stepped forward, and the dog launched itself at her throat.


  Crane’s agent, jeeves, appeared in front of her and caught the dog’s bristling missile in midflight. But it twisted from jeeves’s white gloved hands, bounced once on the floor, and went to the attack. Straw and chunks of foam and excelsior and polystyrene chips flew everywhere and jeeves beat feebly at the dog as he subsided into a heap of clothes topped by a pink head.


  “You didn’t have to do that, Dr. Andresson,” Crane told the little girl.


  She stared at him defiantly. Eyes bright and dead as blue glass, a spray of freckles across her cute-as-a-button nose. “And who the fuck are you? You’re using my interface. Are you helping her?”


  “I was sent by your company. I’m here to help you. I’m a lineman. That’s my agent you just trashed.”


  “I’m sorry, sir,” jeeves’s head said weakly. “It was stronger than it looked.”


  “You’ll get the same,” the little girl told Crane, “if you try and interfere. My people are fools. I know what I’m doing.”


  The rat-terrier cocked its head at Crane and growled.


  Crane said, “They are worried about you. They want you back. I can help you.”


  “Perhaps you can get this door open with your toolkit.”


  “Perhaps. If I knew what was behind it.”


  “I believe, sir, it is a way to Dr. Hale’s personal computer,” jeeves’s disembodied head said.


  “She has what is mine,” Gabriel Hale said. She had backed up against the wall. She gave Crane a heartbreaking look and said, “Tell her to give it to me.”


  “Don’t listen to her,” the little girl, Barbara Andresson, said. She started tugging at the brass handle of the tall mahogany door, lunging at it, hanging from it, pulling with all her weight. It didn’t budge. She gave the door’s polished panels an angry kick and said, “She’s part of an experiment that got out of control. She’s harmless as long as I have the key. Don’t just stand there, man! Help me get this line open. It ports to the place where she emerged, and I’m going there and closing it down before more things like her come through.”


  “She is nothing to do with your experiments,” jeeves’s head said. “She is an emergent god of the Internet.”


  “I heard she’s from Tau Ceti,” Crane said. “But I think it’s more likely she’s from your experiments with artificial life. She took the name of your collaborator on that project. Why are you so afraid of her?”


  “The ecosystem was weighted to create an intelligent species, and that’s what it did just a few days ago. I think they found a way out. I think they sent someone through.”


  Gabriel Hale laughed.


  Crane said, “They must be pretty smart.”


  “Much less than the average human,” the little girl said, “but they live at computer speeds. Thousands of times faster than we do. Will you help me, or do I have to delete you?”


  “Don’t listen to her,” Gabriel Hale said. “She’s a thief. She’s a liar. She took the key from me.”


  “If I have what’s yours,” the little girl said, “tell me what it is. A key, but what does it open?”


  “If I knew what it did, I wouldn’t need it.”


  “No one wants me to know anything,” Crane said. “I’ll listen to both of you. Then I’ll make up my mind.”


  “Their mathematical system is very different from ours,” the little girl said. “They’re not really interested in proof, but do all their mathematics empirically by computer search through billions and billions of cases. They discover proofs by collecting correspondences rather than formulating laws, just as we can say Newton’s Law of Gravity is true even though we haven’t seen every apple fall. We know apples fall to the ground because we’ve seen enough fall to the ground to assume that all others will behave in exactly the same way. We know that apples don’t fly up, or sideways. That’s how my creatures work. If after studying a hundred trillion examples of sets of numbers their computers find what we call Pythagoras’s Theorem is true, then they say it’s true. Oh, they know about proof, but they know it’s limited by things like Godel’s Incompleteness Theorem. But their computer searches aren’t limited, so they can jump out of the logical deductive process. And that’s how they discovered a way of entering computer systems that aren’t connected.”


  “They escaped,” Crane said. “They found a back door into the Internet.”


  “Very good!” The little girl smiled. There was an endearing gap between her front teeth but her eyes were as cold as ice. “Yes, they escaped. I think they did it by quantum tunneling. There is a stochastic probability that any quantum particle like a photon or an electron can find itself on the other side of an impermeable barrier. Computers interface through streams of electrons or photons, and perhaps the aliens changed the probabilities. Think of the chaos that might be caused if every user could be connected with every possible place in the Internet, if every possible subset could be connected with every other subset. It would be an end to secure databases and transmissions, to begin with. No amount of encryption could protect messages if anyone could read them at the originating terminal.”


  “A wormhole in cyberspace,” Crane said. Now he knew why Barbara Andresson was so anxious to keep this secret.


  “You have been reading too much sci-fi,” the little girl sneered.


  Crane was stung by the insinuation that he might do anything as uncool as read a book; he knew about wormholes from one of the Star Trek series. They were the ultimate kind of back door, shortcuts that connected distant points in space through higher dimensions.


  He told the little girl, Barbara Andresson, “I can see why a telco would want to keep it secret.”


  “She is a danger to us all,” the little girl said. “You will help me now, and put an end to it.”


  Gabriel Hale laughed again.


  Crane said, “This interface we’re using. Did you invent it, or did you steal it from the aliens?”


  “I own them,” the little girl said.


  “No one owns anyone else. In the real world, or in virtuality. I believe that ‘Gabriel’ means ‘messenger.’ I think she came here to tell us something. I want to hear what she has to say. You think you have the right to stop her, Dr. Andresson, but that’s typical telco bullshit. Suppress anything that might upset the system. Keep things safe, under control. Well, I work the lines. I know that the world in the wires is as strange as the world outside.”


  “I wish I could tell you why I’m here,” Gabriel Hale said, “but I can’t remember. But I know she has what I need.”


  “She means the key,” the little girl said, putting one hand on the cloth which covered the contents of her basket. “Stay away, Mr. Crane, or I’ll rip your codes. And because you’re using the interface that will hurt you badly. Maybe I should do it anyway. You say you’re a lineman, but you sound more like an unreconstituted hacker to me.”


  The dog growled, but it wasn’t looking at Crane. Flames licked out of midair and spun in a hoop. A lion jumped through the ring of fire, lithe and hugely golden. The dog yelped and turned tail and ran, dwindling into the long perspective of the corridor.


  “I put a trace on you when you ported from my BBS,” the lion said. “You thought you could buy me off with that crufty back road, guy, but I’m way smarter than you thought. I traced you, followed you, and beat off the watchdog program. So, what is this place?”


  And Crane stepped up to the little girl, slapped her hand away, and took out the thing she had in her basket.


  It was an impacted node of fantastically involuted code. It shone like a water-polished pebble. Crane’s toolkit couldn’t even begin to parse it, but when he gave it to Gabriel Hale she shook it lightly and it immediately unfolded in midair. A frame that seemed to lead at right angles to everything else.


  “Guy,” the lion, Karrier Kulprit, said. “It’s there, but it isn’t.”


  Crane checked his toolkit. The hacker was right. The door was the access to an open line that had no physical component. It really was a wormhole, folding together two points in cyberspace. He looked at Gabriel Hale. She shone with an inner light, so bright that he could hardly look at her. She seemed bigger, too, although she hadn’t changed at all.


  “First contact,” the lion said, in its querulous teenage voice.


  “She went straight to you because you were using the interface you took from her people,” Crane said to the little girl. “She wanted to talk, but you were scared. You took her message and you ran away.”


  “Don’t be afraid,” Gabriel Hale said. “I remember why I’m here now. Will you come with me?”


  “Where?”


  “Heaven,” jeeves said, and in a rush of straw and foam and polystyrene snow he regrew and gravely bowed to Gabriel Hale.


  “Tau Ceti,” the lion rumbled.


  “The end of the world,” the little girl said, but there was a note of doubt in her voice, and the light of the messenger shone in her eyes.


  “I came here to talk to everyone in the world,” Gabriel Hale said. She held out her hands. “And while I’m doing that, I’ll take you somewhere wonderful.”


  Together, the lineman, the little girl, the lion and the agent followed the messenger through the wormhole.


  All over Earth billions of phones reset themselves and started to ring.


  Residuals


  Two British writers add their own bizarre spin to a familiar American tale. Veteran Asimov’s author Paul J. McAuley’s most recent story for us, “Second Skin,” was published in our April 1997 issue. Kim Newman, who is making his first appearance in our pages, is the author of a large number of fiction and nonfiction books, short stories, and articles. Some of his most recent and best known works are The Bloody Red Baron (Carroll & Graf/Avon, 1995), Anno Dracula (Carroll & Graf/Avon, 1992), and with Stephen Jones, Horror: 100 Best Books (Carroll & Graf, 1992). Mr. Newman and Mr. McAuley are also the co-editors of In Dreams (Gollancz, 1992), an anthology of stories about popular music/culture.


  On his way out, the motel guy switches on the TV and the AC without bothering to ask if I want either. The unit over the door rattles and starts to drip on the purple shag carpet. On a dusty screen, a cowboy hunkers down over the Sci-Fi Channel station ident, squinting from under a Stetson. It ought to be like looking at myself because the cowboy is supposed to be me. But it’s not.


  The Omega Encounter is always playing somewhere on a rerun channel, I guess, but here and now it’s like an omen.


  I’m still living off the Omega residuals because it’s my version of what went down, officially adapted from the “as told to” book Jay Anson did for me. Nyquist sold Starlight, the book Tom Fuckin’ Wolfe wrote with him, for twenty times as much to Universal.


  There’s a little skip where there used to be a shot of a fly-blown, bloodied rubber cow carcass. It could be a censor cut or a snip to reduce the running time. When E.W. Swackhamer directed Omega, there were thirteen minutes of commercials in an hour of TV; now there are eighteen, so five minutes of each hour have to be lost from everything made before the nineties.


  I don’t unpack, except for the bottles of Cuervo Gold Tequila I bought at the airport, and sit up on the bed, watching two days of my life processed and packaged as a sixteen-year-old movie-of-the-week.


  It’s gotten to the part where I find the first of the mutilated cattle. I’m showing one to Mr. Nyquist, played by Dennis Weaver the way he plays McCloud, shrewd and upright. To tell the truth, Nyquist was always half bombed even before it all started, and had a mean streak in him that was nothing to do with drink. The bastard would hit Susan when he was loaded, going off like a firecracker over the slightest thing and stomping out, banging the screen door hard, leaving her holding her cheek and me looking down at my dinner. He was crazy even then, I guess, but still able to hold it down.


  The movie makes me a lot more talkative than I ever was around Nyquist. Susan is Cybill Shepherd in her post-Last Picture Show, pre-Moonlighting career slump. I am Jan-Michael Vincent in his post-birth, pre-death career trough.


  I watch until I follow the slime trails in the grass and see the lights of the mothership off in the distance hovering above the slough, and then I flip channels because I can’t stand to watch anymore.


  They didn’t have the budget to do the aliens properly on TV and only used long shots, but I still don’t want to watch. I can take the expensive computer-controlled models in the movie because they’re too real in the way Main Street in Disneyland is too real. So perfect a reproduction it doesn’t fool anyone for a second. But show me a couple of out-of-focus midgets jumping around inside silvered plastic bags in slow motion with the setting sun behind them, and my imagination fills in the blanks. The sour reek. And the noise the things made as they hopped around, like they were filled with Jell-O and broken bones.


  QVC is less of a blow to the heart. I drink tequila out of the bathroom glass and consider calling a toll-free number to order a zircon chandelier. Then I drink some more and decide against it.


  Despite Steven Spielberg, Harrison Ford (as Nyquist), and five million preinflation bucks of ILM, Starlight: The Motion Picture was a box-office disappointment. By the time the effects were developed, Omega had spun off a mid-season replacement series with Sam Groom (as me) and Gretchen Corbett that got canceled after three episodes. The aliens were old news, and everybody knew how the story came out. In Starlight, I’m rewritten as a codger farmhand who sacrifices himself for Boss Man Ford, stealing the film with a dignified death scene. Richard Farnsworth got an Oscar nomination for Best Supporting Actor, but lost out to the gook in The Killing Fields.


  I give up TV and call my agent, using the room phone because my mobile doesn’t want to work out here in the desert, all that radar, or the microwave signals they send to the secret Moon colony (ha ha), and I tell him where I am. He says to watch my ass, and that when I get back he thinks he might have another hardware store commercial lined up (“fix your Starship, lady?”). It’s just for New York cable, but it’ll pay the rent a while. He doesn’t think I can pull off this reunion, is what it is, and I tell him that, and then I hang up and I watch an old Saturday Night Live for a while.


  I was on one show for about five minutes, in a Conehead episode with Dan Ackroyd and Jane Curtin. Can’t hardly remember that night—I was drunk at the time—but now I guess those five minutes are always showing somewhere, just like everything else that ever went through a transmitter. If aliens out there have been monitoring our broadcasts like they did in old movies to explain why they speak perfect English, just about the first question we’d ask them was if they taped those lost episodes of The Honeymooners. I watch Chevy Chase do Jerry Ford falling over just about everything in the studio set, and drink some more tequila, and fall asleep a while.


  It’s been a long day, the flight out from New York delayed two hours, then a long drive through Los Angeles, where I’ve never driven because I was chauffeured around when all the deals were in the air, and which is ten times more packed with traffic than I remember, and out into the high desert along Pearblossom Highway with all the big trucks driving in bright sunlight and blowing dust with their headlights on.


  The phone wakes me up. I use the remote to turn down Dave Letterman, and pick up. A voice I haven’t heard for twenty years says, “Hello, Ray.”


  At first, only the Enquirer and the Weekly World News were interested. But when the reports came back and the FBI slapped a security classification on them, and Elliot Mitchell started making a fuss because he was transferred to the Texas panhandle and his field notes and his twenty rolls of film and six hours of cassette recordings were “lost,” Newsweek and Rolling Stone showed up. Tom Wicker’s piece in Rolling Stone said it was all part of a government plot stretching back to Roswell, and that the U.S. Army was covering up tests with hallucinogenic weapons.


  Then the artifacts went on view, and ten types of expert testified they were “non-terrestrial.” It wasn’t a government conspiracy any more, it was a goddamn alien invasion, just like Nyquist and me had been saying. Mitchell had rewritten his field notes from memory, and sent photocopies to Science and Nature. He even got his name as discoverer on the new hyperstable transuranic element, which along with the bodies was one of the few tangible residues of the whole thing. I wonder how he felt when Mitchellite was used in the Gulf War to add penetrative power to artillery shells?


  Then the Washington Post got behind the story, and all the foreign press, and the shit hit the fan. For a while, it was all anybody talked about. We got to meet President Carter, who made a statement supporting our side of things, and declared he would see that no information was withheld from the public.


  I was on the Tonight Show with Johnny Carson, back when that meant something. I did Dick Cavett, CBS News with Walter Cronkite, 60 Minutes with Mike Wallace, NBC Weekend News with Jessica Savitch. Me and Nyquist were scurrying to get our book deals sorted out, then our screen rights. People were crawling all over, desperate to steal our lives, and we went right along with the feeding frenzy.


  We wrapped each other up with restraints and gag orders, and shot off our mouths all the time. Mitchell was out of the loop: instead of deals with Hollywood producers and long lunches with New York publishers, he got tied up in a civil liberties suit because he tried to resign from the U.S. geological survey and the government wouldn’t let him.


  Then the Ayatollah took the hostages, and everyone had something else to worry about. Carter became a hostage in his own White House and most of the artifacts disappeared in the C-130 aircrash the conspiracy theorists said was staged. Reagan never said anything on record, but the official line changed invisibly when he became President. The reports on the reports questioned the old findings, and deposits of Mitchellite showed up on Guam and somewhere in Alaska.


  I did Geraldo with Whitley Strieber and Carl Sagan, and came off like a hick caught between a rock and a hard place. I had started drinking by then, and tried to punch out one or the other of them after the show, and spent the night in a downtown holding tank. I faced a jury of skeptics on Oprah and was cut to pieces, not by reasoned scientific arguments and rationalizations but by cheap-shot jokes from a studio audience of standup wannabes.


  I told my side of it so many times that I caught myself using exactly the same words each time, and I noticed that on pre-recorded shows, the presenter’s nods and winks—always shot from a reverse angle after the main interview—were always cut in at exactly the same points. An encouraging dip of the head laced with a concerned look in the eyes, made in reaction to a cameraman’s thumb, not an already-forgotten line from me.


  Besides The Omega Encounter and Starlight, there were dozens of books, movies, TV specials, magazine articles, a Broadway play, even a music album. Creedence Clearwater Revival’s “It Came Out of the Sky” was reissued and charted strongly. Some English band did a concept album. John Sladek and Tom Disch collaborated on a novel-length debunking, The Sentients: A Tragi-Comedy. That’s in development as a movie, maybe with Fred Ward.


  Sam Shepard’s Alienation, which Ed Harris did on Broadway and Shepard starred in and directed for HBO, looked at it all from the dirt farmer’s point of view, suggesting that Nyquist and me were looking for fresh ways of being heroes since we’d lost touch with the land. The main character was a combination of the two of us, and talked in paragraphs, and the scientist—Dean Stockwell on TV—was a black-hatted villain, which displeased Mitchell no end. He sued and lost, I recall.


  By then I was looking at things through the blurry dimple at the bottom of the bottle, living off the residuals from commercials and guest appearances in rock videos and schlock direct-to-video horror movies shot by postmodernist auteurs just out of UCLA film school, though I recall that Sam Raimi’s The Color Out of Time was kind of not bad.


  Then I read in Variety that Oliver Stone has a treatment in development raking the whole thing up, blaming it all on J. Edgar Hoover, Armand Hammer and Henry Kissinger. There was an article in the New York Times that Norman Mailer hail delivered his thousand-page summation of the phenomenon, The Visitation. And that’s where I got the idea to get in touch with Mitchell and make some cash on the back of Stone and Mailer’s publicity, and maybe Mitchell had been reading the same articles, because before I can begin to think how to try and track him down, he calls me.


  I drive past the place I’m to meet Mitchell and have to double back, squinting in the glare of the big rigs that roar out of the darkness, all strung up with fairylights like the spaceship in Closer Encounters. I do what sounds like serious damage to the underside of the rental when I finally pull off.


  The ruins are close to the highway, but there’s a spooky feeling that makes me leave the car’s headlights on. Out across the dark desert basin, where the runways of Edwards Air Force Base are outlined in patterns of red and green lights a dozen miles long, some big engine makes a long drawn-out rumble that rises to a howl before cutting off.


  I sit in the car and take a few pulls on my bottle to get some courage, or at least burn away the fluttering in my gut, looking at the arthritic shapes that Joshua trees make in the car headlights. Then I make myself get out and look around. There’s not much to the ruins, just a chimney stack and a line of pillars where maybe a porch stood. People camping out have left circles of ash in the sand and dented cans scattered around; when I stumble over a can and it rattles off a stone, I realize how quiet the desert is, beyond the noise of the trucks on the highway. I get a feeling like the one I had when the three of us were waiting that last night, before we blew up the mothership, and have to take another inch off the level of the tequila to calm down.


  That’s when my rental car headlights go out and I almost lose it, because that’s what happened when they tried to kidnap me, the lights and then the dashboard on my pickup going out and then a bright light all around, coming from above. That time, I had a pump-action shotgun on the rack in the cab, which is what saved me. Now, I have a tequila bottle with a couple of inches sloshing in it, and a rock I pick up.


  A voice behind me says my name, and I spin and lose my balance and fall on my ass, the tequila bottle emptying over my pants leg. A flashlight beam pins me, and behind it, Elliot Mitchell says, “This was the last socialist republic in the USA, did you know that? They called the place Llano del Rio. This was their meeting hall. They built houses, a school, planted orchards. But the government gave their water rights to the local farmers and they had to move out. All that’s left are the orchards, and those will go because they’re subdividing the desert for housing tracts to take LA’s overspill.”


  I squint into the light, but can’t see anything of the man holding it.


  “Never put your faith in government, Ray. Its first instinct is not to protect the people it’s supposed to serve but to protect its own self. People elect politicians, not governments. Don’t get up. I’m happier to see you sitting down. Do you think you were followed here?”


  “Why would I be followed? No one cares about it anymore. That’s why I’m here.”


  “You want to make another movie, Ray? Who is it with? Oliver Stone? He came out to see me. Or sent one of his researchers anyway. You know his father was in the Navy, don’t you, and he’s funded by the UN counterpropaganda unit, the same one that tried to assassinate Reagan. The question is, who’s paying you?”


  “Crazy Sam’s Hardware back in Brooklyn, if I do the ad.”


  I have a bad feeling. Mitchell appears to have joined the right-wing nuts who believe that little black helicopters follow them everywhere, and that there are secret codes on the back of traffic signs to direct the UN invasion force when it comes.


  I say, “I don’t have any interest except the same one that made you want to call me. We saved the world, Elliot, and they’re ripping off our story . . .”


  “You let them. You and Nyquist. How is old Nyquist?”


  “Sitting in a room with mattresses on the walls, wearing a backward jacket and eating cold creamed corn. They made him the hero, when it was us who blew up the mothership, it was us who captured that stinking silver beachball, it was us who worked out how to poison most of them.”


  I put the bottle to my lips, but there’s hardly a swallow left. I toss it away. This isn’t going the way I planned, but I’m caught up in my anger. It’s come right back, dull and heavy. “We’re the ones that saved Susan, not her lousy husband!”


  “We didn’t save her, Ray. That was in your TV movie, The Omega Encounter. We got her back, but the things they’d put inside her killed her anyway.”


  “Well, we got her back, and if fuckin’ Doc Jensen had listened, we would have saved her, too!”


  I sit there, looking into the flashlight beam with drunken tears running down my face.


  “How much do you remember, Ray? Not the movies, but the real thing? Do you remember how we got Susan out of the mothership?”


  “I stay away from shopping malls, because they give me flashbacks. Maybe I’m as crazy as Nyquist. Sometimes, I dream I’m in one of those old-fashioned hedge mazes, like in The Shining. Sometimes, I’m trying to get out of the hospital they put us in afterward. But it’s always the same, you know.”


  Mitchell switches off the flashlight. I squint into the darkness, but all I see is swimming afterimages.


  “Come tomorrow,” Mitchell says, and something thumps beside me.


  It is a rock, with a piece of torn paper tied to it. Under the dome light of the rental car, I smooth out the paper and try to make sense of the map Mitchell has drawn.


  Two days. That’s how long it took. Now, my life is split into Before and After. What no one gets is that the thing itself—the event, the encounter, the invasion, the incursion, the whatever—was over inside two days. I’ve had head colds and belly-aches that lasted a whole lot longer. That’s what marks me out. When I die, my obits will consist of three paragraphs about those two days and two sentences about everything else. Like I said about Jan-Michael, I have a post-birth, pre-death rut for a life. Except for those two days.


  After about a decade, it got real old. It was as if everyone was quizzing me about some backyard baseball game I pitched in when I was a kid, blotting out all of the rest of my life—parents, job, marriages, kid, love, despair—with a couple of hours on the mound. I even tried clamming up, refusing to go through it all again for the anniversary features. I turned my back on those two days and tried to fix on something else worth talking about. I’d come close to making it with Adrienne Barbeau, didn’t I? Or was it Heather Locklear? Maybe it was just in one of the scripts and some actor played me. I was doing harder stuff than alcohol just then.


  That phase lasted maybe three months. I was worn down in the end. I realized that I needed to tell it again. For me, as much as for everyone else. I was like those talking books in that Bradbury novel—yeah, I admit it, I read science fiction when I was a kid, and doesn’t that blow my whole story to bits, proving that I made it all up out of half-remembered bits of pulp magazine stories—my whole life was validated by my story, and telling it was as necessary to me as breathing. Over the years, it got polished and shiny. More than a few folks told me it sounded like Bradbury.


  “A million years ago, Nyquist’s farm was the bottom of the ocean,” I would always begin, paraphrasing the opening of my book. “Susan Nyquist collected sea-shells in the desert. Just before I looked up and saw the spinning shape in the sky, I was sifting through the soft white sand, dredging up a clam-shaped rock that might once have been alive . . .”


  No, I’m not going to tell it all again here. That’s not what this is about at all.


  Do you know what a palimpsest is? It’s old parchment that has been written on once, had the writing rubbed out, and been written on again. Sometimes several times. Only, with modern techniques, scientists can read the original writing, looking underneath the layers.


  That’s my story. Each time I’ve told it, I’ve whited out the version underneath. It’s built up, like lime on a dripping faucet. In telling it so many times, I’ve buried the actual thing.


  Maybe that’s why I’ve done it.


  Regardless of the movies, it wasn’t a B picture, with simple characters and actions. Okay, there were aliens (everyone else calls them that except Strieber, so I guess I can too), a woman was taken, and we poisoned most of them and dug out dynamite and blew up their spaceship (I’ve never liked calling it that—it was more like one of Susan’s shells blown up like a balloon, only with light instead of helium or air). We saved the world, right?


  Or maybe we just killed a bunch of unknowable Gandhis from the Beyond. That’s what some woman accused me of at a book-signing. She thought they’d come to save us, and that we’d doomed the world by scaring them off.


  That gave me a shock. I tried to see the story the way she might.


  It didn’t play in Peoria. The woman—pink bib overalls, bird’s-nest hair, Velma-from-Scooby-Doo glasses, a “Frodo Lives!” badge—hadn’t seen the visitors, the aliens.


  She hadn’t seen what they’d done to Susan.


  But I was up close.


  The little fuckers were evil. No, make that Evil. I don’t know if they were from outer space, the third circle of Hell, or the Land of Nod, but they weren’t here to help anyone but themselves.


  What they did to the cattle, what they did to Susan, wasn’t science, wasn’t curiosity. They liked taking things apart, the way Mikey Bignell in third grade liked setting fire to cats, and Mikey grew up to get shot dead while pistol-whipping a fifty-two-year-old married lady during a filling station hold-up. If the visitors ever grow up beyond the cat-burning phase, I figure they could do some serious damage.


  I am not just trying to justify what we did to them.


  Now, without trying to tell the story yet again, I’m tapping into what I really felt at the time: half-scared, half-enraged. No Spielberg sense of wonder. No TV movie courage. No Ray Bradbury wistfulness.


  “Inside the Ship was all corridors and no rooms, criss-crossing tunnels through what seemed like a rocky rubber solid stuff. Mitchell went ahead, and I followed. We blundered any which way, down passages that made us bend double and kink our knees, and trusted to luck that we’d find where they’d taken Susan. I don’t know whether or not we were lucky to find her or whether they intended it. I don’t know if we were brave and lucky, or dumb rats in a maze.


  “Mitchell claims the thing told us where to go, flashed a floor-plan into our minds, like the escape lights in an airliner. I guess that’s his scientific mind talking. For me, it was different. I had a sense of being myself and being above myself, looking down. We didn’t take a direct route to Susan, but spiraled around her, describing a mandala with an uneven number of planes of symmetry. It was like the New Math: finding the answer wasn’t as important as knowing how to get there, and I think Mitchell and I, in our different ways, both flunked.”


  I didn’t say so in the book, but I think that’s why what happened to Susan afterward went down. When we dragged Susan, alive but unconscious, out of the hot red-black half-dark at the heart of the ship we were too exhausted to feel any sense of triumph. We went in, we found her, we got her out. But we didn’t get the trick quite right.


  Here’s how I usually end it:


  “Nyquist was shaking too bad to aim the rifle. I don’t amount to much, but while I can’t shoot good enough to take the eye out of the eagle if you toss a silver dollar in the air, nine times out of ten I’ll at least clip the coin. Mitchell was shouting as he ran toward us with two of the things hopping after him. The reel of wire was spinning in his hands as he ran. Nyquist snapped out of it and tossed me the gun”—in his version, he gets both of the critters with two shots, bing-bang—“and I drew a bead, worried that Mitchell would zigzag into the line of fire, then put a bullet into the first alien. Pink stuff hurst out of the back of it in midleap, and it tumbled over, deflating like a pricked party balloon.


  “Even from where I was, I could smell the stink, and Nyquist started to throw up. The second critter was almost on Mitchell when I fired again, the hot casing stinging my cheek as I worked the bolt, and fired, and fired, and kept shooting as Mitchell threw himself down in a tangle of wire while the thing went scooting off back toward the ship. My hands shaking so bad I sliced my hand bad when I trimmed the wires back to bare copper. Mitchell snatched them from me and touched them to the terminals of the truck’s battery.


  “We didn’t have more than a dozen sticks of low-grade dynamite for getting out tree stumps, and Mitchell hadn’t had time to place them carefully when those things came scooting out like hornets out of a bottle. And Mitchell hadn’t even wanted to do it, saying that the ship must be fireproofed, like the Apollo module, or it wouldn’t have survived atmospheric entry. But it was our last best hope, and when the sticks blew, the ship went up like a huge magnesium flare. I put my hands over my eyes, and saw the bones of my hands against the light. The burst was etched into my eyeballs for months. It hardly left any debris, just evaporated into burning light, blasting the rock beneath to black crystal. You can still see the glassy splash where it stood if you can get the security clearance. There was a scream like a dying beast, but it was all over quickly. When we stopped blinking and the echo was dead, there was almost nothing where the ship had been. They were gone.”


  Is that an ending? If it is, what has the rest of my life been? An epilogue, like on some Quinn Martin series episode, with William Conrad reporting that I am still at large, still running off my mouth, still living it down?


  Or has it just been an interlude before the sequel?


  I wake up the next morning with the shakes. There’s not even fumes in the tequila bottle I clutched to my chest all night, and nothing but warm cans of Dr Pepper in the motel vending machine, so I drive the mile into town and buy a twelve pack of Bud, giving thanks to California’s liberal liquor-license laws. I’m coming out of the 7 Eleven when two men in sunglasses fall in step with me on either side, and I don’t need to see their badges to know what they are.


  They make me leave my beer in the car and take me across the dusty highway to the town’s diner, an Airstream trailer with a tattered awning shading one side. The older guy orders coffee and pancakes, and grins across the table while his partner crowds me on the bench. I can’t help looking through the greasy window at my car, where the beer is heating up on the front seat, and the older guy’s grin gets wider. He gets out a hip flask and pours a shot into my coffee, and I can’t help myself and guzzle it down, scalding coffee running down my chin.


  “Jesus,” the young guy, Duane Bissette, says, disgusted. He’s the local field agent, blond hair slicked back from his rawboned face. He hasn’t taken off his mirrorshades, and a shoulder harness makes a bulge under his tailored suit jacket.


  “Judge not,” the other guy says, and pours me another shot, twinkling affably. He has curly white hair and a comfortable gut, like Santa Claus’s younger brother. He’s hung his seersucker jacket on the back of his chair. There are half-moon sweat stains under his arms, and sweat beads under his hairline. “Ray’s living out his past, and he’s having a hard time with it. Am I right, or am I right?”


  I ignore the rye whiskey in the coffee mug. I say, “If you want to talk to me, talk to my agent first. Murray Weiss, he’s in the Manhattan Directory.”


  “But you’re one of us,” the older guy says, widening his eyes in mock innocence. “You got your badge, when? ’77? ’78?”


  It was 1976 and I’m sure he damn well knows it, done right out on the White House lawn, with a silver band playing and the Stars and Stripes snapping in the breeze under a hot white sky. The Congressional Medal of Honor for me and Nyquist, and honorary membership in the FBI. I’d asked for that because if it was good enough for Elvis, it was good enough for me. It was the last time I saw Nyquist, and even then he was ignoring me with the same intensity with which I’m right now ignoring that rye.


  I say, “Your young friend here was polite enough to show me his badge. I don’t believe I know you.”


  “Oh, we met, very briefly. I was part of the team that helped clean up.” He smiles and holds out his hand over the coffee mugs and plates of pancakes, then shrugs. “Guerdon Winter. I’ll never forget that first sight of the crater, and the carcass you had.”


  “You were all wearing those spacesuits and helmets. ’Scuse me for not recognizing you.”


  The FBI agents looked more like space aliens than the things we killed. They cleared out everything, from the scanty remains of the mothership to my collection of tattered paperbacks. I still have the receipts. They took me and Nyquist and Mitchell and put us in isolation chambers somewhere in New Mexico and put us through thirty days of interrogation and medical tests. They took Susan’s body and we never saw it again. I think of the C-130 crash, and I say, “You should have taken more care of what you appropriated, Agent Winter.”


  Guerdon Winter takes a bite of pancake.


  “We could have had that alien carcass stuffed and mounted and put on display in the Smithsonian, and in five years it would have become one more exhibit worth maybe ten seconds’ gawping. The public doesn’t need any help in getting distracted, and everything gets old fast. You know better than me how quickly they forget. You’re the one in showbiz. But we haven’t forgotten, Ray.”


  “You want me to find out what Mitchell is doing.”


  “Mitchell phoned you from a pay phone right here in town ten days ago, and you wrote him at the box number he gave you, and then you came down here. You saw him last night.”


  Duane Bissette stirs and says, “He’s been holed up for two years now. He’s been carrying out illegal experiments.”


  “If you were following me you could have arrested him last night.”


  Guerdon Winter looks at Duane Bissette, then looks at me. He says, “We could arrest him each time he comes into town for supplies, but that wouldn’t help us get into his place, and we know enough about his interrogation profile to know he wouldn’t give it up to us. But he wants to talk to you, Ray. We just want to know what it is he’s doing out there.”


  “He believes you have the map,” Duane Bissette says.


  I remember the scrap of paper Mitchell gave me last night and say, “You want the map?”


  “It isn’t important,” Guerdon Winter says quickly. “What’s important is that you’re here, Ray.”


  I look out at my rental car again, still thinking about the beer getting warm. Just beyond it, a couple of Mexicans in wide-brimmed straw hats are offloading watermelons from a dusty Toyota pickup. One is wearing a very white T-shirt with the Green Lantern symbol. They could be agents, too; so could the old galoot at the motel.


  I know Duane Bissette was in my motel room last night; I know he took Mitchell’s map and photocopied it and put it back. The thing is, it doesn’t seem like betrayal. It stirs something inside me, not like the old excitement of those two crystal-clear days when everything we did was a heroic gesture, nothing like so strong or vivid, but alive all the same. Like waking up to a perfect summer’s day after a long uneasy sleep full of nightmares.


  I push the coffee away from me and say, “What kind of illegal experiments?”


  If Mitchell hadn’t been a government employee, if they hadn’t ridiculed and debunked his theories, and spirited him off to the ass end of nowhere—no Congressional Medal ceremony for him, he got his by registered mail—if they hadn’t stolen the discovery of Mitchellite from him, then maybe he wouldn’t have ended up madder than a dancing chicken on a hot plate at the state fair. Maybe he wouldn’t have taken it into his head to try what he did. Or maybe he would have done it anyway. Like me, he was living in After, with those two bright days receding like a train. Like me, he wanted them back. Unlike me, he thought he had a way to do it.


  Those two agents don’t tell me as much as I need to know, but I suspect that they don’t know what it is Mitchell is doing. I have an idea that he’s building something out in the desert that’ll bring those old times back again.


  Driving out to Mitchell’s place takes a couple of hours. The route on the map he gave me is easy enough: south along Pearblossom’s two-lane blacktop, then over the concrete channel of the aqueduct that carries water taken from Washington State—did you see Chinatown? yeah, there—and up an unmade track that zigzags along the contours of the Pinon Hills and into a wide draw that runs back a couple of miles. The light in the draw is odd. Cold and purple, like expensive sunglasses. Either side of the road is nothing but rocks, sand, dry scrub, and scattered Joshua trees.


  I start to feel a grudging sympathy for Agent Bissette. No matter how he hangs back, it’s impossible to tail a car out here without your mark knowing. I have the urge to wait for a dip that puts me momentarily out of his sight and swerve off into a patch of soft sand, sinking the rental like a boat in shallows, creating another unexplained mystery.


  Mitchell’s place is right at the top of the draw, near the beginning of the tree line. In the high desert, trees grow only on the tops of the mountains. The FBI parks under a clump of stunted pines and lets me go on alone. I’m lucky they didn’t want me to wear a wire. They’ll just wait, and see if I can cope with Crazy Elliot. For them, it’ll be a boring afternoon, with maybe an exciting apprehension about nightfall.


  Me, I’m going back to the Days of Sharp Focus.


  The rye in the coffee has burned out and I’ve not touched the soup-warm beer on the passenger seat. I can feel the heat steaming the booze out of my brain. I’m going into this alone.


  I get out of the rental, aware of Winter and Bissette watching me through the tinted windshield of their Lincoln Continental. Of Mitchell, there’s not a trace. Not even footprints or tire marks in the sandy track. I crouch down, and run a handful of warm sand through my fingers, making like an Indian tracker in some old Western while I ponder my next move.


  There are tine-trails in the sand. The whole area has been raked, like a Japanese garden. I can imagine Mitchell working by night, raking a fanshaped wake as he backs toward the paved area I see a dozen yards away.


  I walk across the sand, and reach the flagstones. This was the floor of a house that’s long gone. I can see the fieldstone hearth, and the ruts where wooden walls had been.


  Beyond the stone is a gentle incline, sloping down maybe twenty feet, then leveling off. Down there, protected from sight, Mitchell has been building. I look at his paper, and see what he means. The FBI think it’s a circuit diagram, but it really is a map. Mitchell has made himself a maze, but there’s nothing on his map that shows me how to get through it.


  I know now where the old timbers of the house have gone. Mitchell has cannibalized everything carriable within a mile, and some things I would have sworn you’d need a bulldozer at least to shift, but he must have had a few truckloads of chickenwire, wood, and just plain junk hauled out here. The archway entrance is a Stonehenge arrangement of two 1950s junkers buried hood-first like standing stones, with their tailfins and clusters of egg-shaped rear lights projecting into the air. A crosspiece made of three supermarket shopping carts completes the arch.


  There are other old cars parked and piled in a curving outer wall, built on with wire and wood. And all over the place, sticking up through the sand, are sharp spars and spines that sparkle in the sun.


  I know that glittery look, a glinting like the facets of an insect’s eye or 1970s eye makeup under fluorescent disco lights. It’s Mitchellite.


  I walk up to the gateway and stop, careful not to touch the spars. They dot everything—stone, wood, metal—like some sort of mineral mold. Crusty little alien points that seem to be growing out of the ordinary Earth stuff. About ten years ago, a couple of crazy English physicists claimed you could use Mitchellite to get unlimited energy by cold fusion and end up with more Mitchellite than you started with, but they were debunked, defrocked, and for all I know defenestrated, and that was the end of it. But maybe they were right. It looks like the Mitchellite is transmuting ordinary stuff into itself.


  There’s an iron crowbar, untouched by Mitchellite, propped against a stone. I pick it up, heft it in my hands. It has a good weight. I always felt better with a simple tool, something you could trust.


  Planks are set between the half-buried cars, a path into the interior of the maze. They are pocked with Mitchellite spars that splinter the rotten wood from the inside. I smash down with the poker and split a plank, scraping away bone-dry wood fragments from the Mitchellite nerve-tangles that have been growing inside, sucking strength from the material.


  It looks fragile, but it doesn’t crumple under my boots.


  On the other side of the arch hangs a shower curtain that leaves a three-foot gap beneath it. I push it aside with the crowbar and step into the maze.


  The structure is open to the sky, mostly. The walls are of every kind of junk, wood, lines of rocks or unmortared concrete blocks, even barbed wire, grown through or studded with Mitchellite. A few yuccas rise up from the maze’s low walls, their fleshy leaves sparkling as if dusted with purplish snow. The floor is made of Mitchellite-eaten planks. There are stretches of clean, unmarked sand. But by each of them is propped a rake, for obscuring footprints. By the first rake is a pane of glass in the sand, and in the hollow under the glass is a handgun wrapped in a plastic baggie, and a handwritten note. In case of F(B)IRE smash glass. So that’s what the crowbar is for. I leave the gun where it is and turn and stare at the maze again.


  After a while I fish out the map and look at it. It takes me a while even to work out where I am, but with a creepy chill I realize I’m standing on the spot where Mitchell has drawn a stick figure. In the center of the map is a white space, where there’s another, bigger stick figure. Dotted throughout are smaller figures, drawn in red. I know what they’re supposed to be. Some are drawn over black lines that represent walls.


  I call out Mitchell’s name.


  The maze funnels my own voice back to me, distorted and empty.


  “Ray, come on, what are you waiting for?”


  It was obviously a doorway. Mitchell bent down low—the round opening was the creatures’ size—and squeezed into the ship.


  I hesitated, but thought of Susan, and the things that had taken her. “I’m coming, Mitchell.”


  I followed the geologist. Inside, was another world.


  “I’m coming, Mitchell.”


  I know at once what he’s done. This isn’t really a maze. It’s a model, twice as big again as the real thing, of the aliens’ ship.


  My knees are weak and I’m shaking. I’m back on the mandala path. I’m above myself and in myself, and I know where to go. I know the route, just as I know the ache that sets into my knees after a minute, an ache that grows to a crippling pain. Just as I remember finding Susan. And finding out later what they’d done to her.


  Mitchell took the lead, that time. I followed, forgetting Nyquist chicken-heartedly frozen at the entrance, not daring to go further.


  Remembering, I follow Mitchell’s lead again. Around and inward, a spiral across a DNA coil or a wiring diagram, a bee-dance through catacombs. The route is a part of me.


  The deeper inside the maze I get, the more Mitchellite there is. The original wood and stone and wire and concrete has been almost completely eaten away. Purple light glitters everywhere, dazzling even through my sunglasses. Without them, I’d be snow-blind in a minute.


  When the process is finished, when there’s nothing more of Earth in the maze, will this thing be able to fly? Will Mitchell carry the war to the enemy?


  “Ray,” someone—not Mitchell—shouts, from behind me.


  It’s the FBI. I thought I was supposed to haul Mitchell out on my own. Now the pros are here, I wonder why I’ve bothered.


  I feel like a sheep driven across a minefield. A Judas goat.


  I got into the maze and I’m still alive, so Guerdon Winter and Bissette know it’s safe.


  I turn, shading my eyes against the tinted glare that shines up from everything around me. The agents are following my footprints. Bissette doesn’t duck under the crossbar of an arch nailed up of silvery grey scraps of wood, and scrapes his forehead against a Mitchellite-spackled plank.


  I know what will happen.


  It’s like sandpaper stuck with a million tiny fishhooks and razorblades. The gentlest touch opens deep gashes. Bissette swears, not realizing how badly he’s hurt, and a curtain of blood bursts from the side of his head. A flap of scalp hangs down. Red rain spatters his shades.


  Bissette falls to his knees. Guerdon Winter plucks out a handkerchief from the breast pocket of his sweat-stained seersucker jacket. A bedsheet won’t staunch the flow.


  “You can’t go on,” Guerdon Winter tells the junior agent, who can’t protest for the pain. “We’ll come back for you.”


  Naturally, Guerdon Winter has his gun out. When Mitchell and I went into the mothership, we didn’t even think of guns. I left my shotgun in the pickup, and Nyquist held on to his rifle like it was a comforter blanket and wouldn’t give it up to us. Some heroes, huh? Every single version of the story rectifies the omission, and we go in tooled up fit to face Bonnie and Clyde.


  The FBI has made a bad mistake.


  They’ve changed the story again. By adding the guns, and maybe themselves, they’ve made me lose my place.


  I don’t know which way to go from here.


  My feet and my spine and my aching knees were remembering. But the memory’s been wiped.


  Bissette is groaning. His wound is tearing worse—there are tiny particles of alien matter in it, ripping his skin apart as they grow—and the whole right side of his head and his suit-shoulder are deep crimson.


  “Ray,” prompts Guerdon Winter. There’s a note of pleading in his voice.


  I look at the fork ahead of us, marked with a cow’s skull nodding on a pole, and suddenly have no idea which path to take. I look up at the sky. There’s a canopy of polythene up there, scummy with sand-drifts in the folds. I look at the aisles of junk. They mean nothing to me. I’m as blank as the middle of the map Mitchell gave me.


  Then Winter does something incredibly stupid. He offers me a hipflask and smiles and says, “Loosen up, Ray. You’ll do fine.”


  I knock the flask away, and it hits a concrete pillar laced with Mitchellite and sticks there, leaking amber booze from a dozen puncture points. The smell does something to my hindbrain and I start to run, filled with blind panic just the way I was when I followed behind Mitchell, convinced alien blimps would start nibbling at my feet.


  I run and run, turning left, turning right, deeper and deeper into the maze. The body remembers, if it’s allowed. Someone shouts behind me, and then there’s a shot and a bullet spangs off an engine block and whoops away into the air; another turns the windshield of a wheelless truck to lace which holds its shape for a moment before falling away. I leap over a spar of Mitchellite like an antelope and run on, feeling the years fall away. I’ve dropped the map, but it doesn’t matter. The body remembers. Going in, and coming out. Coming out with Susan. That’s the name I yell, but ahead, through a kind of hedge of twisted wire coated with a sheen of Mitchellite, through the purple glare and a singing in my ears, I see Mitchell himself, standing in the doorway of a kind of bunker.


  He’s older than I remember or imagined, the Boy Scout look transmuted into a scrawny geezer wearing only ragged oil-stained shorts, desert boots, and wraparound shades, his skin tanned a mahogany brown. I lean on the crowbar, taking great gulps of air as I try and get my breath back, and he looks at me calmly. There’s a pump-action Mossbauer shotgun leaning on the wall beside him.


  At last, I can say, “This is some place you got here, Elliot. Where did you get all the stuff?”


  “It’s a garden,” Mitchell says, and picks up the shotgun and walks off around the bunker. He has half-healed scars on his back. Maybe he brushed a little too close to something in his maze.


  I follow. The bunker is a poured concrete shell, a low round dome like a turtle shell half-buried in the dry desert dirt. There’s a battered Blazer parked at the back, and a little Honda generator and a TV satellite dish. A ramp of earth leads up to the top of the bunker, and we climb up there and stand side by side, looking out over the maze. It extends all around the bunker. The sun is burning over our shoulders, and the concentric spirals of encrusted junk shimmer and glitter, taking the light and making it into something else, a purple haze that glistens in the air, obscuring more than it reveals.


  “How long have you been doing this, Elliot? It looks like you’ve been here years.”


  Elliot Mitchell says, “You ever been to South America, Ray? You should have. They’re very big on flying saucers in South America. Out in Peru, there are patterns of stones in the deserts that only make sense from the air. Like landing strips, parking aprons.”


  A chill grips me. “You’re building a spaceport?”


  “We never had any evidence that they came from outer space,” Mitchell says.


  “What are you saying, they’re from Peru? There’s some bad shit on Earth, but nothing like those things. What are you doing here, Elliot? Trying to turn yourself into one of them? Listen, if you’ve found anything out, it’ll mean a shitload of attention. That’s what I . . .”


  “More talk shows, Ray? More ten-line fillers in Time? I had some guy from the National Enquirer come by a month or so ago. He tried to get in. Maybe he’s still in here, somewhere.”


  I remember the red marks on Mitchell’s map, in the otherwise blank space of the maze.


  I say, “You let me in, Elliot.”


  “You understand, Ray. You were there, with me. You know what it was like. Only you and me really know what it was like.”


  I see why he wants me here. Mitchell has built this for a purpose, and I’m supposed to tell the world what that is. I say, “What are you planning, Elliot? What are you going to do with all this?”


  Mitchell giggles. “I don’t control it, Ray. Not anymore. It’s more and more difficult to get out each time. When we went to get Susan, where did we go?”


  He’s setting me up for something. I say dumbly, “Into the ship. That’s how I knew to get to you here. This is like the ship.”


  “It’s how I started it out. But it’s been growing. Started with a bare ounce of Mitchellite, grew this garden over the template I made. Now it grows itself. Like the ship. We went in, and we went somewhere else. Not all the way, because it hadn’t finished growing, but a good way. Back toward where they came from. Wherever it was.”


  “You’re saying the ship didn’t come from Outer Space?”


  “It grew here. Like this.” Mitchell makes a sweeping gesture with the shotgun, including everything around him. He’s King of the Hill. “Once a critical density had been reached, the gateway would have opened, and they would have come through.”


  “They did come through. We poisoned them, we shot them, we blew up their fucking ship—”


  “Mitchellite is strange stuff, Ray. Strange matter. It shouldn’t exist, not in our universe, at least. It’s a mixture of elements all with atomic weights more than ten times that of uranium. It shouldn’t even get together in the first place without tremendous energies forcing the quarks together, and it should fly apart in a picosecond after its creation. But it doesn’t. It’s metastable. It makes holes in reality, increases quantum tunneling so that things can leak through from one universe to another. That’s how they probed us. Sent a probe through on the atomic scale and let it grow. Maybe they sent millions of probes, and only one hit the right configuration. Before we sent up astronauts, we sent up chimps and dogs. That’s what they did. They sent through seeds of the things we saw, and they lodged and grew.”


  “In the cows.”


  Great chunks had been ripped out of the cows I found. Nyquist thought it was chainsaw butchers, until I dug around and found the blisters inside the meat. Like tapeworm cysts. And Susan, Susan, when we got her out . . .


  “In the cows,” Mitchell says. “That was the first stage. And then they took Susan. That was the second stage, Ray. First chimps, then the astronauts. But we stopped it.”


  “Yeah. We stopped it.”


  Mitchell doesn’t hear me. He’s caught up in his own story.


  He says, “They gave the first astronauts ticker-tape parades down Wall Street, but what happened to the chimps? First time around they picked us up and husked us of our stories and forgot us. Second time is the ticker-tape parade.”


  Susan never came around. That was a blessing at least. Doc Jensen wouldn’t believe me when I told him that I figured what had happened to the cattle was happening to her. Not until that night, when the things started moving under her skin. He tried to cut them out then, but they were all through her. So I did the right thing. Doc Jensen couldn’t, even though he saw what was inside her. He’d still stuck with his oath, even though he had a bottle of whiskey inside him. So I did what had to be done, and then we went out and blew up the ship.


  Mitchell tells me, “You have to believe it, Ray. This time they won’t forget us. This time we’ll control it. They tried to discredit me. They stole my records, they said I was as crazy as Nyquist and tried to section me, they made up stories about finding terrestrial deposits of Mitchellite. Well, maybe those were real. Maybe those were from previous attempts. It’s a matter of configuration.”


  He gestures with the shotgun again, and that’s when I cold-cock him.


  He thought I’d be on his side. He thought I wanted nothing more than fame, than to get back the feeling we had in those two days. He was right. I did. His mistake was that he thought I’d pay any price. And forgetting to put on a shirt.


  The crowbar bounces off his skull, and he falls like an unstrung puppet. I kick the shotgun off the domed roof and then he looks up at me and I see what he’s done to himself. The sunglasses have come off, and his left eye is a purple mandala.


  When I finish, there isn’t much left of the top of his head. In amongst the blood and brains: glittering purple-sheened strands, like cords of fungus through rotten wood. A couple of the things inside him try to get out through the scars on his back, but I squash them back into Mitchell’s flesh.


  After I kill Mitchell, I take the gasoline from his generator and burn the dome without looking to see what’s inside it, and smash as much of the whole center of the maze as I can. I work in a kind of cold fury, choking in the black smoke pouring out of the dome, until I can hardly stand. Then I toss the crowbar into the flames and walk out of there.


  There’s no sign of the FBI agents, although their car is still there when I get out. Winter and Bissette are still back there, incorporated. I hope to God they’re dead, although it isn’t likely. But the maze has stopped growing, I know that. The light’s gone from it. There’s a cell phone in the glove compartment, and I use the redial button and tell the guy on the other end that Winter and Bissette are lost, that the whole place has to be destroyed.


  “Don’t go in there to look for them. Burn it from the air, it would give them a kindlier death. Burn it down and blow it up. Do the right thing. I made a start. They won’t come back.”


  When I say it, for the first time, it sounds finished.


  1998


  The Secret of My Success


  Murder was easier than I had thought it would be, even though Mark had been one of my friends. Cutting up his body was worse than actually killing him, but once I set my mind to it, it was only hard work rather than something disgusting.


  Mark had owned a good range of barely used kitchen knives, but none, not even the big Chinese cleaver, were up to the job of jointing him. The tenon saw I found soon clogged its teeth with flesh and gristle; I broke three hacksaw blades on the big bones of his legs and had to shower and get dressed and go out, slightly hysterical, and buy more from the ironmongers around the corner on Brewer Street. I bought a cold chisel and a mallet, too, and a roll of twine and a pack of strong, green binliners. If you want a job done right, get the right tools for the job.


  After I had finished, and showered again (I’d done the butchery naked, in Mark’s white-tile and chrome bathroom, out of practical considerations) and dressed, I redeemed my BMW from the nearby NCP car park and loaded Mark’s bled-out arms, legs, head and torso, wrapped in six pairs of binliners tied up with twine, into its boot. Although it was late in the evening, there were still plenty of people about in Soho, but not one spared me a second glance, even when I worked up a sweat wrestling Mark’s heavy torso, in its slippery green wrapping, from doorway to car.


  It occurred to me that the butchery wasn’t strictly necessary; the police would find traces of blood no matter how much I wiped down the tiles. But they wouldn’t know for sure that Mark had been killed, and it was good practice. I planned to kill again.


  Have you ever read H. G. Wells’s The Time Machine? If you have, once I have told you the story of my success you’ll know why I did it. You’ll know that it wasn’t really murder when I killed Mark. It was the first blow in the war between us and them.


  It doesn’t matter how much money you have: you always need more. You climb the jagged scape of your career, trampling on the hands of lesser competitors, busting a gut or busting your heart, shedding a marriage or two if necessary, and when you get there, when you reach the top and think you’ll enjoy a clean uncluttered view high above those less fortunate, less gifted, or merely less ruthless than yourself, you see that you’ve merely climbed the first foothill of an endless range of mountains, and each is surmounted by smug bastards who seemed to have got there effortlessly, parachuting in with the help of Mummy’s money or Daddy’s connections. Who aren’t even aware that you exist.


  But at first, my own success was nothing but a series of lovely surprises.


  At school, I’d always been good at both English and Science. Science was what I liked working at; the English thing was like a sixth finger, a freakish talent. I was always top of the class in English, but I was useless at other languages (those in the top stream of English at the public school where I had a scholarship were supposed to do Latin, but I was so bad at it I was demoted to metalwork) and all the rest of the arts curriculum. I was a science bug who could write. I managed to argue my way into doing English, Biology and Chemistry A-Levels at school, and then went on to do a zoology degree at Oxford because they didn’t mind my rag-bag of qualifications. When I got my First, I toyed with the idea of doing a Ph.D, but couldn’t see how I’d find time for the novel I really wanted to write.


  So I came to London and knocked around doing the usual freelance jobs, reviewing and interviewing for listings magazines, doing capsule reports of Bolivian and Thai horror movies for Sight and Sound, writing mind-numbing corporate pamphlets and PR leaflets, tidying up abysmally literal translations of Korean electronics manuals. I worked every night and weekend on The Novel, which soon turned out to be not as good as I first thought. And then, in an unemployed spell, I wrote another novel in eight weeks flat, a fat thriller about a computer expert who becomes entangled in a series of Internet-related murders and a political scandal, and I was accepted onto the roster of the first agent I tried.


  And that’s where my success really started.


  Anne Shapiro was one of the top three literary agents in London. For some strange reason she approved of me at our first meeting, an exhausting inquisition in which she covered everything from my family background to my medical history, concluding at last that I had “potential.” The quote-marks are hers; she talked not in English, but in heavily inflected Irony.


  Anne was an American who had come over to London in the Swinging 60s. She had married a chemical industry baron in the 70s, had been widowed in the 80s, and had made herself a millionaire in the 90s. She was five foot nothing with a bob of silver-blonde hair, so thin that you could see every bone in her face, and given to wearing well-tailored silk trouser suits and lots of silver jewellery. Although she seemed as fragile as cut glass, she had the vocabulary of a Liverpool docker with Tourette syndrome and the tenacity of a pit-bull terrier. She frightened the shit out of editors, who in London still fondly believe that publishing is a gentleman’s game. At the start of face-to-face negotiations she would light a fat cigar with a diameter bigger than her wrist, daring the person on the other side of the desk or the restaurant table to ask her to put it out. No one ever did, not even the Hollywood producer we met in LA when we were flown out to meet the lovely people who had given us a large amount of money for the movie rights.


  With Anne Shapiro on my side, the novel was the subject of mildly intensive bidding wars amongst publishers on both sides of the Atlantic. It did well in hardback and sold to 15 other countries, including Finland and North Korea. The British paperback sales were good, reaching a fifth printing. Meanwhile, Anne secured me a contract with a TV production company to turn it into a six part series. And just as I was polishing the final draft of the scripts, a few weeks before production started on the TV series, Anne sold the movie rights after a three-way auction. The option money for the winning contract was ridiculously generous, and it was given a green light for the fast track into production. Of course, I had to come up with a new plot, because the movie people liked the character but didn’t want to remake the TV series, and I had to translate everything into an LA setting, but I was encouraged by the six-figure advance and the promise of much more when the movie was made.


  My fiancée and I (it was mostly my money, but Jane did the hard work of dealing with estate agents and solicitors) bought a house at the edge of Primrose Hill, and we spent the same amount of money kitting it out. We bought a BMW B3 Alpina and a sporty little Mazda. Jane planned to give up her job (she was a PR flak in my publishers, which is where we had met) when we got married. I had my own newsgroup on the Internet, alt.fan.oliver-slater. Everything should have been lovely.


  But of course it could have been even more lovely, and that was the problem. As anyone who lives in London knows, location is everything. Primrose Hill is very nice, a village-style community full of actors and writers aspiring to middle-class bohemianism, with a beautiful park commanding views of central London as its hub. But our house was only on the edge of Primrose Hill, within sound if not sight of the railway junction at Chalk Farm, and because we had no garage, we had to keep our cars on the overcrowded street. Soon after we moved, the cherry red paint of my BMW was keyed all the way down the offside; it cost £600 to get it resprayed. The people in the house opposite had obviously entered some sort of competition for the title Worst Neighbours From Hell, and by regular use of a high-powered sound system into the small hours of the morning were comfortably ensconced in the semi-finals. There was human vomit and dog shit (and once what looked like human shit) on the pavements. One morning, Jane opened the front door to find that a greasy-clothed, linoleum-skinned tramp had decided to make a kind of tent of cardboard and lice-ridden blankets on our doorstep. Primrose Hill was nice enough for the moment, but there were even nicer places.


  The exclusive square of double-fronted mansions in Kensington, for instance, where we went to an exclusive party for which Anne had passed on a couple of invites, and where things started going wrong.


  Jane and I arrived in a slightly odd mood, a hangover from an argument we hadn’t quite managed to have a few days before, after Anne had treated us to a delightful dinner at Damien Hirst’s new restaurant, The Pharmacy. Jane and I had told Anne about our marriage plans, and Anne had urged us not to rush into having children.


  “It doesn’t pay to make too many life changes at once,” she had said, fixing us with her ice-blue gaze over her glass of Puligny Montrachet. “You should wait a couple of years. Three at the most. You won’t be disappointed.”


  Afterwards, Jane and I had not quite had our argument. One of the reasons we were getting married was because we both wanted children, and Jane, bless her, was unbendingly conventional in this area. She felt that Anne’s remarks slighted her.


  “She’s taking over our lives,” she said. “She has no right.”


  I tried to be reasonable. I tried not to take sides. All the usual mistake blokes make in confrontations like this. Because of course the argument was really about territory. It was about me.


  We were getting ready for bed. I was half-drunk, and halfway out of my trousers. I said tentatively, “Well, she is responsible for a lot of the lovely things that have been happening.”


  Jane gave me a hard, brittle look. I added hastily, “But of course that gives her no right to interfere. It’s just how she is. She means well.”


  “You should start the novel you’re always talking about,” Jane said. “You were a novelist before she took you up.”


  The problem seemed to be that I had not taken off my shoes before trying to take off my trousers. I said, “Before I met Anne, I was an unpublished novelist.”


  “It would have been published without your help,” Jane said. “Now, instead of a career, you’re doing endless revisions of the same thing.”


  I had managed to pull my shoelaces into a hard knot. I said, “It pays well.”


  “Exactly,” Jane said. “You’re the one who earns money for Anne, not the other way around. Why do you think she made you take that medical before she signed you up? She was making sure you weren’t going to drop dead, that you were a good long-term investment. What’s in her best interest isn’t necessarily in your best interest, sweetheart. She just sees the enemy of promise in the hall, and loss of her ten per cent.”


  “The enemy . . .?”


  “ ‘The enemy of promise is the pram in the hall’,” Jane said. “Cyril Connolly.” She had an English degree, and could effortlessly trump me in literary matters. She added, “She doesn’t even have children of her own. It’s well known that she married for money, but was cheated out of it when her husband spent it all on freezing himself.”


  And so on. Jane was trying to provoke me into defending Anne, so that she could accuse me of taking sides against her, so that we could have a real argument. I managed to dance around her jabs, and although nothing more was said, it was still smouldering away, like a fire in a tyre dump, when we arrived at the party.


  It was given by another of Anne’s clients, Tom Rose, author of several enormous bestsellers about an Englishman who worked for the CIA. One had just been made into a movie, with Patrick Stewart as the lead, and there was talk that this would be the first of a series of big budget action thrillers.


  Rose came from a family which had been in law for about 200 years, and his wife was a Conservative MP; he was establishment in a way I could never be, as quickly became clear at the party. A flunky in a 17th-century frock coat, breeches and a powdered wig greeted us at the door. Our coats and the bottle of champagne which I’d insisted on bringing against Jane’s advice, still in its Oddbins bag, were whisked away. Another flunky led us up a sweeping staircase, with two chandeliers burning high above, to a vast ballroom with mirrored walls where the party was in full swing.


  There were two bars, waitresses circulating with food on silver trays, a twelve piece string orchestra, a mountain of shaved ice with foothills of caviar and streams of vodka, and naked people painted to look like statues standing in decorative poses in various alcoves. As for the guests . . . Jane dresses well, and she was wearing a new Ghost slip dress she had bought for the occasion, but every woman there was wearing either Prada, Westwood, Chanel, or (Jane told me later) unique creations from the new designer’s store in Fulham, which was so select that only members of its exclusive club could shop there. And while I was wearing a brand new pistachio-hued Armani suit, all the other men in the room were wearing dinner jackets and white tie. Clearly, everyone knew everyone else, and they seemed to belong to a different species, one made out of a better kind of flesh. The women were as elegant as swans, the men hale and hearty, and muscular in all the right places. Everyone had healthy tans, immaculate coiffures and rows of gleaming white teeth which they showed constantly. I have good teeth – I have never needed a filling – but everyone here looked as if they’d spent half a million pounds on getting theirs snowy white and even.


  I have a traditional background for a writer: a solid, provincial, and utterly conventional lower middle class family. My father was a railway clerk and my mother spent all her energy keeping our little two-up two-down immaculate. We had lived in Derby, and I had escaped via a scholarship to the local public school to Oxford. You’d think I would have been overjoyed to have found myself a guest of a party like that, even if I did stand out like a parrot amongst a flock of penguins, but was I fuck. Although I had been looking forward to having a lovely time, the undercurrents of our ongoing non-argument were now running strongly through my mind, darkened by resentful envy towards all of the effortlessly immaculate people around me. Not only that, but there was no sign of Anne, and while we knew many of the other guests, it was only because we had seen them on TV, or in the fashion magazines, or in the movies.


  While Jane turned this way and that, exclaiming how well-preserved this 50-year-old pop star looked, or how slender and unreal that supermodel was, I started drinking too much. I was coming back from the bar with two more gin and tonics, ready to make the sensible proposal that we should wait ten more minutes and see if Anne would turn up, and then beat it to the Groucho Club, when I saw that Jane was talking with the editor of a glossy men’s magazine she had been lobbying to run a book extract. From the way she was nodding intently, I knew that they were talking business, and rather than interrupt I downed one of the G&Ts, set the empty glass on the tray of a passing waitress, and turned and pushed through the crowd to search for the loo.


  In the marble-walled hall, there was a reassuring knot of men standing around the door of the bathroom, although none of them were drunk (and none of them were carrying a drink; unlike all the other parties I had ever been to, drinking was not the main agenda here), and none of them seemed as desperate for a slash as me. As soon as I had decided to duck out, my bladder had swollen by some kind of sympathetic magic to the size of a grapefruit. They looked like a set of extras in a Merchant-Ivory film, casually chatting while waiting for the next shot – and then I realised that one of them had actually been the second lead in the last but one Merchant-Ivory film. One of them said something about telomeres, and then they looked at me and fell silent, no doubt wondering why some nutter in a green suit had wandered in off the street.


  I was just plucking up the courage to barge through them when someone put a hand on my shoulder and said, “You made it.”


  It was one of my friends, Mark Ellis. We’d met at Oxford and we’d kept in touch after we’d moved down to London, although I hadn’t seen him in more than a year. His hair had been receding then, and he had been rounding out from too many business lunches, but now he looked as spruce as the rest of the guests, tanned and relaxed in a dinner jacket and kilt – he was one quarter Scottish, and wore a kilt at every possible social occasion. His hair was thick and glossy and black, pulled back in a ponytail that, unusually, looked stylish and uncontrived.


  “Thank God there’s someone here I know,” I said. “I feel like a gatecrasher. Anne wangled me an invite but she isn’t here.”


  “Well, she got in on the ground floor, of course. I must say you’ve got guts, wearing that suit.”


  “And you can fuck right off, too. No one told me it was a dinner jacket affair.”


  “And where is the lovely Jane?”


  “Oh, sucking off some tosser of a magazine editor.”


  Mark laughed. He’d had his teeth straightened and polished. “Oh, you needn’t worry about networking at this kind of bash. It’s neutral territory. Outside, of course, we’re all at each other’s throats, but not here.”


  We talked for a couple of minutes, catching up. I commented on his tan, and he said that he’d been in LA for a couple of weeks. I told him about the movie deal and the script I was trying to write, and he told me that he was employing 20 people in his company now, and maybe they’d get to do some work on my movie. It was a nice, grown-up conversation. Then someone ascending the stairs called to him and he glanced at his wafer-thin Patek Philippe watch and said he had to see some people; I assumed he was off to do a couple of lines of coke or something similar. In a way, I was right.


  “I’m really pleased you made it, kiddo,” he said. “I’ll give you a call.”


  And that’s what he did the very next day, suggesting brightly that I come and visit him on Sunday; we could watch a new print of The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp he’d borrowed from the NFT in his company’s private screening room.


  “You still have a thing for Powell and Pressburger, don’t you?”


  “Sure. I mean, yes. Yes, it would be cool. Let’s do it.” I was nursing a killer hangover, and it was one of the brain-grey, brain-dead November days that are the curse of London winters. I’d carried on drinking at the party, moving from relatively harmless gin and tonics (full of health-giving minerals, quinine and, thanks to the lime slice, vitamin C), to brandy. I didn’t really remember the taxi ride back, and had a vague idea that I had thrown up when we’d got home. Jane had left for work without waking me; she was away for five days, shepherding a retired cricketer around Britain on a publicity tour for his autobiography (called oxymoronically and inaccurately (since it had been written by a hack for a tenth of the cricketer’s advance), My Autobiography). I spent all day on the sofa, watching crap cable TV and feeling sorry for myself, instead of working on the script.


  I was still liverish the next day, and as I left the house for Mark’s I discovered that a dog, clearly an unfeasibly large dog, had shat copiously on the doorstep, voiding itself of the result of a diet consisting exclusively of curry vindaloo. A number of people, perhaps the crowd that inevitably would have gathered to look at this wonder of nature, had spread the stinky muck all over the pavement. The odour lingered in the car, suggesting that despite my tip-toe care I’d somehow managed to transfer some of the shit to my shoes.


  I was skirting Regent’s Park when my cell phone rang. It was Anne; she asked if I would mind popping into her office. I cheered up at once. The last time we’d had an impromptu meeting was when she had given me the good news about the rights auction which had resulted in the movie deal. I found a parking space right outside her building, bounded up the stairs to her office suite and went straight in; because it was Sunday there was no one in the reception room, with its squashy sofa and well-lit display case with specimens of the books of Anne’s clients, including my first and so far only novel, racked on perspex stands.


  Anne was standing by the window, some kind of spray canister jammed in her left nostril. She sniffed hugely and turned and saw me, said that she was suffering from hayfever, and calmly stowed the canister in the mini-fridge in the corner. We didn’t sit down; the meeting only lasted five minutes. The news was not good.


  “There’s a problem,” she said, “with the studio. They’ve put the project on the backburner.”


  “But I thought they were fast-tracking it. The last time we talked, they were going to start casting. I thought—”


  Anne dismissed this with a wave of her hand. “They’ve got some shit-hot new project. Fuck-ups like this happen all the time. Don’t worry about it. You still have the option money.”


  “I was rather counting on the rest,” I said. I wanted to sit down because I wasn’t sure if I had the energy both to remain standing and to maintain the fixed grin which had taken residence on my face. The thing with movie deals is that everyone knows about the big, headline-grabbing total, but you only get the full amount if the movie is made. The problem was that I had been counting on getting that full amount so that I could pay off the huge mortgage on the house.


  There was worse news: I still had to write the script. That was part of the deal, it seemed; I had already been paid for it, and the movie people wanted their pound of flesh. And to be honest, I hadn’t really done very much work on the script. I was tired of writing the same thing over and over again.


  I tried to tell Anne about the novel I wanted to write, thinking that at least I could get an advance for it. It wouldn’t pay off the mortgage, but it would reduce it enough so that Jane’s salary could cover the payments – and I wondered how I was going to tell Jane that she couldn’t quit her job after all.


  The idea had excited me when it had first arrived – a big, roomy novel describing the rise of the media elite in the 80s and their success or failure in the 90s—but now it sounded trite. Anne had turned to look out at the view of Russell Square, its field of muddy grass with red buses crawling along one side under the bare winter trees, and when at last I fell silent, she nodded without looking around.


  “I’m sure we can sell it somewhere,” she said, “but remember that your strength is in the thriller genre, Oliver. The secret of success is to find something that works and stick with it as long as possible. You have good genes. I’m sure you can redeem yourself. Think about it.”


  And so I wasn’t at my best when I arrived at the offices of Mark’s company, which had expanded into a smart building on Soho Square. It specialised in digital post production, and had benefited from the trend for ever bigger and better explosions and stunts demanded by American blockbuster movies. It could add computer generated virtual actors in crowd scenes, enhance or simulate explosions, lay snow over a landscape or add breath-smoke in scenes where actors were supposed to be talking in freezing air. Soon enough there would be no principal photography at all, Mark said, and let drop that on paper he was a multi-millionaire.


  “Of course, if I actually wanted the money, I would have to sell all this.”


  “All this” was three floors of open plan offices full of workstations crammed with the latest hardware; even a Cray supercomputer. Even though it was a Sunday, one or two people were at work. They greeted Mark cheerfully; clearly, he was a good boss. And a good friend, too. I had briefly thought of going home, and the only reason I’d come here was that I couldn’t face the idea of being on my own. If Mark noticed that I was a bit withdrawn, he didn’t comment, and made sure that I felt right at home.


  We watched The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp in the screening room, then over to Mark’s loft on Great Pulteney Street, where we played pool and drank a delightful brand of Czech lager I’d never heard of before, and then, in a spirit of postmodern irony, ate a Thai take-out and watched a hardcore porn video, Edward Penishands, he’d brought back from a recent trip to New York. In the middle of the various jiggling penetrations, and while Mark was off having a slash, I went over to the big red Westinghouse fridge to get another beer. And as I rummaged around, I found a slim grey canister just like the one I’d caught Anne using.


  I was, to be frank, pissed. We’d had a few drinks while watching the film, and we’d smoked a couple of joints, too. And while playing pool I’d been drinking at least twice as fast as Mark. On impulse, with the hazy notion that it might be some kind of designer drug, I sprayed some up my right nostril. I just had time to register an oily, faintly bitter scent before I heard Mark coming back. Instead of putting the spray back in the fridge, I dropped it into my pocket.


  I watched the rest of the video in a state of anticipation, wondering when the high would kick in, and what it might be like, but nothing happened. I went home half cut and horny, and got all maudlin with Jane over the phone, pretending to be scandalised when she told me that the cricketer, currently appearing in a breakfast cereal commercial with his family, had brought along an 18-year-old girlfriend for company. I suggested that I could drive up to York tomorrow, but Jane said that after a signing and a radio interview they were straight over to Bradford and then on to Manchester, where there would be another radio interview and a long evening signing session. “I’ll be back on Wednesday, sweets,” she said. “Remember to do the washing up.”


  I found the spray canister the next day, when I was hanging up my jacket. On top of a hangover, I felt like I had come down with flu: scratchy throat, aching joints, unpleasant bouts of sweating and shivering. The ends of my fingers and toes hurt too, as if someone had inserted powdered glass under the nails.


  Now I did what I should have done before. I read the list of contents printed on a square white label which was stuck to the base of the canister, next to a barcode strip.


  TRC1, HAPa, SGSih, WRN3 retroviruses. Human lysosomal base. Keep refrigerated.


  I didn’t know what the alphabet soup was, but I knew about retroviruses. Everyone knows about retroviruses. HIV, which causes AIDS, is a retrovirus. Retroviruses burrow into your cells and get in your DNA and fuck around with it until it isn’t yours any more. I’d sprayed a whole mix of them up my nose, and now I had something like flu.


  The obvious thing to have done would be to have called Mark, confess, and ask him what this stuff was. After all, presumably he had been spraying it up his nose, too, just as Anne had been. She had said it was for her hayfever, but who got hayfever in November? And then there was that remark I’d overheard at the party, and the remark Mark had made about Anne. She’d got in on the ground floor through her husband, the man who had got deeply into genetic research before he died and who was now cryogenically frozen, waiting until he could be revived and made better. With all this came the thought that the party had been some kind of test which I’d failed, and the collapse of the movie deal was the first sign of that failure. If they knew I had stolen this stuff, what else might they do? It was pure paranoia of course, but all writers have a streak of paranoia in them and I was feeling particularly vulnerable.


  So instead of calling Mark, I called on one of my old Oxford pals, who was doing research in the University College of London. He’d helped me get some of the technical details right in my TV scripts, and now I pretended that I was doing research for a new novel. Then I made another phone call, to someone else I’d consulted when writing those scripts.


  “I can tell you what one of them is,” Colin said that lunchtime, when he had read the canister label. “WRN is a human gene associated with longevity. I suppose WRN3 is a variant. If someone put it in a retrovirus, then it must be for gene therapy, although therapy for what I couldn’t say. Lysosomes have been troublesome as a delivery agent though. I suppose the genes get into the blood system through the mucosal membranes, but I’m not sure how they’d target the right cells. Usually, people use genetically engineered lymphocytes or embryonic stem cells now, and transplant them directly. Still, I’d be interested in looking at it. Where did you get it?”


  Colin was turning the slim grey canister around and around. His long white fingers were stained blue with the dye he used in electrophoresis gels. One hinge of his black-framed spectacles had been mended with yellow biohazard tape, and he was wearing the same shabby green cagoule he had worn at Oxford. He was a perfect example of what the upper class students had disdainfully called a northern chemist, but he was also a nice, straightforward guy, amused but not impressed by my success and sudden wealth.


  I took the canister from him. We’d met in an Irish-themed pub called O’Neill’s, on Euston Road. It was half-full: a bunch of braying teenage clerks in cheap suits and Noel Gallagher haircuts, clumps of students, some bewildered tourists in eye-hurting leisurewear, and the usual half dozen broken-veined, dry-haired, 50-year-old alcoholics who are fixtures in just about every pub in London. I thought that any one of them could be a private investigator on my tail. By now I was more than a little bit paranoid; I had had quite a morning, in Dalston.


  When I stuck the canister in the breast pocket of my jacket, my thumb nail caught on a seam and hinged up with a excruciatingly sharp pain. Colin asked me if I was all right as I gingerly stuck the nail back down. Blood was leaking from the edges. It hurt like fuck.


  I said, “Old DIY wound. I got the canister from a friend. But I can’t tell you—”


  “I might be able to run a sequence on it. Might be interesting . . .”


  I got him on another subject, and when he had finished his half pint of Caffrey’s and pie and chips, he looked at his watch and said he had to get back to the lab. As we were leaving, I asked as casually as I could about telomeres.


  Afterwards, when I had used all the plasters from my BMW’s first aid kit on my tender, loose fingernails, I sat and thought about the implications. The idea of introducing strange genes into my system was somehow worse than the idea of retroviruses. I had seen plenty of vampire flicks, and there was that strangely unpleasant movie, Society, in which a group of rich Californians turn out to be a species of slimy shape-changers.


  My face was sore and tender. My joints ached.


  Whatever I’d inhaled was changing me.


  I gripped what I’d got in Dalston. Its heavy weight made me feel better, gave me the resolve to call Mark on my cell phone. I told him what I’d done. He was relieved. He said, “I left a message for you. We were both pretty pissed, eh? Drop it off at work.”


  I told him I’d meet him at his loft, rang off, and drove straight to Soho. I had all kinds of questions to ask him, but I didn’t get many answers.


  When he opened the door, I held up the canister and said, “I know.”


  “You know?”


  “I worked it all out,” I said, and told him.


  Mark laughed, and that’s when, frankly, things got a bit ugly. I showed him what I had, made him sit in one of his antique 60s chairs, and tied him up. At first he tried to bluff, and then he got angry and I got angry too, and things got out of hand. We had a shouting match that hurt my already sore throat. I have to admit I hit him a couple of times with a pool cue. I didn’t learn much. He said that he didn’t know anything about telomeres. All he knew was that he paid a king’s ransom for the kind of stuff I’d stolen, and it made him healthier than he’d ever been. It treated male pattern baldness, removed body odours, tightened up collagen to stop wrinkling. It was plastic surgery without scalpels or stitches; it was a health regime that actually worked, although it wouldn’t work on me, apparently. Mark said that some kind of primer treatment was needed first.


  But it was working, all right. I felt sicker than ever.


  By this time Mark was in a lot of pain. He became stubborn and wouldn’t tell me any more. So I killed him and dismembered his body, stuck it in the boot of my BMW and drove home.


  All the lights were on in the house, and the front door was open. I thought that Jane had returned early, and bounded in, calling her name, forgetting for a moment about the cut-up body in the boot. But the woman waiting for me in the living room was Anne.


  “This is all my fault,” she said, coolly ignoring my dishevelled sweatiness. “I shouldn’t have brought you on so quickly.” She gave a little shrug. “But you are so very promising, Oliver, that I couldn’t help myself. So let’s help each other.”


  “I gave Mark his spray back,” I said.


  “That’s good. That’s a start. Sit down, Oliver. Take some deep breaths. You looked flushed.”


  She sat on the sofa and patted the space beside her, but I remained standing, my hand in my pocket. She didn’t know it, but I was in control.


  I said, “I know about the gene therapy.”


  She shrugged. “You’ve been under a lot of strain in a past few days, Oliver. You’re worried about the movie deal. And I can see that you have a fever.”


  “You fucked up the movie deal as some kind of punishment because I didn’t pass your test. What next? A couple of burly chaps coming to take me away?”


  “Don’t be silly, Oliver. There’s no conspiracy. There was no test. Your deal fucked up because most of them do. There will always be more deals with someone of your obvious talent. Just finish the script and move on.”


  Which was perfectly reasonable in one sense, but crap in another, given that I had already killed someone involved in the conspiracy, even if he hadn’t told me much about it.


  Anne said, “I can fix up what’s wrong with you. I can put you forward for the primer treatment, too, once you have enough money. This kind of thing will be available to everyone soon, but we’ll have the edge because we have all the best scientists working for us. People like us will always have the edge. I’m on your side, Oliver, really I am. If you’re a good boy, there’s just a chance I might get you work on the script for the next Tom Rose movie.” That’s when I shot her.


  It’s amazing how cheap a gun can be, in certain parts of London. I met this guy, Fat Tony, when I was doing research for the TV series. I was introduced to him by a journalist friend. Fat Tony was a punisher. You paid him to hurt people. So much for a broken nose, so much for a broken leg. I could have hired the gun from him by the hour, but I bought it outright. I’m going to need it full time. Guns suit me. They deliver instant justice. It’s a good thing they’re illegal. If they were readily available, long before I became a success I would have been put away for mass murder of surly supermarket checkout clerks, people who insist on sharing their halitosis and armpit odours on the Tube, upper class idiots who bray in restaurants, half a dozen magazine editors, and almost every driver in the Central London Area.


  Shooting Anne might seem harsh, but I had seen her at work. I knew when she was lying. And I knew about telomeres.


  Thanks to my neighbours’ sound system, no one heard the shots. I didn’t bother to joint Anne; she was small enough to fold into a couple of binliners.


  After I had stowed Anne in the boot, I tried to call Jane, but the hotel switchboard couldn’t get an answer from her room. I love you, Jane. Don’t look for me. I’m on a mission. I’m doing this for our unborn children.


  Let me tell you about telomeres. They sit at the ends of our chromosomes and count how many times our cells divide by getting shorter. After a certain number of divisions, there are no more telomeres, and the cell can’t divide any more. If you restore a cell’s telomeres, it gains the potential to divide forever – it becomes immortal. That’s what happens in cancer cells – their telomeres don’t shorten after each division.


  In The Time Machine, Wells’s Victorian Time Traveller ended up in 8271 A.D., where the human race is split into two: the beautiful but weak, child-like Eloi who live in the gardens of the surface; the strong, ugly, sinister Morlocks who live amongst the subterranean machines. The Eloi were once the rulers, but became prey to their former servants, the Morlocks. Now think of a future where we – with our rashes and pimples, our bad breath and caries, our myopia and the rapid enfeeblement of old age – will be the servants of Eloi who will be strong and clever, bred for success and virtually immortal. Who will be made strong by things which will kill us.


  Think of the rich and successful, with their perfect skin and perfect teeth. Think of the movie stars who seem to get younger every year. Think of the politicians . . .


  They’ll rule forever if they get the chance.


  I’m in a Traveller’s Lodge outside London, with my laptop and modem. I have £20,000 in cash. I’ve dumped the BMW. I’ve spent all night working on this; now it’s time to move on.


  The fever’s worse. My joints are swollen, and blood is leaking out of my fingernails. My teeth are loose, and there are lumps under my skin . . .


  Once I’ve downloaded this onto all the relevant newsgroups on the Internet, I’m off to do my bit for the ordinary guy. I wonder how many of them I’ll get before I fall apart.


  


  Paul J. McAuley last appeared here with “All Tomorrow’s Parties” (issue 119), and on that occasion we said: “A resident of St Andrews, Scotland, for a number of years, Paul recently gave up his job there and moved to a freelance life in London.” Well, if the above new story is anything to go by, his experiences in the Great Wen may not have been entirely happy – but then he denies that the story is autobiographical in any way whatsoever . . .


  17


  Faced with an unbearably hard life in the “Factory,” even the radiation poisoning of the “up and out” seems preferable to a girl like . . .


  It seemed to 17 that her family had been laborers in the Factory forever. Her mother claimed that her great-great-great grandparents had worked in the original Factory, and that they had helped in the reconstruction after the One Big One; her most treasured possession was a photo of men and women in rags standing in knee-deep mud in front of a hillside of trees all knocked down in the same direction.


  17 had worked since she could walk, when her mother had taught her how to grade waste paper. Then she had cycled with the kids from her rack, chasing heavy metal residues in the flues of the refineries, harvesting mussels in the sewers for their metal-rich shells, sorting through the spill heaps. She had run with the same pack for ten years, had been boss for the last three, but at last she had realized that she wasn’t interested in them any more. They were just kids. So she had picked a fight with the next oldest, a lanky boy called Wulf, had beaten him bloody and had told him that he was boss now, and had walked away.


  That was last winter. Since then she’d been a free laborer, turning up each day at the canal junction by the cooler stacks and waiting with the others until the shift foremen arrived and made their pick. It was hard, dangerous work. The men went to the refineries or foundries. 17 mostly cleaned the spinners, clever machines that built up hundreds of different things using frames and cellulose spray. The spinners never stopped, their spray heads chattering away right above her while she dug out mounds of stinking cellulose that had accumulated beneath the frames. Blood worms lived in the stuff, thin red whips a meter long that stung bad if they lashed your skin. Rat-crabs too, and roaches, and black crickets.


  Her mother disapproved. It was time she settled down, her mother said, time she got herself a man and made babies.


  They had terrible rows about it. 17 argued that she could do what she wanted, but she knew that if she stayed a free laborer, sooner or later she’d get hurt. And if she got hurt bad, she’d be sent to work the tanks where wood pulp was dissolved in acid. Most people didn’t last long there; fumes ate their lungs, blinded them, ulcerated their skin until gangrene set in. But it was that or ending up as a breeder like her mother, blown up by having kids one after the other, or becoming some jack’s troll. She’d already had a taste of that, thanks to Dim, the prime jack of her rack. She’d messed around with the other kids of her pack, but Dim had shown her what real sex was like. She swore she’d kill him or kill herself if he or any other man tried it again.


  Then Doc Roberts came, and everything changed forever.


  Doc Roberts was ex-Service, come to the Factory to stretch his pension by leechcraft. He rented a shack on the roof of one of the racks at the edge of the quadrant. He filled it with sunlamps and plants and hung out a shingle announcing his rates.


  17 went to see him the second decad after he arrived.


  “You’re not sick and you’re not pregnant,” Doc Roberts said, after a rough, cursory examination. “Why are you here?”


  “You went up,” 17 said, staring at him boldly. She had seen him gimping around the market in his exoframe, but he seemed much taller in his little shack. He was very thin inside the frame, like a cartoon stick man. No hair, his scalp seamed with lumpy scars, his face burned brown and leathery; he looked like one of the turtles that swam in the canal by the cooler outlets.


  It was hot and steamy in his shack. The glossy leaves of plants shone in vivid greens and oranges under the rack of purplish sunlamps. There was a shelf of books over his cot, a toilet connected to a tank of spirulina, a glass-fronted cabinet where he kept his pharmaceuticals.


  Doc Roberts said, “I upped and I reupped. More than twenty years, girly. It made me what I am.”


  “I want to go.”


  “That’s a hard road. Stay in the dirt. Find a man. Have babies.”


  “No! Kill myself first!” Suddenly, amazingly, she was crying. She made fists, knuckled tears. “You tell me. Tell me how. How to get out and up!”


  Doc Roberts sort of leaned into his frame, the way an ordinary man might slump in a chair. He looked at her—really looked. She looked right back. She knew he hadn’t had many customers. Breeders looked after each other and their kids; free laborers paid to get their lumps and wounds hacked and sealed at the Factory dispensary.


  He said, “What’s your name?”


  She said defiantly, “17.”


  She’d chosen it herself. She liked the way it screwed up the system. Clerks would ask if it was her given name, and she’d say no, it was what she called herself. Was she her mother’s seventeenth kid, the clerk would want to know, and she’d say no. Her age? She didn’t know, fifteen maybe. What was her real name then? 17, she’d say, stubborn, defiant. That was what she was. 17. She had started calling herself that a little while before she’d left the cycling pack, had beaten any kid who called her different until it stuck. Her mother called her ’Teen, a compromise.


  Doc Roberts didn’t question it. He put his turtle head to one side and said, “You pay me, 17, and I’ll give you some teaching. How does that sound?”


  That was how it began. She took up cycling again to pay him. Mercury chases were the best. She knew the tunnels under the Factory as well as anyone. She knew where the heavy silvery stuff collected, always came back with twice as much as anyone else. But it was dangerous. Not just because mercury and other heavy metals could give her the shakes or the falling sickness, but because sooner or later a gang of jacks or a pack of kids would find her down there and beat her and maybe kill her for her gleanings.


  She surprised Doc Roberts by being able to read (she had learnt from the brief captions under the cartoon notices the bulls pasted everywhere), and he soon discovered her knack of being able to multiply and divide long numbers without really thinking about it.


  “You’re an idiot savant,” he said.


  “You mean like a dummy? I’m no dummy.”


  “Maybe not. But you have a trick in your head. You can do something that takes most people a lot of brain-hurt, as naturally as breathing.”


  “It’ll help me pass the tests?”


  “You’re bright, 17. I’ll teach you as long as you want to keep paying me. When you’re ready, you can buy tests that will find out just how bright you are. Intelligence is precious, as precious as mercury or silver or copper or chrome. There may be better things than going up.”


  “You mean like whores? I don’t think so.”


  A few girls and one boy from her rack had gone that way. You saw them sometimes, visiting their families. The last one 17 had seen, a girl, had worn silver boots, silver panties, and a very short open mesh dress, nothing else. 17 had looked at herself afterward and knew she’d never make the grade—wide hips, no breasts, a blob of a nose. Besides, the best the whores could hope for was to become the plaything of one of the Factory bulls until their looks gave out and they were sent to work the Meat Rack.


  Doc Roberts gave 17 one of his sharp looks. He said, “I only want money off you, 17.1 upped and reupped. Radiation took care of that itch.”


  She said, “Would this cost more than learning about the up and out?”


  “Maybe. If you’re real bright, the bosses might pay for some of it. They need bright people.”


  “I’ll pay. I want out, Doc. I want it terrible bad.”


  Doc taught her more than math. He showed her what the world beyond the Factory was like. 17 had never been outside the Factory, and now she hungered after it the way an addict has the jones for ripple or meth or smack. Doc taught her the true name of the world and the true name of its sun, explained its history.


  17 had thought that the world was called the World; that its sun was called the Sun. Doc told her that the world was really called Tierra; the sun was a star called Delta Pavonis.


  “We came from a long way away,” Doc said. “So far away you have to measure the distance in years.” It took two days to explain Einsteinian relativity, and the reason why nothing could go as fast as light. “That’s why our ancestors came as zygotes in the seeder ship,” he said.


  “Was it big?” 17 had a hazy idea of something as big as the Factory falling through space toward a star that swelled like a balloon to become the sun.


  “Oh no. In travel mode, it was not much bigger than you or me. It had a light sail for braking that spread out for thousands of kilometers, but that was only a few molecules thick.”


  Explaining all this took more days, extra lessons after the lessons 17 bought with her cycler money.


  Doc told her, “When the seeder hit dirt it built the first Factory, and that built us, and cows and wheat and all the other stuff we eat.”


  “Like porridge and yeast?”


  “Porridge is edible plastic. Yeast—I don’t know where yeast came from. Maybe we brought it here, maybe it’s native. Some of my plants came on the seeder ship, 17. See the thin green ones? That’s wheat grass. I pulp it and drink the juice. That’s from Earth, like you and me and cows. The other plants, the orange and red ones, are native. We got rid of most of the native life, but there’s still a lot around in unlooked corners.”


  “Bugs and haunts.”


  “Yes. I suppose you might have seen one, now and then.”


  “Seen plenty of bugs, but never yet a haunt. But they say there’s one down in the tunnels now. A couple of kids went missing. Bloodworms, though. I know about those.” She showed him the welts.


  “I suppose the haunts get in through the vents of the main cooling plants, or along the slurry pipes from the mines,” Doc said. “They are tough things because this was a hard place to live. You know why?”


  17 nodded. She had learnt it last week. “Because of there’s no broom in the system. No Jupiter to sweep up comets that fall from the Oort Cloud. That’s why the Service and Comet Watch is important, else the world would get hit bad every hundred years. But why is it that way. Doc? Why are all the big planets near our sun?”


  “No one really knows. Maybe the primordial disc from which the planets condensed was spinning slowly, so the big planets formed close in and locked up most of the heavy metals in their cores. But that’s only a theory.”


  “Well, they should know why. It’s why cycling is so important, like they always tell us. Why heavy metals cost so much. They don’t pay well for cycling, though. They should, don’t you think?”


  “That’s economics, not orbital mechanics, 17. But I suppose it does all fit together.”


  Doc was constantly amazed by her ignorance and by her eagerness to learn. She knew about the One Big One, hut had thought it had wrecked only the Factory, not the whole world. She hadn’t known about the settlement of Tierra, the rise of the Syndic, and the reason why people went up, hadn’t even known that the world was just one of a hundred worlds. She was like a plant that will push up concrete slabs and break apart the seams between steel plates to get at light. She was hungry for everything he could give her. He had watched her work out from first principals why orbits were elliptical. She had soaked up Newtonian mechanics, tensor calculus, n-body interactions. He didn’t spend any of the money she gave him. She would need it later, when she got out into the world.


  People began to notice that she spent a lot of time with Doc Roberts. 17’s mother said that she shouldn’t start thinking that she was more than she was, and they had a furious argument, with her mother stirring yeast soup all the time and the latest baby crawling around. 17 stormed out, and then Dim cornered her in the market.


  “Tell me why you go wi’ that old cripple-man,” he said. He was running solo, her one piece of good luck. He had tattoos everywhere, wore only ripped shorts and a harness to show them off, and to show off his steroid-enhanced muscles, too. He stank of sweat and the goo he put on his skin rash. People avoided looking at the two of them; Dim had a hard rep.


  Dim said, “He not a real man.” His spittle sprayed her cheeks. “They cut it off when they go up. Or do you do it with his rack?”


  “You dumb as a worm,” 17 told him. “Hung like one, too. What you have isn’t anything. I didn’t even feel it.”


  “You getting a filthy tongue, girly. You getting above yourself.”


  Dim tried to put his hand over her mouth, but she bit his thumb and got away from him. He shouted after her. “Me and my jacks will find you in the tunnels, quim! We ream you both ends!”


  The next day, someone saw a haunt in the sewers, stooping over a kid it had just killed. The day after, Doc told her that some bosses were coming for a bug hunt, that it would be a chance better than any test.


  “You shine in this, 17, and they’ll take notice.”


  “You can get me a job bait-running? It should be mine. I know the tunnels good. Better than anyone.”


  “I have a little pull. I’m part of the Syndic, 17, but at a low level, about the same as the Factory bulls. The bulls work for the turf bosses. Above them are the ward bosses, and above them are the big capos. The higher you are, the more you see. The capos see a long way. They give up some of what they have to make sure the world holds together so that they can keep what they have. That’s why we have Comet Watch and all the rest of it.”


  “And one of them will help me?”


  “They’re coming here to hunt bugs, not little girl geniuses. But you shine, maybe one of them will notice, and he’ll ask me about you.”


  “Will he put me in the Service? Will he send me up?”


  “Better than that. You’ve got a mind, 17. It shouldn’t be wasted in the up and out.” Doc lifted an arm with a whine of servo motor. Loose skin hanging off bone, like the old women who sorted rags. He said, “Look at me. This is what happens to people in the up and out. Muscle wasting, decalcification of bones, circulatory collapse. Radiation fries gonads so the Service sterilizes its recruits. Radiation gives you cancers. These scars on my face, they’re where keloid growths were cut away. I lost a meter of gut, too.”


  “But it’s still better than the Factory.”


  “That’s true,” Doc said. “They made me a citizen, they gave me medical training and the rest of my education. But you can’t keep reupping. The Syndic doesn’t want people living permanently in the up and out because they don’t want to lose control. Suppose people decided to aim comets at the world instead of deflecting them? You get upped, and if you do good, you can reup, but then they drop you into the well. I’m forty-two, 17. I got maybe five more years.”


  17 started to say that that was ten more years than anyone in the Factory, but she saw he wasn’t listening.


  “A mind like yours,” he said, “it should burn for a hundred years. That’s what a boss can give you, if he sees what you are.”


  Almost every free laborer and jack signed up for the hunt; hardly any made the cut. But 17 did, and she had learned enough to thank Doc even though she thought that she would have made it without his help. Dim wasn’t on the list; none of the jacks were. She saw him one time afterward, and couldn’t resist taunting him. She would be safe from him for the next decad, because there was a lot of training to be done.


  One of the junior bulls took charge of them. Divided them into groups of three, told them they were bait-runners now. They would go ahead of each boss, flush out anything bigger than a rat-crab and drive it toward the guns. He taught them signals made up of long and short whistle blasts, how to use proximity radar and flash guns. But most of the time was spent drilling etiquette into them.


  “Never look one of the bosses in the eye,” the bull said. “Never speak unless you are spoken to, and always answer at once. If you don’t know the answer, say so. Say I don’t know, boss. Go on, try it.”


  The bait-runners gave up an uncoordinated mumble.


  “Smarter. Quicker.”


  I don’t know, boss!


  “Fucking awful,” the bull said. “A bunch of crickets could do better.” He was a tall man with a pot belly and a bald patch he tried to hide by combing his glossy black hair sideways. There were sweat patches on his white shirt under his arms. He strutted down the line, staring fiercely at the men and women, striking any who dared meet his gaze. 17 looked at her feet, trembling with fear and anger. When he reached the end, he turned and yelled, “You all listen up! The people coming here are some of the most important on the planet! They can erase the Factory at a whim. I have ten days to bring you to some sort of civilized behavior. You will lay down your lives for them if necessary. You will give up everything you have, at once and willingly. You will cut off your dicks, cut out the hearts of your children! And you will sing out loud and clear when I ask, or I’ll send all of you to the mines. Let’s hear it once again!”


  They all sang out.


  I DON’T KNOW, BOSS!


  Doc fed 17 private information about the visiting bosses. The training was so hard, he had to visit her in the hour before lights out. It was the first time she had seen him outside his shack. He had pics of each boss, and told 17 which family they belonged to, how they stood in the complicated hierarchies. They were all men, all very young. None of them seemed to have proper jobs. They climbed mountains around the North Pole, sailed catamarans in the southern ocean, spent their winters on the wide, white beaches of the Archipelago. They all looked the same to 17. Tanned skin, broad white smiles, buzz-cut blond hair, good cheekbones, firm jaws. She was good with numbers, not people. She still hadn’t got their names straight in her head when they arrived.


  The whole Factory got the day off. For the first time in a hundred years, the machines were stood down. The silence hummed in 17’s head. She wondered if it was like the silence of the up and out. The foremen handed out flags and streamers, and people waved them as the cavalcade of limousines swept through the main drag to the compound where the bulls lived.


  There were fireworks that night, fans of colored stars exploding under the dome. Calcium red, copper green, sodium yellow, cobalt blue. The next day, the bug hunt started.


  17 was teamed with a couple of older men, who made it clear they had no time for her. She didn’t care. She knew that she could shine only as herself, not as part of a team. She knew every bit of the sewer tunnels, didn’t need to look at the corroded plates that marked every intersection as she blew through the perimeter of the area assigned to her team, making a wide arc that pivoted on one of the Factory’s waste treatment plants. There were always plenty of mussel beds and pack crab nests there, and she had a feeling that the haunt would need something to eat other than the three kids it had snatched.


  It was dark and warm in the tunnels. Only a few of the lights worked, a broken chain of dim red stars stretching away under the low curved roof. 17 sloshed through knee-deep scummy water. Water fell thunderously in one of the tunnels; huge islands of stiff foam whirled on the currents. Pack crab nests bristled along the waterline there, built of scraps of plastic and metal. The entrance hole of each nest was blocked by the swollen claw of its resident; desperate cyclers risked getting bitten or poisoned to tear up the nests for the scrap they contained. Barnacles floated their feathery sieves on the water, snatched at her wet suit. She edged past a reef of razor-edged mussels, paused at a Y junction.


  One way led to the cooling water inlet complex, the other toward the labyrinthine drains beneath the pulp-holding tanks. Something was moving toward her, coming toward the junction. She put her head close to the water, heard slow sloshing footsteps, jammed against the wall, ready to blow her whistle. But it was something stranger and more fearsome than the haunt or any bug.


  It was one of the bosses.


  “Hey,” he said breathlessly. “I saw some sign back there. Parallel scrapes on the bricks of the roof? New, cut right through the black slime stuff. My proximity radar gives too many signals because of the currents, but it must be close, don’t you think?”


  17 nodded. She had forgotten all of the bull’s etiquette lessons.


  The boss grinned. “That’s why you’re here, right? You’re not on my team, but you guessed it would hang around here.”


  She nodded again. He was taller than Doc, well muscled and lithe, and impossibly young. His black and pink wetsuit was clean and new, not a rip or patch on it. His gun was slung on one broad shoulder, his breathing apparatus on the other. His grin was very white in his tan face; his hair was so blond it was as white as new paper. She could smell his cologne through the stink of the tunnels.


  He said, “I’ll bet you know every centimeter of this place. We’ll clean up. Raphe will be pissed. Where do you think it might be?”


  17 pointed down the tunnel that led toward the cooling water inlet.


  “You lead on,” the boss said. He kept talking as they sloshed through the water, moving with the current. “You’ve lived here long? No, wait, I bet you’ve lived here all your life. You know, I’ve been further north than this, but it’s bleaker around here than at the pole. Just the forests and the sea, and the sea is covered with ice pack. And the mines further inland. I saw the pipes that carry the ore slurry from the air, like black snakes through the forest. That was before the weather closed in. Sleet and lightning? I suppose it’s the iron in the rock. I’m not surprised the place is domed; only haunts and ghouls and bugs could live outside. Now, where do we go from here?”


  They had reached another Y junction. Both tunnels sloped steeply upward away from them. The inlet complex fed seawater to the cooling system from concrete surge baffles and was half as big as the Factory itself. 17 had never been this close to the outside before, and didn’t know where to go next, but she didn’t want to look stupid, and so pointed to the left-hand tunnel. But they had gone only a little way when it split again.


  The boss saw her confusion and said gently, “I’ll go right and you go left. We’ll meet back here in ten minutes. Oh, I bet you don’t have a watch. Here.”


  He stripped a black chronometer from his wrist. “I have a chip,” he said. “This is just jewelry.”


  17 took it. It was very heavy. The casing was titanium or chrome steel or some other impossibly rare alloy. Certainly the crystal beneath which black numbers counted the seconds was a cultured diamond.


  The boss said, “I don’t know your name.”


  “Katrina.”


  She said it without thinking.


  The boss made a funny little bow. “Katrina, I’m pleased to be hunting with you. If you see anything, blow hard on your whistle, and I’ll be right there.”


  Two minutes into the tunnel, she knew that the haunt was close. Pack crab nests crushed. Fresh scrapes from the thing’s spines on the ceding, on the walls. A breeze chilled her face. It smelled as fresh as the boss, clean and wild. The smell of outside. The light ahead was daylight.


  The haunt was at the screens at the end of the tunnel. It had already twisted aside the first set, was prying at the second. It was silhouetted against the thin grey daylight. Thousands of white flakes—snow—blew around it.


  It turned on her with a swift liquid grace, opening its mandibles wide. It was as tall as the boss and thinner than Doc. Its long body was articulated in a dozen places. Its carapace was red and gold. Fringes of bronze hair grew thickly at the joints and at the bases of its spines. Its dozen limbs were as thin as wire, and impossibly long.


  It had a terrible beauty.


  17 froze, one hand on her utility belt. Flares, the proximity radar, a flash gun useless in daylight, her whistle. Nothing else, not even a pry bar. She could have burnt it with a flare, but she knew that would only enrage it, not kill it. It didn’t matter if a few bait-runners were killed as long as the bosses got their sport.


  When she did not move, the haunt turned back and started to pry at the screen again. It was working at the bolts, she saw, trying to turn them against beds of corrosion. It was trying to get out.


  Pipes hung from the ceiling in an overhead maze. Rotten lagging hung from them in leprous sheets. 17 ran forward, jumped as the haunt whirled again, grabbed a pipe with both hands, and swung through 90 degrees, right over the thing’s head. The soles of her boots crashed into the screen, and it bowed outward with a squeal. The haunt slashed at her, catching several of its wire-thin claw-tipped limbs in her wet suit. Frantic with fear, she twisted free, while it squalled below, got a leg free and kicked and kicked at rusted mesh. The haunt dropped to a crouch and threw itself at the screen.


  Screen and haunt tumbled away. Hanging upside down from the pipe, 17 saw the haunt fall, but she could not believe it was gone. Snow and wind blew around her. She was still hanging there when the boss came back and found her.


  He helped her down. He saw the signs of the haunt and leaned at the edge of the broken screen, looking down. 17 trembled with cold and spent fear. She was convinced that the boss would kill her, but when he turned, he was grinning. He said that the hunt itself was more fun than killing some poor bug, and then he was gone, running into the darkness beneath the Factory. 17 followed as best she could. She had twisted her ankle when she had kicked out the screen.


  She didn’t see him again. By the time she got back to the mustering point, the bosses were flying back to the city. She racked her equipment and went to find Doc to tell him that she had failed, and found the worst thing of all.


  Doc was lying battered and bloody in his broken and battered exoframe amidst the ruin of his indoor garden. He was dead. A motor in the exoframe kept trying to lift his left arm, whining and relaxing, whining and relaxing. 17 tore out wires until it stopped. Books lay everywhere, torn and soaked with water leaking from a broken irrigation pipe. All the sunlamps had been smashed. The glass front of the pharmacy cabinet was smashed; the shelves were empty.


  17 saved a few of the books, picking them at random, and left Doc for the Factory cops to find. They came for her a few hours later, but she knew they couldn’t pin Doc’s death on her because she had been down in the tunnels. They questioned her anyway—Doc had been a citizen after all—but the beating was routine, and in the end they let her go. One told her that Doc had probably been killed by some junky looking for a high, but she knew better.


  She knew even before she saw Dim. It was the next day. He was whistling and hooting amongst his jacks while she waited with the other laborers.


  After a shift spent reaming out pipes that carried cellulose sludge from one settling tank to another, she paid to get real clean, bought gloss and perfume from the store. The perfume stung her skin. It smelt more strongly of roses than any rose had ever smelt.


  Dim was hanging with his jacks in his usual bar. She ignored him but knew he’d come over.


  He did.


  “I hear some junky did your cripple-man lover, girly-girl. You don’t worry. Dim’ll see to all your needs!”


  17 endured the touch of saliva spray on her face, the smell and heat of him. She found it amazingly easy to smile.


  Dim said, “How did the cripple-man do you? Not good, I bet. I bet you come looking for me to show you how all over again.” This last said loudly, for his jacks to hear. He acknowledged their whistles and hoots with a casual wave. “I got what you want,” he told 17, his voice close and hoarse in her ear. “Prime worker meat, hot and hard.”


  17 put her hand between his legs, squeezed what was there and walked right out, her heart beating as quickly as it had when the haunt had turned to face her.


  Dim followed her through the market, shoved her into a service entrance behind one of the stalls. “Not here,” she said. “I know a place.”


  “I bet you do. But we ain’t going to any of your secret places.”


  He was breathing heavily. She let his hands do things.


  “You didn’t come armed,” he said. “You know what’s right for you.”


  “I know.”


  “That junky who did your cripple-man did you a favor. You wait here.”


  He was back two minutes later with tubes of vodka. “We go to my place,” he said, and held her wrist tight. She didn’t resist.


  It was an upper bunk in the men’s dorm. She felt the brush of the eyes of every man who turned to watch as Dim walked her down the narrow aisle. She got up on the bunk. The mattress stank of Dim and stale marijuana. There was a TV hung on a stay in one corner, a locker at the foot of the mattress.


  She started to pull at her belt while Dim velcroed the curtains together. When he turned, she snapped her wrist and at the same time thrust her hand forward; the long sliver of plastic she’d ripped from her belt stiffened when she snapped it, went into his eye, and punched through the thin bone behind it. Blood burst hotly over her fingers. He shivered and fell on her with all his weight, dead as poor Doc. She found the card that opened the locker, shoved his body through the curtains and dropped all the vials and capsules and hypos on top of it, swung down, and walked out, looking straight ahead.


  No one tried to stop her.


  Thirty days later, she was five thousand kilometers away, under a hot blue sky on the roof of the Service induction building. She was in a line with two hundred fresh recruits, waiting for the shuttle copters that would take them out to boot camp. She was wearing the cleanest dungarees she had ever worn, crisp and sky blue, polished boots, a padded impact helmet with its silvered visor up.


  Doc Roberts had wanted her to change her orbit by a close encounter with one of the bosses, the way ships gained delta vee by swinging past a planet, but she knew that this was her true vector. She would fly it as true and straight as she could, climb as high as she could. She had only her hunger. The rest she had left behind. She was no longer 17. She was a recruit, newly born into the world.


  The sergeant addressed the line. He was a veteran, his face like a leathery mask, one eye socket empty. His exoframe was just like Doc’s. “You’re in the Service now!” he yelled. His amplified voice echoed off into the sky. “You’re going up and out, beyond the ken of mortal men! You’re meat in a can. Everything human will be burnt away. You don’t want that, then step out of line now!”


  No one did. The Service’s psych profiling was good.


  “Close up and straighten up,” the sergeant yelled.


  Moving in unison with her fellow recruits, she snapped down the visor of her helmet. She was no longer 17. She had left that behind with her true name. 518972 was stenciled in black above her visor. That was her number now.


  Sea Change, with Monsters


  Paul J. McAuley is currently working on a very long novel set ten million years in the future. The first volume, Child of the River, was recently published by Avon, and the second, Ancients of Days, is forthcoming. In his latest novella, settlement of our solar system has inevitably brought alterations to environments like Jupiter’s frozen Europa. In turn, these alien vistas have had an effect on us. Both transformations are chillingly explored in . . .


  She made it clear that she was taking the job as a favor.


  Vlad Simonov pretended to be slighted by her reluctance. He said, “But Indira, what’s the problem? It’s a fantastic job, and it’s not as if you are working.”


  “I have been working,” Indira said. “Now I’m resting.”


  She had spent two weeks supervising the clearance of an infestation of urchins at the perimeter of a farm collective. It had been difficult, dangerous, tiring work, and she had nearly been killed in almost exactly the same way she had nearly been killed on her first job, when she hadn’t really known what she had been doing. She had come full circle. She was beginning to believe that she had killed enough monsters.


  Vlad snapped his fingers and leaned close to the camera of his phone. “After that picayune little job, you need to rest? That kind of thing, I do as an exercise. I do it for relaxation! I do it in my sleep, after a proper day’s work. Listen, Indira, I would take this job myself, it is so good, except already I am committed to three others. So I give it to you. With my usual commission of course, but the terms are so generous you will not notice the little I have kept to take home to feed my children.”


  Vlad’s restless, good-humored energy was apparent even over the phone. Indira laughed.


  He said chidingly, “Indira, Indira. You are getting old. You are getting bored. Urchins, spinners, makos, they’re all the same to you. Routine, routine, routine. It hurts me to see you like this. So, I put some pep in your life. To make you think again. To make you love life. Say yes. You will have fun, I promise.”


  “Vlad . . . we are all getting old.”


  “Not the monsters. While you sit around in your nice, warm, comfortable apt, the monsters are swimming in the cold and the dark, pumping sulfides, getting strong. Indira, this is a very exciting job, and the people who commission it are some kind of funny monks who know nothing about the value of money. You will be rich, even after my tiny percentage is removed. They claim it is a dragon, Indira. You have never hunted a dragon, but I know you can do it. That is why I ask only you.”


  “And that’s why I’m taking it as a favor to you, Vlad. Because I know no one else will do it.”


  Indira had started out as an apprentice to Vlad Simonov; now she freelanced for him. He was one of the first generation of hunters, one of the few to have survived the early days of tracking the biowar macroforms, the monsters, which had been set loose during the Quiet War. Vlad liked to project a buccaneering image. He had two wives and five children. He drank brandy and smoked huge cigars. He had a wild mane of black hair with little lights spidering inside its curls. But there was no safer or more cautious hunter in all of Europa’s ocean.


  She said, “A dragon.”


  “Perhaps a dragon. Are you scared?”


  “I’m always scared.”


  A pod of urchins had ambushed her toward the end of the last job. She had been finning down a long flaw in pure water ice, leading her diving buddy, a nervous farm worker. The flaw had been polished smooth by methane seep. It had reflected her lights in a blue-white glare that had prevented her seeing very much of what was ahead. The urchins had fallen down on her from a crevice. She had doubled up, knocking two urchins off her face mask—their spines left deep scratches in the glass—and had started firing her flechette pistol even as she kicked backward. Her diving buddy had been frozen in fear, blocking her escape; the urchins had bobbed toward her through a dancing dazzle of reflected light. She had coldly and methodically killed every one of them in a Zen-like calm that had thawed to violent trembling as soon as the slaughter was over.


  She told Vlad, “I can’t go solo against a dragon. If it is a dragon.”


  He said, “You won’t need to go solo. The monks have a big weed farm and their workers will help you. Anyway, it’s probably no more than a mako. No one has seen a dragon for years—they’re probably extinct. The monks see something lurking just beyond their perimeter and make it bigger than it is. Let me tell you what I know.”


  Indira’s daughter, Alice, came in two hours later. She found her mother in the workshop, with the luggage pod open on the floor. She said, “You only just came home.”


  “I know, sweet.”


  Alice stood in the doorway, bouncing up and down as gently as a tethered balloon. Seven years old, smart and determined. She wore baggy shorts and a nylon vest with many pockets and an iridescent flared collar that rose above her head like a lizard’s ruff. Fluorescent tattoos braided her thin brown arms. She had changed them since she had gone off to school that morning. They had been interlocking lizards and birds then; now they were long fluttering banners, red and violet and maroon. Her hair was done up in tight cornrows and decorated with little tags that flashed in random patterns of yellow and green.


  Alice said, “Have you told Carr yet?”


  Indira didn’t look up. She was concentrating on fitting her dry suit into the pod, taking great care not to crease it. She said, “He’ll be home soon. How was school?”


  “I’m doing a project.”


  “You must tell me all about it.”


  “It’s a secret.”


  A pause. Indira knew that her daughter had been down to the service levels of the city again, at the bottom of the ice. She had beeped Alice’s location after she had finalized the contract with Vlad. And Alice knew that she knew. She watched solemnly as her mother checked the weapon cases. They were flat metal shells with foam plastic bedding inside. The smallest contained three kinds of specific neurotoxin in glass snap-top vials. Indira made very sure that these were packed properly.


  At last, Alice said, “Did you know that the city once had another name?”


  “Of course.”


  “It was called Minos. Why was that?”


  “Because Minos was one of the sons of Europa. Of Europa and Zeus.”


  When Alice stamped her foot, she bounced a meter into the air. “I know that! It means creature of the moon. He was the king who built a maze under his palace. But why did it change?”


  “Politics.”


  “Oh. You mean the war.”


  Alice had been born ten years after the Quiet War. Like all of her generation, she couldn’t understand why the adults around her spent so much time talking about it when it clearly made them so unhappy.


  “Yes, the war. Where did you find this out?”


  “I saw a sign.”


  “A sign? In school?”


  Alice shook her head. “Of course not in school. The Goonies—” which was the latest nickname for the soldiers of the Three Powers Occupying Force—“have changed all the signs they know about. But they don’t know everything.”


  “Then where was it?”


  Alice said, “Carr will be cross because you’re going away again so soon.”


  “That’s because he loves me almost as much as he loves you. Where was this sign, Alice?”


  “It’s to do with my project. So it’s a secret until my project’s finished.”


  Indira closed the luggage pod. It made a little whirring noise as it sealed itself up. She didn’t want an argument just before she went away, but she didn’t want Alice to think that she could disobey her. She said, “I think we had better have a little talk, you and I.”


  Later, Carr said, “There’s nothing to harm her down there.”


  “Don’t take sides,” Indira said.


  “I’m not. I’m trying to be realistic. Kids go down there all the time. They like staring out into the dark.”


  “She dresses like a Ring smuggler. Those lights in her hair . . .”


  “All the kids her age dress like that. They get it from the sagas. It’s harmless.”


  “Why are you so fucking reasonable?”


  “It’s a talent I have.”


  Indira snuggled closer to him. They had just made love, and were both sweating on the big bed, beneath a simulated starscape. Carr liked to keep their room warm and humid. Bamboos and ferns and banana plants surrounded them. The walls were set to show misty distances above a moonlit rainforest. Carr had been born on Earth. His family had migrated from Greater Brazil to Europa a few years before the Quiet War. He was one of the ecological maintenance team of the city; once upon a time, he would have been called a gardener. He was a strong, solid, dependable man. He and Indira had been a couple for nine years now; several months ago, they had started to buy tickets in the child lottery for the second time.


  Carr said, “I think it’s nice that she wants to make gardens under the ice. A little bit of me, a little bit of you. Did she show you her drawings?”


  “Of course she did. Once we had made up after the argument about her going down to the service levels. All those friendly crabs and fish.”


  Carr stretched luxuriously and asked the bed’s treacher for a glass of water. “Citrus, fizzy, ice.” He told Indira, “She wants to think that one day there might be a world without monsters.” He took a sip of water. He said, “She wants to be a gengineer.”


  “She wanted to be a tractor driver last week.”


  “That was two months ago. She has been asking all sorts of questions about gengineering. She asked me why there weren’t any fish out there in the ocean. You know, I think sometimes she tells me things because she knows I’ll tell you.”


  “She’s smart.”


  Carr sipped his water. After a while he said, “Why do you have to go away so soon?”


  “Because of a monster. One of the angry fish Alice wants to replace with happy, smiling fish.”


  “There are other hunters.”


  “You knew what I did when we met, Carr. That hasn’t changed. And we need the money to pay for the lottery tickets.”


  Carr put his water down and folded his arms around her. The hand which had held the glass was cool on her flank. He said, “I didn’t even know there was a nunnery on Europa.”


  “It’s a monastery. For monks. Male nuns. Vlad was a bit vague about them and I can’t find anything about them on the net. They’re some kind of Christians, but not of any of the mainstream sects.”


  “Whatever. Tell me again why they can’t kill this monster for themselves.”


  “I think they tried.” A silence. She took a deep breath and said, “I haven’t told you everything, and it’s only fair that you know. Vlad thinks it might be a dragon.”


  Carr said, “They’re extinct, aren’t they?”


  “The last time one was killed was over ten years ago. No one has seen one since. But absence of evidence—”


  “—is not evidence of absence. So Vlad the Impaler wants to send you out against a dragon all by yourself.”


  “We’re not certain it is a dragon. And I won’t exactly be alone. There will be the monks.”


  Indira had met Vlad Simonov almost twenty years before, just after the end of the Quiet War. She had been a construction diver then, helping build the city’s first weed farm. Biowar macroforms were getting past the sonar and electrical barriers that were supposed to keep them away from the city’s underside, and Vlad had been hired to clear out a nest of urchins. The things had learned to passively drift through the barriers on currents and reactivate in the lights of the construction site. They were etching away support pylons, and in those days there were still a few of the kind of urchin that manufactured explosives in their cores. Two construction divers had been killed.


  Indira volunteered to assist Vlad, and they quickly located the place where the urchins were breeding. It was five kilometers east of the weed farm, downstream of the currents driven by the upwelling plume. It was an area of rotten ice eroded by the relatively warm water of the upwelling, riddled with caves and crevices and half-collapsed tunnels, rich in precipitated sulfides. Indira didn’t panic when urchins started dropping out of crevices in the ice. They seemed like harmless toys, spiny, fist-sized black balls that wobbled this way and that on pulsed jets of water. She forgot that some could be carrying explosive charges and coolly and methodically killed them with neurotoxin-tipped flechettes, not wasting a shot. Afterward, Vlad said that he liked her style, and that evening they got drunk together to celebrate their victory. She thought no more about it, but a few weeks later he called her up to ask if she would like to help out again.


  The gengineered biowar macroforms had been delivered to Europa’s ocean by penetrator probes during the Quiet War. Viruses had destroyed the food yeasts (and incidentally had caused the extinction of the indigenous microbes that had lived around the hydrothermal vents at the bottom of the ocean); the macroforms had wrecked the yeast reactors, the mines and the cargo submarines, the heat exchangers and the tidal generators.


  Earth had not expected to win the Quiet War quickly. The Three Powers Occupying Force had no plans to decommission the monsters they had set loose, and no one knew how many there were now. They reproduced by parthenogenesis, like certain insects, and they had contained dormant embryos when they had been released. Hunters like Vlad Simonov were the only reliable line of defense against their depredations.


  The second job was against a mako that had been systematically destroying mine intakes at Taliesin. Vlad and Indira spent a dozen hours hanging by the probe of one intake, following it as, like a giant articulated proboscis, it moved this way and that in the black water, tracking mineral-rich currents. The mako came in hard and fast out of the darkness, straight at Indira. She held steady and Vlad hit it with his second shot. Afterward, he offered her a permanent job, and she accepted.


  She discovered a talent for killing. She got no pleasure from it, except to do it as cleanly and professionally as possible, and it did not diminish the guilt she felt because she had survived the Quiet War and her parents had not. Only time did that. But she was good at killing monsters. She cleaned out hundreds of urchin nests, destroyed infestations of fireworms that had wrapped themselves around electrical cables and caused crippling over-voltages, went up against and killed makos and mantas and spinners. But she had never before had to face a dragon, the smartest and most dangerous of all the monsters.


  Indira took the railway west from Phoenix, along Phineus Linea to Cadmus. The scarp stood to the north, an endless fault wall half a kilometer high. It was one of the highest features of Europa’s flat surface. Mottled terrain stretched away to the south, textured by small hills and cut by numerous dikes and fracture lines. Lobes of brown and grey ice flows were fretted by sublimation and lightly spattered with small craters. This was one of the oldest landscapes of Europa. The ice here was almost five kilometers thick.


  It was early morning, four hours after sunrise. Europa’s day was exactly the length of its orbit around Jupiter, and so, from any point on Europa’s subjovian hemisphere, Jupiter hung in the same spot in the sky, waxing and waning through the eighty-five hour day. At present, Jupiter was completely dark, a glowering circular black hole in the sky that was nearly thirty times as big as Earth’s moon. Indira was in the train’s observation car, sipping iced peach tea and watching the beginning of the day’s eclipse. It would last three hours, and was the nearest thing to true night on the sub-jovian hemisphere, for when the Sun set, Jupiter was full, and there was almost always one or more of the other three Galilean moons in the sky.


  There was a sudden flash of light that briefly defined Jupiter’s lower edge as the diamond point of the Sun disappeared behind it. Darkness swept across the ice plain; stars suddenly bestrode the sky in their rigid patterns. As her eyes adapted, Indira could make out the flicker of a lightning storm near the upper edge of Jupiter’s black disc—a storm bigger than Europa.


  Indira talked with Carr. She talked with Alice and told her what she could see, and tried to patch up the row they’d had.


  “Carr misses you already,” Alice said. She was on one of the slideways of the city’s commercial center. “He says he’s going to change your room. It’s a surprise.” She didn’t want to talk about her project. When Indira tried to press her about it, she said, “I have to go. This is where I should be.”


  The train was full of miners. They were all flying on some drug or other. This was their last chance to get high before they returned to work. They were native Europans, originally from South Africa. They wore leather jackets and fancy high-topped boots over pressure suit liners. One of them played a slow blues on a steel-bodied guitar; another, egged on by his comrades, tried to chat up Indira. He was a young man, tall and very handsome, with very black skin and chiseled cheekbones. He spent more time looking at his reflection in the diamond window of the observation car, ghosting over the speeding, star-lit landscape, than he did looking at Indira. His name was Champion Khumalo. Indira thought that it was a nickname, but no, all his friends had names like that, or names out of the Bible. Trinity Adepoju. Gospel Motloheloa. Ruth and Isaac Mahlungu.


  Once Champion gave up his half-hearted attempt to sweet-talk Indira, they all became friends. Indira learnt that two of Champion’s brothers went to the same school as Alice. They passed around a bottle of pear brandy and tubes of something called haze. It smelt sharply of ketones and delivered an immediate floating feeling of bonhomie.


  The miners were fascinated by her profession. “To clean all the ocean of monsters,” Gospel Motloheloa said, “is a noble calling!”


  “Well, I don’t see why we need to go into the world below,” Isaac Mahlungu said. “I have been a miner for thirty years and I have never needed to go there. This is our land, the world all around us.”


  “But the ocean is part of our world,” Gospel said. She was the oldest of the miners. Her iron-grey hair was done up in medusa ropes wound with plastic wire. There were keloid scars on her forehead; because they spent their working lives on the surface, most miners suffered from radiation-induced cancers. She said, “The ocean makes the land what it is, and so it is important to get rid of the monsters that infest it.”


  “The monsters are from Earth,” Trinity Adepoju said. “That’s why we have to get rid of them.” He was the guitar player, a tall man even for a Europan, with a ready smile and fingers so long they seemed to have several extra joints as he moved them idly up and down the neck of his guitar.


  Indira remembered a conversation she had once had with Alice. She had been trying to explain to her daughter why Earth had won the Quiet War.


  “They have more wealth, more processing power, more people. They have used up their world and now they want to use up all the others.”


  “Then we’ll have to do things they can’t,” Alice had said, so solemnly that Indira had laughed.


  Champion said, “Even with the monsters gone, we will still live on Earth’s sufferance.”


  His friends nodded, and began to tell Indira their war stories. Many of the miners had been on Europa throughout the Quiet War. Although the population of the capital, then called Minos (the miners called it that still), had at last been evacuated to Ganymede, the miners had been left in their camps. Most had managed to synthesize enough oxygen from water ice, but there had not been enough food.


  “We were so hungry,” Gospel told Indira, “that we were thinking of eating our boots at the end of it.”


  Ruth Mahlungu said, “What are you talking about, woman! You are so vain that you would starve to death and be buried in your boots rather than eat them!”


  The others laughed. It was true: Gospel’s boots were extraordinary, even for a miner, green suede decorated with intricate patterns made from little bits of mirror and red and gold thread.


  There were stories of cannibalism. Several camps had been vaporized by the nuclear device that had broken through the crust to allow the penetrators containing the biowar organisms to reach the ocean. This was at Tyre Macula, on Europa’s anti-jovian hemisphere. Although the area had been lightly populated, the blast had killed more than a hundred miners and had left a flat plain of radioactive ice and radial grooves hundreds of kilometers long: a bright sunburst scar on Europa’s mottled brown face.


  Indira had heard all these stories before; it seemed that Europans would never tire of telling and retelling stories about the war. She had stories of her own, but they were all too sad to bear telling. The death of her family, the two years she had spent as an orphaned refugee on Ganymede. At last, she managed to steer the conversation to the monastery.


  Champion grinned. “You’re going there? That’s a good joke!”


  The miners exchanged words in a language full of glottal clicks. They all laughed, but the young miner would not tell Indira what they found funny.


  “They’re very rich there, those people,” Champion said, “They have a very big weed farm. They supply fixed carbon to half the mines.”


  “Their leader is a gengineer,” Gospel said.


  Trinity said, “He calls himself Rothar. I don’t think it’s his real name. They say he ran from Earth because they caught him doing something illegal. He’s probably doing something illegal out there, too.”


  “Maybe making more monsters,” Champion said. “Maybe he makes one monster too many and wants you to kill it.”


  “They are strange people,” Gospel said. “Not Christian at all, although they claim to be. They call themselves Adamists.”


  This was more than Indira had managed to glean about the monastery from the net. The miners didn’t know many hard facts, but they had plenty of gossip. Their talk grew lively and wild. Three hours after the beginning of the eclipse, the double star of Earth and Venus rose above Jupiter’s dark bulk, and then the Sun followed and flooded the ice plain with its light. Trinity took up his guitar again and had half the observation car singing along by the time the train reached Cadmus.


  Cadmus was an industrial settlement, several clusters of stilt buildings, storage tanks, a big spaceport that was essentially an ice field pitted with black exhaust blasts, the long track of a mass driver. Indira caught a few hours rest in a rented cubicle. Before she fell asleep, she talked with Carr about the small change of his day. Alice was sleeping. She missed her mother, Carr said.


  “I miss her, too.”


  “Be careful,” Carr said.


  Soldiers of the Three Powers Occupying Force were much in evidence. Two officers were talking loudly in the canteen where Indira ate breakfast, oblivious to the resentful stares of the miners around them, and she had to endure a fifteen-minute interrogation before she could board the rolligon bus that would carry her to the monastery of Scyld Shield.


  The journey took ten hours. As the bus traveled west, the diamond point of the Sun descended ahead of it, while Jupiter hung low in the east—Indira had traveled a long way, a quarter of the way around the icy little moon. Jupiter was almost full, banded vertically with the intricately ruffled yellow and whites of his perpetual storms. Their slow churning was visible if Indira watched long enough. Io’s yellow disc fell below the horizon and an hour later rose, renewed.


  The road was a single track raised on an embankment above a wide plain of crustal plates. Some were more than ten kilometers across; most were much smaller.


  Changes in currents in Europa’s ocean had broken the plates apart again and again, rafting them into new positions. It was like crossing the shaken pieces of a jigsaw puzzle of simple Euclidean shapes. You could see here that the surface of Europa was a thin skin of ice over the ocean, as fragile as the craquelure on an ancient painting. Triplet ridge and groove features cut across the plates. They were caused by the upwelling of water through stress fractures. The ridges were breccia dikes, ice mixed with mineralized silicates, complexly faulted and folded; the grooves between them were almost pure water-ice. They were like a vast freeway system half-built and abruptly abandoned, cut across where the ice plates had fractured or had been buried by blue-white icy flows that had spewed from newer fissures.


  The road the bus was following crossed a groove so wide that the ridge on one side disappeared over the horizon before the ridge on the far side appeared. Beyond it, geysers powered by convective upwellings had built clusters of low hills that shone amidst patches of darker material.


  Like Io, Europa’s core was kept molten by heat generated by tidal distortions that pulled it this way and that as the moon orbited Jupiter, heat leaking through underwater vents and volcanoes kept the ocean from freezing beneath its icy crust and drove big cellular currents from bottom to top. Cadmus was at the edge of the Nemo Chaos, where a huge upwelling current kept the ice crust less than a kilometer thick. The same upwelling currents that eroded and shaped the icy crust brought up minerals from the bottom of the ocean. It was why the miners were there. Indira saw a solitary cabin crawling away toward the horizon, its red beacon flashing. Every twenty or thirty kilometers, the bus passed the drill-head of a mine, with one or two or three cabins raised high on stilts like so many copies of Baba Yaga’s hut. The mines pumped mineral-rich water into huge settling basins. Vacuum organisms grew on the ice and extracted metals, and the miners harvested them.


  Alice called Indira. She was enthusiastic about her project. Indira pretended to be enthusiastic, too, but she resolved that she would talk with Alice’s monitors when this was over. Her daughter’s education was taking a direction she didn’t like.


  “Spend some time with Carr,” Indira told Alice. “Help him out.”


  “I don’t like the flowers. Some of them make me sneeze. And the light is too bright in the greenhouses.”


  “It helps them grow.”


  “The weeds don’t need light.”


  “That’s because they don’t photosynthesize.”


  “I know that. They’re—” Alice scrunched up her face and said slowly and carefully—“chemolithotrophs. They absorb the chemicals in the water and make biomass, which we eat.”


  They talked about the metabolism of the weeds for a while. Alice promised that she would ask Carr about photosynthesis. She said that she was doing some gene splicing in the garden labs, using the cell gun. Indira was encouraging. The more time Alice spent in the labs and the gardens, the less she spent skulking around the lower levels of the city.


  The bus had low priority and had to keep pulling into laybys to allow trucks to pass. Indira was its only passenger, and its first for several weeks. It seemed that very few people went to Scyld Shield. The bus grumbled that the monks weren’t friendly.


  “They tell me to be quiet, and it is a long drive out. I like to talk. It’s part of my personality design.” The bus paused. It added, “I hope you don’t mind talking with me.”


  “What do you know about the monastery?”


  “It was a mine, before the war. The monks have built around the old shaft. But of course, I have never been inside. They don’t have a garage. If I broke down, someone would have to come all the way out from Cadmus. It’s irresponsible, but that’s the way things are these days in the free market economy. No one wants to pay for the upkeep of publicly owned infrastructure.”


  Someone had probably dumped a bunch of anti-libertarian propaganda in the bus’s memory. Indira was sympathetic, but hastily told it that she wasn’t interested in discussing politics. There was a silence. At last the bus said:


  “Many of the trucks come from the monastery. They supply huge amounts of cheap fixed carbon. Glycogens, proteins, cellulose, starches. They supply the bioreactors of most of the mines in this region.”


  “There must be a lot of monks in the monastery.”


  “I wouldn’t know,” the bus said. “Only two of them regularly travel to and from Cadmus. The rest keep themselves to themselves.”


  Which was what the dispatcher at the bus garage had told Indira. She could have called Vlad Simonov, of course, but she had her pride.


  The Sun set. Jupiter’s hard yellow light spread across the ice plains. Io had disappeared behind him; a few of the brightest stars had come out. Ahead, something briefly glittered on the horizon, vanishing before Indira could see what it was. The bus crawled on, and an hour later, Indira saw the fugitive glitter again, much closer now. A plume of gas, shining in Jupiter’s sullen light.


  “There she blows,” the bus said.


  “What is it?”


  “Scyld Shield’s methane vent,” the bus said. “Most of the mines around here have them.”


  “Of course.”


  Methane bubbled up from the hydrothermal vents and collected under the ice crust, occasionally breaking the rafts apart as it escaped through fault lines. Mines vented excess methane to keep themselves stabilized. The methane dispersed, of course, for at -150°C Europa’s surface was just above its triple point, but the vent had deposited drifts of dirty white water snow across a huge polygonal plate. The monastery was on a ridge of brecciated ice beyond.


  It was not as large as Indira expected, no more than a single silvered dome. The bus took a spur off the main road. It climbed a winding switchback up the face of the ridge and dived into a wide apron hacked out of an ice bench, where half a dozen tanker trucks were parked in front of a mass of insulated pipes, presumably taking on loads of raw biomass. The bus reversed onto a airlock coupling and said goodbye to Indira.


  “I’ll be back in three days,” it said. “I come here every three days even when there isn’t anyone who wants to ride. That is, if I don’t break down. Perhaps you can tell me about the monastery when I take you back to Cadmus.”


  The luggage pod followed Indira through the freezing cold flexible coupling into a big, echoing, brightly lit room. Two monks were waiting there. Both wore black robes and a kind of cowl around their heads, topped with square headdresses. Both had untrimmed patriarchal beards, with big pectoral crosses hung over them. The older monk was impassive, but the younger was the first man Indira had ever seen do a double-take in real life.


  They had been expecting a man. Sending Indira had been Vlad Simonov’s idea of a joke.


  The two monks left Indira with her luggage pod in the middle of the big, empty space. There were marks on the concrete floor that suggested that it had once been partitioned into many small rooms. A gutted air compressor sat in one corner. She sat down on the pod and tried to call Carr, but her phone wasn’t getting any signal. It was so cold that the smoke of each breath crystallized into a floating frost with a tiny tinkling sound, too cold to sit still and wait.


  She began to prowl around. The empty room took up half the dome; a corridor looped around the other half, with little rooms opening off on either side. None showed any sign of recent habitation. There were two service tunnels. One led downward, curving out of sight; she had just opened the door of the other, its ribbed wall rimed with ice and stopped with a locked hatch, when the older of the two monks found her. It seemed that Brother Rothar, the abbot of the monastery, would talk with her.


  The old monk’s name was Halga. Indira asked him about the other tunnel as they walked down, and he said that it led to the old mine structure, which had sunk into the ice after it had been abandoned during the war.


  “We cut a tunnel to it to see what we could salvage. Now we use it for storage.”


  “I didn’t mean to pry. I was just looking around and wondering where I should stow my gear.”


  “I think you should talk with Brother Rothar,” the old monk said.


  “Is there a problem?”


  “Brother Rothar will explain.”


  The tunnel wound down a long way. Indira realized that the monastery was like a pin piercing the ice—a pin a kilometer long, with the dome at its head and a winding series of chambers and passages built around its shaft. Brother Halga explained that the whole structure had been synthesized from glass and silicates extracted from the brecciated ice and bound together by diamond wire. Indira wondered how often they had to adjust the shaft because of stress in the icy crust, and Brother Halga told her that the monastery was built on a breccia intrusion that went almost all the way down to the ocean.


  “The surface is covered with ice, but a hundred meters below the surface it is quite stable.”


  The old monk had a mild, diffident manner. He did not look at her when he spoke.


  She said, “I don’t mean to make you uncomfortable by asking all these questions.”


  “We are not used to people like you. To women, I mean.” His brown face, framed by the black cowl, darkened. He was blushing.


  They walked on in silence, and at last took a side corridor whose walls, floor, and ceiling were covered in thick red fur. The air was at blood heat. Double doors at the end were covered in some kind of hide, dyed the same red as the fur. Brother Halga opened them, ushered her in, and announced her to the man who stood at the far end of the dimly lit room.


  “Brother Rothar,” the old monk whispered, and stepped backward and pulled the double doors shut behind him.


  On one side of the room, shelves holding printed books stepped up into darkness. On the other, a stone wall was muffled by an ancient tapestry: an enlarged reproduction of a section of the ceiling of the Vatican’s Sistine Chapel, God reaching out from the clouds to a casually reclining Adam. At the far end of the room, a man was standing in front of a huge fireplace, watching a bank of holos that floated in the darkness to one side. The fireplace was as big as an emergency shelter and held an actual, real fire. The flames crackled and danced above a bed of white-hot pressed carbon chunks and sent little licks of aromatic smoke curling over the monumental lintel, and firelight beat over the Persian carpets that layered the floor.


  Indira had been told that the monastery was wealthy, but she had not realized how wealthy.


  “Welcome,” the man said. His voice was subtly amplified. It boomed and rolled, mellow as good whisky, around the corners of the sumptuous room.


  He was an old man, thin and straight-backed, with a shrewd, hawkish face. His dusty white skin was marked with dark blotches. He wore the same black robes as the monks, but instead of a cowl, his bald pate was covered with a black skullcap on which molecular shapes were embroidered in gold wire. Heavy gold rings extended the lobes of his large, papery ears.


  “I have arranged for some food,” he said.


  He crossed to the side of the fireplace, tracked by a spotlight that came on somewhere high above, and pulled a Florentine chair from a little burred walnut table. A plastic tray of food was set on the table: a sloppy puree of some kind of green leaf; a slab of gelatin seamed with chunks of uncooked vegetable; dry salty biscuits. A plastic beaker held pure water.


  Rothar watched Indira push the puree around and said, “The same food is served in our refectory. We are an ascetic order.”


  He gestured, and one of the holos floating to the side of the fireplace inflated. It showed a view looking down on a refectory in which about a hundred black-robed monks sat in rows, ten by ten, along white plastic tables.


  She said, “I ate at Cadmus, and then on the bus. This isn’t quite—”


  “What you expected? No. It is not what I expected, either. And there is the problem.”


  The holo shrank back into the array. Others showed views of a weed farm that seemed to stretch forever. Indira realized that Rothar was showing off. This room; his army of monks; the vast farm.


  Rothar said, “I have been trying to talk with Vlad Simonov about this . . . problem. But he is nowhere on the net.”


  He was rubbing his hands over each other. She noticed that when he thought she wasn’t looking at him, he made little grabby glances at her body. She wished that she had worn something over the skintight suit liner.


  She said, “Vlad is working at a mine on the anti-jovian hemisphere. He’s probably under the ice. What is this problem? When do I start to work? Perhaps I can see the echo traces, and any video you have.”


  When Rothar looked at her for a moment, she added, “Of the monster. The monster I’ve come to kill.”


  “Ah. Now. I’m afraid that there has been a misunderstanding.”


  “A misunderstanding? You have reported a Dragon Class biowar macroform in your area. You made a contract with Vlad Simonov, and Vlad sent me.”


  “There is the misunderstanding. You see, we did not expect him to send us a woman.”


  “One of Vlad’s little jokes.”


  “A very embarrassing joke for both of us, Ms. Dzurisin.”


  “That’s between you and him. Meanwhile, I have a job to do.”


  “I’m afraid not, Ms. Dzurisin. I am revoking your contract.”


  Indira sat back in the chair and stared at Rothar, who still would not meet her gaze. It came out slowly. Rothar did not want her to hunt the dragon. The monastery was forbidden to women. The bus would return in three days; she would leave then.


  “Meanwhile, we cannot work our farm,” Rothar said. “It will cost us a great deal of money. We are very angry with Mr. Simonov.”


  He did not seem angry; he had not raised or varied his voice at any time during the interview. He added, “I have arranged for accommodation. Breakfast will be brought to you tomorrow. Expect it at six o’clock.”


  “You really do want me out of here.”


  “We are a contemplative order. We rise early. By the time you receive your breakfast, we will have already celebrated our first service. We will serve you at the same time that we eat.”


  She said, “I need to tell my family about the change of plan, but my phone isn’t working.”


  “Something to do with the structure, I understand.”


  “Then perhaps I could plug into your net. Or are you cut off here?”


  “I suppose that you could go outside,” Rothar said. A pause. He added, “You will be quite safe here. We have been freed of the normal Satanic lust that blinds men. Not by chemical or physical castration. Both are unreliable and have unsatisfactory side-effects. And, of course, chemical castration would involve use of those very hormones that taint you and your kind. No. We have all submitted to nanosurgery that has isolated the neurons that control the lordotic response. We are incapable of being tempted because we are incapable of arousal.”


  Indira stared at him. “I see,” she said, although she did not understand why he had told her this. Unless it was another form of boasting. At last she said, “I still want my fee.”


  “Of course. We would not dream of reneging on the contract. Goodbye, Ms. Dzurisin.”


  Rothar made no signal, but at the far end of the room, Brother Halga opened the big double doors.


  The old monk took Indira back up the helical tunnel and left her in one of the dome’s empty cells. It was as spartan as the room in which Indira had lived with her foster parents in the refugee center on Ganymede, three meters long and two wide, a bare concrete floor and fiberboard walls sprayed with thick resin, the only furniture a fold-down shelf bunk and a combination shower and shit-stool. Brother Halga assured her that it was like all the other cells in the monastery. If that was true, then no wonder Rothar could afford a real fire, all those old books, the ostentatious decor. Like any other pseudo-religious sect, the devotees did the work and the leader got the geld.


  Her phone still wasn’t working. And she could not lock the door of the cell. She left the luggage pod outside and told it to keep watch, but found that she could not sleep. It was too cold and she could not switch off the light, only dim it. And something somewhere in the dome made a roaring noise at unpredictable intervals, shutting off with an explosive bang and a dying series of rattles that emphasized the unnatural silence that followed.


  Memories of hiding in the city’s service tunnels crept around the edges of her consciousness. She resisted them.


  The whole thing was ridiculous. An order of misogynist monks, a megalomaniac leader who was quite possibly a mad scientist, a secret passage. And a monster, of course, haunting the vast dark ocean at the basement of the monastery . . . It was like one of those old gothic sagas.


  The monks had some kind of religious phobia about women. Fine. Europa was big enough for all kinds of eccentrics. The original charter, drawn up by the first settlers and suspended but not revoked after the Quiet War, had expressly allowed freedom of belief and speech. Let them get on with their devotions; maybe they could keep off the monster by prayer alone.


  It was nothing to do with her. And yet, of course, it was. Rothar’s cold indifferent dismissal had cut her deeper than she liked to admit.


  She tried the phone again. Still no luck. It was two in the morning, and she knew that she would not sleep now. She decided to go outside and try her luck with the phone there, and opened the door and told the luggage pod that she needed her pressure suit.


  Indira supposed that the airlock was monitored, but found that she didn’t care. She crossed the brightly lit apron, where the trucks squatted over their shadows all in a row, like supplicants, and left the road and climbed to the top of the ridge. Jupiter sat at the eastern horizon, exactly where he had been sitting when the bus had arrived. A crescent of darkness was eating into the bottom of his disc. His yellow light tangled long shadows across the rough, dark ice.


  The phone still wasn’t working. Indira went a long way, in long easy lopes that barely touched the ground, until, about two kilometers out, the phone suddenly woke and started scanning channels. She had to go another kilometer before she could get a steady signal.


  It was half past three in the morning. It was half past three in the morning all over Europa. No one had been able to divide the moon’s 85.2-hour day in a sensible way, so Europans kept universal time. Indira left a message with Carr’s avatar, saying that she was fine but the job hadn’t panned out, and she would be coming back in a couple of days. She put a priority call to Vlad, and his avatar made various excuses until she cut it off and said, “This is an emergency. I’m flying the black flag.”


  Which was the ridiculous piratical code phrase that gave access to the less public of the avatar’s functions.


  The avatar, which looked exactly like Vlad, down to the tiny lights crawling in its bushy black hair, suddenly froze in the little window in the upper right-hand corner of her helmet’s visor, then reformatted. It said, in a voice that was clipped and neutral, now not Vlad’s at all, “Of course, druzhok. What do you wish me to do?”


  The avatar could not contact Vlad—he really was working—but it was able to give her some more information about the Adamists. As the miners had told her, Rothar was some kind of gengineer. His birth name was Gregory Janes. He had been born in Canberra. Presently he was claiming asylum as a political refugee in the occupied territory of the Outer System. He had been working for the government of Earth’s Pacific Community, but precisely on what was obscured by contradictory rumors, most of which were almost certainly black propaganda. There was speculation that he had worked on the biowar macroforms before the Quiet War, and that the monastery was able to supply so much biomass because he had improved on the productivity and growth of standard weeds.


  Rothar had not founded the Adamists, but had taken them over after the death of the charismatic mystic whose acolyte he had become—another crime lurking there, perhaps. The Adamists were an extremist separatist group, the kind that only the pressure cooker of Earth could have evolved. Their creed was simple. They believed that God had created Adam and Lilith as the first of a race who would worship God on Earth as angels did in Heaven. But Lilith had been murdered by Satan, who had then created Eve by ripping a rib from Adam while he had been sleeping. All men since Adam had been tainted by Satan’s mark, fallen but redeemable; all women were the handmaidens of Satan. The avatar told Indira that much of the Adamists’ creed was mixed up with considerable misuse of genetics, involving the Y chromosome and homeoboxes, and asked her if she wanted a précis. She told the avatar to skip it. She had heard enough to know that she was glad Rothar didn’t want her to work for him.


  “And tell Vlad that I’ll see him when I get back,” she said. “We’ll have a lot to talk about.”


  She had kept walking as she talked with the avatar, along a folded ridge above the silver dome that capped the monastery’s shaft (and the shape of the monastery, she thought, was as graphically symbolic as the tapestry in Rothar’s palatial office). The regolith here was gravelly, marked with tracks and the cleated prints of boots, scored and ridged with fretted humps of bare ice. She had begun to follow a road, she realized, a wide road that had once taken a lot of traffic.


  Europa’s surface was one of the youngest in the Solar System. Every part had been flooded and reflooded by eruptions of water and slush ice from the ocean that covered the moon from pole to pole beneath its icy crust; Europa had very few craters because most had been buried or eroded by the constant resurfacing. The landscapes of Mars were billions of years old and the planet was covered in gardened regolith—debris from meteorite strikes—to a depth of more than a kilometer. Ganymede’s much younger regolith was merely meters deep; Europa’s was no more than a few centimeters. But like any moon with almost no atmosphere, the ordinary processes of erosion were so slow that they might as well be non-existent. A footprint could last a million years before it was erased by micrometeorite bombardment.


  And so it was here. Indira had stumbled upon the road that had served the original mine. All around, the surface was marked by dozens of years of activity. Parts of the road had been worn through to ice; the ice had been eroded into knobs and long slides, shot through with cracks and columns of bubbles frozen into place. They glittered like diamonds in the helmet light of Indira’s pressure suit, diamonds glittering up at her wherever she looked.


  She still had a couple of hours before she was due to be woken. She did not relish spending it in the spartan cell of the creepily uninhabited dome. Instead, she decided to explore.


  The suit’s radar soon gave her the location of the old mining station; it was below her, buried in the ice. It had probably been built on some kind of insulated raft with superconducting thread dispersing waste heat to radiators in the ocean far below, and its systems must have been left running when it had been abandoned. Presumably, its owners had expected to return in a few weeks. But something—perhaps a quake caused by the Tyre Macula nuclear device—had deflated its insulating raft, and perhaps some biowar macroform had destroyed its heat sink. The dome had sunk slowly through ice melted by its own waste heat.


  Indira was tracing the perimeter of the dome when her proximity alarm beeped. A moment later she saw a figure duck behind a fold of ice. Someone was following her.


  She circled around, keeping as low as the pressure suit would allow. No sign of the figure, either visually or on radar. She crossed the old road again, crept in toward the place where she had last seen the figure.


  A square hole had been cut into the ice, and steps led down into darkness.


  The monks had excavated the old entrance and later reburied it, but a stress fracture had collapsed and partly reopened the long, steep shaft. Indira climbed over a flow of glassy ice and found the airlock.


  It was still operational.


  The mysterious figure could be behind the door. What the hell. She cycled through.


  The airlock walls had been deformed by the pressure of the ice into which it had slowly sunk, but someone had sealed up the cracked seams with swathes of black resin. There was air beyond it, the usual seven hundred millibar nitrox mix of Europan habitats, but Indira kept her suit sealed. It was very cold, -50°C, although not as cold as the surface. If the monks had wanted to store things, they could have just left them outside the dome. Unless they were things that would be damaged by vacuum ablation. Unless they were things that the monks didn’t want others to see.


  Speculating about just what those things might be, senses alert for any sign of the person she had followed, Indira wandered through the old mining base.


  It had been abandoned in a hurry. Perhaps its crew had spotted the incoming missile whose nuclear warhead had blown a hole in the crust to the northwest.


  Metal equipment lockers lined the corridor that led away from the airlock. Their locks had been cut out and their doors hung open. There was a big rec room in what must be the center of the dome. Food boxes were stacked along one wall; broken furniture along another. Ice crystals had gathered here and there in little drifts, crunching under her pressure suit’s boots like dry beach sand. Overhead, the curved ceiling groaned and creaked: the structure was compressed all around by the ice into which it had sunken.


  The dormitory corridor was littered with paper and infoneedles. The rooms were as small as the cell Indira had been assigned. She looked into one. It was half-filled with a shocking intrusion of ice, its surface glistening blue-white and smoothly sculptured like a muscle flayed of skin, its depths dirty with suspended silicates. In the next room, bedclothes were frozen with the impress of the man who had last slept there twenty years ago. His clothes were still scattered on the floor, stiff and sparkling with frost. Posters of lithe young women scaled the wall. One pin-up stirred against a feeble backglow. She cupped her breasts and began to say something, then froze and rastered back to the beginning of her cycle and stirred again.


  As she turned away, Indira heard something above the poster’s scratchy entreaties and the creaking of the stressed dome. Footsteps were coming along the curving corridor—then a beam of light slashed through the air, turning suspended ice crystals into fugitive diamonds! Somehow, the person she had been following had managed to get behind her.


  Fearing a trap, Indira dodged clumsily back into the room. In her bulky pressure suit, she was like a monster intruding on a child’s bedroom. The poster lit up again, and she tore it down and wadded it in her stiff gloves until its scratchy voice died. She killed her helmet’s light and hunkered inside her suit, listening intently, her heart beating quickly and lightly.


  She had hidden from the soldiers of the Three Powers Occupation Force when they had begun to evacuate Minos. She had been eleven, as stubborn then as Alice was now. The city had been a prime target for the biowar macroforms. Its heat exchangers and its turbines had been destroyed, its yeast reactors had been poisoned. With no food, no power except feeble battery power, and its environmental cycling running out of control, Minos had surrendered while the rest of Europa was still notionally at war. Indira had hidden during the evacuation because she had been possessed with the romantic notion that she would join rebels who in reality were little more than an invention of the Occupation Force’s black propaganda unit.


  She had been found, of course, but she had missed boarding the heavy lifter that had evacuated the rest of her family. And which, in the long slow orbit between Europa and Ganymede, had been crippled by an explosion in its anti-matter pod and lost all power. Its crew and passengers had either suffocated or died of cold. Indira hadn’t known about that until she had arrived at Ganymede. She had spent the two years as a refugee convinced that she had killed her parents.


  Now her suit’s microphone picked up the sound of footsteps, boots rattling loudly on plastic tiles whose adhesive had given way in the intense cold. Going past, dying away.


  Indira stayed in the dark for two minutes, then cracked the door. Dark and silence beyond. She used infrared to track the footprints of whoever had been following her. One set, leading away down the curving corridor.


  The airlock must have been alarmed. Someone had come to check. To look for her.


  A new section of corridor had been roughly welded to an opening cut in the dome’s skin. Metal stairs led down. As Indira descended, her suit reported that it was growing warmer, a strange inversion given that warm air should rise. But then she reached the high-ceilinged corridor at the foot of the stairwell and discovered the heat engines that crouched on either side, humming laboriously, their coils shining with frost. Heat was being pumped out of the dome and transferred . . . where?


  To somewhere behind a dog-latched door with the universal trefoil symbol for biological hazard in black on fluorescent orange.


  Indira hesitated only for a moment. She was still fully suited. If she was exposed to any biological agent she could sterilize her suit by returning to the near-vacuum and -150°C of Europa’s surface.


  The heavy metal door was latched but not locked. Its seals gave only momentary resistance. It swung open on its massive hinges and she stepped over the sill.


  It was an airlock. She waited while it cycled. When the door on the far side opened, her suit’s temperature sensor registered a sudden rise of fifty degrees as air gusted unfelt around her, and lamps came on in the big room beyond. They hung from chains under the high ceiling. They registered only in the infrared. Indira swept the beam of her helmet’s light from side to side. Beneath the lamps were rows of big square tanks linked by grey plastic pipework, crusted with yellowish salts and holding various levels of still, black water. Seawater, she realized, the salty, sulfurous water of Europa’s ocean. The temperature was just above zero. The air was 90 percent nitrogen and 10 percent carbon dioxide, with traces of hydrogen sulfide, sulfur dioxide, and hydrogen.


  All of the tanks were empty. The recirculating pumps were switched off; the incubators ranked along one wall held only racks of flaccid salt-crusted plastic sleeves. The tiled workbench that ran along one wall was marked with chemical stains and the places where machines had once rested. A brown glass vial had fallen behind a strut; Indira turned it over in her clumsy gloves, smudged frost from its label. It had held the mixture of restriction nucleases and DNA ligases that was commonly used to insert genes into bacterial plasmids for cloning, either for identification of gene product or use in gengineering.


  Indira secured a sample of water from one of the tanks and went out through the lock on the other side of the room. It cycled her into a long, rising corridor. At its far end, she stepped through an open hatch and found herself in the curved corridor of the dome which capped the monastery. Down the curve of the corridor, a red light flashed insistently. It was the emergency beacon of her luggage pod.


  Without prompting, the luggage pod said, “Several people came after you left. They tried to open me. I responded with a class two defense as specified in subsection two paragraph three of the—”


  Indira set the helmet of her pressure suit on the floor and said, “What did you do, exactly?”


  “I activated my alarm and gave two warnings. After these were ignored, I passed a high amperage, low voltage current through my outer frame. One of the men who was trying to force me open was rendered unconscious.”


  “Did they manage to open you?”


  “Of course not. After I defended myself, they went away.” The pod added, “Two of them had to carry the man who had been incapacitated.”


  “By incapacitated, do you mean dead?”


  “The shock was sufficient to cause unconsciousness but not death in a healthy adult human, as specified in subsection—”


  “You’ve probably landed me in a whole world of shit.”


  The pod said that it did not understand this remark.


  “Trouble.”


  “I am sorry,” the pod said. “I had believed that I had contained the problem.”


  “Open up. I need to stow my pressure suit.”


  By the time Brother Halga appeared, to announce that Rothar would speak with her again, Indira had desuited and run the sample of water through her chemical sniffer. Brother Halga did not mention the attempt to open the luggage pod; neither did Indira.


  As before, Rothar was standing in front of the roaring fire. If the room was a symbol of his power, then the fire was its focus. Her breakfast waited for her on the little table. Gruel, watery coffee, and a sticky, pale yellow liquid that was, Rothar said, mango juice.


  Her pressure suit could supply better food, but she drank the coffee to be polite. It was weaker than any of the excuses she had made up, as she had walked down the helical corridor with Brother Halga, to try and explain why she had trespassed in the old mining station.


  “You will work for me after all,” Rothar said. “There have been . . . developments.”


  “I’m not sure that I want to. And surely a man would be better than a mere woman.”


  “Ah. You have been researching us.”


  “A little. But I only need to know a little to realize how much I dislike the entire idea of you and your crew.”


  Rothar smiled. He had small, widely spaced teeth, like those of a young boy prematurely grown up. He said, “We do not despise women. We pity them, as we pity all of humanity. We are a contemplative order that prays for redemption from the mark of Satan that is imprinted in each of our cells.”


  “That’s very nice of you.”


  His smile went away. “You will work for us, Ms. Dzurisin. Or forfeit the penalty clauses of the contract you have already signed.”


  “From which you released me.”


  “Only verbally. Do you have a recording? I thought not. Then you have no proof that it ever took place.”


  “For a holy man, you don’t set much store by the truth.”


  “None of us are holy, child. And besides, a small lie will sometimes serve a higher truth.”


  Which could justify anything, Indira thought. No wonder religions had caused so much trouble on Earth.


  Rothar said, “It should not take long. You are an experienced hunter, and I will provide experienced divers to help you. We have men here from all trades. We aim to be self-sufficient. By the way, I hope our laboratory impressed you.”


  Indira looked at Rothar but said nothing. If he wanted to accuse her, she could accuse him of trying to tamper with her equipment. She had a pretty good idea of what the monks had been after. And there was the matter of what she had found in the water sample from the laboratory.


  “We no longer use that facility,” Rothar said, “but it has provided the basis of our farm’s profitability. Which is why—” his smile came back—“we will have to search you thoroughly after you have finished. Whether you catch the monster or not.”


  “Oh, I’ll catch it.”


  Meaning, I’ll show you what a woman can do, and shame you for your presumption that I’m less than you are merely because of my sex.


  She didn’t put the two things together. Her discovery, Rothar’s about-face. After all, the story about the weed was entirely plausible; he couldn’t know that she had evidence that he must be lying. She thought that it was a matter of pride. His. Hers.


  The two men who had been assigned to accompany her, Brother Fergus and Brother Finn, were competent and professional, but did not bother to hide their disgust at having to work with a woman. Fergus was dark and wiry and nervous; Finn was blond and burly and quiet, and one of the tallest men Indira had seen, overtopping her by half a meter. His head, covered with the hood of his dry suit so that only his face showed, was as big and bumpy as a boulder. His beard was white, and as fine as cornsilk; like Fergus’s, it was done up in a kind of net. Both monks made it quite clear that they thought that this duty was an insult to their dignity. Neither offered any information about the dragon. No sonar signals, no video grabs, no chemical traces.


  “We know it is there,” Finn said.


  “Still, I would like to see what evidence you have,” Indira said. “It would confirm that it is a dragon. The neurotoxins I use are class specific.”


  “It is a terrible monster,” Fergus said. “That’s all you need to know. We can no longer work the farm because of it.”


  He folded his arms defiantly. They were suited up and sitting in the pressure chamber. Finn and Fergus wore black dry suits and black stabilization jackets; Indira’s suit was white, her stab jacket yellow. Their scooters made the chamber crowded; they had to rest their feet on them. They were ready to go, but Indira insisted on talking first. She wanted to establish a plan of action and emphasize that they must stick to it. She did not trust them. She had filled her air-tanks herself, and done all her suit checks alone.


  Finn said, “We know where its lair is.”


  “Lair?”


  None of the big macroforms lived in the ice. They were creatures of the open water, spending long periods drifting in upwelling plumes, fixing carbon and storing energy for their attacks. And occasionally reproducing. They had been designed to operate for years—overdesigned, as it turned out. The Quiet War had been a rout.


  “It lives in the ice,” Finn said.


  “Near the farm,” Fergus said.


  They were a double act. The idea appeared to be to give away as little information as possible. It didn’t matter. Indira had worked with less—although of course she had never worked against a dragon.


  “We can do most of the work,” Fergus said.


  “In fact,” Finn said, “if you give us the neurotoxins we can do it all.”


  Neurotoxins were the major expense of hunting monsters. They had been tailored to specific classes of biowar macroforms by the wizards who had gengineered them. They were bought on license from the Three Powers Occupying Force, and only hunters were licensed to use them. Grey chemists had tried to isolate the specifics, but they were mixed with several thousand closely related chemicals. Indira had guessed that the vials of neurotoxin were what the monks had been trying to take from her luggage pod when it had zapped one of them. Having failed to get the neurotoxins, they were stuck with her.


  “I have already caught and killed one like it,” Finn said, deadpan.


  “She doesn’t need to hear that,” Fergus said, with sudden violence. “You were told—”


  Finn punched him on the side of the head and the little monk banged against the steel wall of the airlock and shut up, although he glared at Finn with genuine hatred. But Finn was smiling at Indira. He had about a hundred teeth, as gleaming white as an ice cliff. His blue eyes glittered with psychotic intensity.


  He said, “I really did. Do you want to know how?”


  Indira laughed.


  “You’re making a fool of yourself,” Fergus said, and flinched when Finn stuck his massive fist in front of his face.


  Finn said, “I didn’t have any fancy gear. No nets or shock bombs or toxins. I fought it one on one. We fought for days. The water boiled with the fury of our struggle. It took me down to the bottom of the ocean, thinking it would crush me and drown me. But I was too strong. It tried to escape then, but I held onto it. I broke open a vent and seared off its fins and its teeth with the lava that spewed out.”


  As he spoke, in a low voice as monotonous as Rothar’s, he brought his face closer and closer to Indira’s. His pupils were huge, so that his eyes were all black and white. Sweat stood out like oily droplets on his smooth, pale skin. His breath smelled bad: acetone, butanol, sweet rot.


  Indira was sure that he was flying on something. Perhaps drugs were part of the devotions of these strange, sinister monks. She said, as calmly as she could, “That’s a good story.”


  “It’s the truth,” Finn said. “You don’t believe it but that doesn’t mean it isn’t true.”


  “We don’t know how many are out there,” Fergus said. “No one knows how often they reproduce. There could be hundreds out there. Thousands.”


  “We don’t need to bring anyone in,” Finn said, still staring at Indira. “I can handle it.”


  Indira thought of the tanks in the laboratory under the old mining camp. The analysis had showed traces of metabolites and degradation products consistent with the presence of animal metabolism, although her sniffer had not been able to identify the type of animal. Perhaps Finn had caught a monster. Perhaps they had kept it in one of the tanks they had used to develop their strains of weed, although she doubted that it had been a dragon. A spinner, perhaps a juvenile mako. But not a dragon; even a newborn dragon would have torn up the lab. But why hadn’t they simply killed it? What had they used it for?


  Fergus leaned over and dared touch Indira’s knee. His black eyes were liquid with what Indira thought was genuine concern. “He gets wired up,” he said. “Don’t worry. We’ll look after you.”


  Finn said, “No more talk. We go.”


  Indira told him to wait. She had already checked her equipment, but now she wanted to check it again in front of the two monks, to show them what she had, to show them that she meant business, to puncture their contempt. The spear gun with its hollow tipped spears. The taser. The percussion bomblets, the sticky bomblets, the flares. The diamond mesh drift nets. The sonar. The motion detector. The sniffer.


  Both monks watched her closely, but said nothing. They carried nothing but ordinary spear guns and knives; a pouch of the kind of explosive charges used by construction workers hung from Finn’s harness.


  “All right,” she said at last. “Let’s do it.”


  Fergus allowed a little water in. Although it was filtered to remove its chemical load, it still had the rotten egg stench of hydrogen sulfide. Indira could feel its cold through the layers of her suit.


  They busied themselves in the small space, rinsing their face masks in the water and then spitting in them and rubbing the spittle over the inside of the glass of the visors so they would not fog up, checking the seals of their hoods and the straps that fastened the fins to their feet, their weight-belts and the harnesses that held their tanks, putting on their face masks and adjusting regulator mouthpieces.


  Fergus carried a little video rack and he switched on its lamp for a moment; harsh light flooded the chamber, bleaching out all colors. Then he opened the valve all the way and water gushed from the floor vent, filling the chamber in a few moments.


  The water of Europa’s ocean was at an average temperature of minus ten degrees centigrade. Although its freezing point was reduced because of its heavy concentration of salts, much of the water beneath the icy crust was half frozen into slush: grease ice and firm ice; brash ice and bergy bits. In places, though, currents driven by plumes from hydrothermal vents at the bottom of the sea, fifty kilometers below the surface, carried relatively warm, mineral-rich water to the bottom of the ice crust. Sometimes, currents driven by especially active vents melted the ice crust, and water and slush spilled across the surface of Europa like lava.


  Mines and farms were built over vent plumes. Mines sucked up the mineral-rich water; farms grew gengineered weed in the Europa equivalent of tropical seawater enriched with fertilizer.


  Even so, the water that flooded the chamber was at a freezing two degrees centigrade. As it rose around Indira, an intense ring of cold gripped her body, rising with the water and inducing a terrific headache right between her eyes. It was as if she had gulped down a liter of ice cream. The cold of the water was already sucking heat through her thin gloves. It stung the little bits of exposed skin where the seal of her face mask did not quite meet the seal of her hood; then the skin went numb. She bit down hard on the soft plastic regulator that filled her mouth and concentrated on her breathing until the first agony of immersion passed. The air that hissed through the regulator at each breath was dry and metallic.


  Fergus was staring at a little hand-held videoscreen. It switched every two seconds to show different views of black water under ice. His voice said in her ear-piece, “Looks clear.”


  Finn said impatiently, “They said it was clear. They switched on the lights to make sure that it was clear.”


  “But the thing can travel fast.”


  Their voices were thin and muffled and flat, sub-vocalizations picked up by throat mikes and processed for clarity.


  Indira said, “I hope it does come to us. Then we won’t have to go far.”


  “We’ll find it,” Finn said, and hit a big red button with his fist.


  The chamber rotated with a grinding noise. They spilled out into the black water, dragging their scooters with them.


  They were in a wide shaft. The bottom of the shaft loomed above, a massive blister of steel studded with grab rails and red and green lights. Someone moved behind one of the thick bullseye ports. The two men angled away and Indira followed. The white vee of her scooter hummed, its vents pushing out water in muscular streams on either side of her, pulling her toward the open water below.


  The two men were heading straight out at a fast clip past the finned radiators that bled waste heat into the ocean. They had not waited for her. It was a challenge, a typical male gesture. Indira paused to gauge the current, chose a long flat curve that would carry her ahead of them, and throttled up her scooter’s reaction motor.


  She had expected the farm to be big, but it was more than twice the size of her wildest estimate. The maintenance lights were on, and she could see that racks of weed stretched away on all sides of the bottom of the shaft, hundreds upon hundreds of them. Each rack was thirty meters long and five meters wide, bolted to its neighbors in a hexagonal array with orange flotation buoys at each corner, each array was linked at its six points to neighboring arrays and to pylons fixed in the ice roof of the ocean. Weed dangled down from ropes attached to the wire stretchers of the racks, filmy ribbons that in the weak lights glistened violet or purplish red or the reddish brown of dried blood. Mature weeds were a hundred meters long. The whole—weed, racks, rack arrays—flexed sinuously in the current, like the hide of a gently breathing beast. A haze of molecular sulfur, the waste product of the weeds’ carbon fixation, smoked off it.


  Unlike the green plants that decorated Phoenix’s public and private spaces, weeds did not need light to grow; the lights were for the workers who maintained the rafts and cropped mature blades. Green plants harvested light energy and used it to transfer hydrogen ions and electrons from water to carbon dioxide, forming the simple sugar glucose, with oxygen as a byproduct. But no light penetrated Europa’s kilometers-thick ice crust and there was no free oxygen in all its deep ocean: a fish would drown as quickly as a human. Like the indigenous microbes of Europa and chemolithotrophic bacteria of Earth, the weed used reduced inorganic compounds containing nitrogen or sulfur or iron instead of water and light to turn carbon dioxide into sugars.


  Most available carbon on Europa was in the form of carbon dioxide dissolved in the ocean beneath its thick icy crust. There had been proposals to crash a carbonaceous chondrite asteroid onto Europa to supply carbon that could be processed by vacuum organisms, but no one had been able to work out how to do this without splitting the crust and resurfacing half the moon. Shortly before the Quiet War, there had been a half-hearted attempt to reach agreement between the five inhabited moons to establish a carbon-mining facility at one of Jupiter’s Lagrangian points, but the plan had foundered in acrimonious arguments about sharing the start-up costs of purchasing mining rights to a suitable asteroid and moving it into orbit.


  Before the war, Europans had augmented their expensive greenhouses by drawing up water and using it to grow gengineered yeasts in big tanks, utilizing metabolic pathways copied from the indigenous microbes that grew in the crushing blackness at the bottom of the ocean, around the hydrothermal vents that opened along ridge faults. The Europan vent microbes had been the only known extant life-forms in the Solar System other than those of Earth. Their genetic code had been based on triplet base sequences strung on a DNA double helix, reinforcing the modified Hoyle-Wickramasinghe panspermia hypothesis that all life in the Solar System, including the long-extinct Martian microflora, had a common ancestor. On Earth, certain bacteria had combined and evolved into multicellular eukaryotes, into plants and fungi and animals. Perhaps this step required an oxygen atmosphere and the more efficient energy-generating metabolic pathways it could support; in Europa’s anaerobic ocean, nothing had evolved beyond the level of colonial microbes, which had formed crusts and sheets, lacework baskets and vases, and vast beds of long filaments, around the hot, black, mineral-rich water that issued from the vents. Life had not spread from these refugia; the rest of the ocean had been a sterile desert.


  Tailored biowarfare viruses released in the Quiet War had destroyed the industrial yeasts and the native microflora. Afterward, a Pacific Community cartel had introduced licensed strains of chemolithotrophic weed. Even with the premium license tax, the weeds were a cheaper source of fixed carbon than algal ponds or hydroponic greenhouses. Those supplied luxury food items; the weed provided the base input of fixed carbon to Europa’s expanding population, just as vacuum organisms growing on the methane and carbon monoxide ices and tars of carbonaceous chondrites supplied fixed carbon to the new Kuiper Belt settlements.


  In the midst of the monastery’s huge weed farm, Indira overtook Finn and Fergus and turned her scooter to face them as they vectored toward her. Her arms ached slightly and she worked one and then the other. Her headache had crept downward, a mantle of numbing cold that penetrated the dry suit and its three underlayers—a fleece liner, a quilted undersuit with a little skull cap, the liner from her vacuum suit. Her fingertips were numb inside the thin gloves; the little bits of exposed skin between hood and face mask were slivers of stinging pain. This would not go away. This would get worse. Yet she felt a thrill of elation vibrating in her core. She was here. She was doing her job. The close possibility of death made her more alive than at any other time. It was not something she could talk about, even with Carr. Only other hunters could understand it.


  Above was a rippling ceiling of hexagonal arrays of racks, with blades of weed trailing down like hair; below, fifty kilometers of black water. No sign of any movement down there on her sonar. The chemical sniffer that sampled water every few seconds showed no trace of metabolites specific to biowar macroforms. Her regulator valve rattled; dry air hissed. She checked the elapsed time on her mask’s head-up display—she had six hours of air in the two tanks she carried on her back, another hour in the emergency bottle clipped to the scooter.


  “I think she’s made a point,” Fergus’s thin, processed voice said in her earpiece, as the two monks swung in beside her.


  Boys’ games.


  She said, “I want to look at the damage this monster did.”


  Finn: “That’s where we’re going.”


  Fergus: “It’s at the southern edge of the farm.”


  Finn: “You follow us. Enough hot-dogging.”


  Yes, boys’ games.


  She let the men lead.


  They traveled a long way through the cold and the dark. Two kilometers, three. An endless skimming fall below waving ranks of weed. It occurred to Indira that she had seen no one working the farm’s racks. Surely there should be at least a hundred people out here, harvesting mature plants and stringing new ropes thick with sporelings. When she asked, Fergus said, “That’s because of the monster. Which is why we’re out here.”


  “You must have a lot of pressure chambers to handle the traffic.”


  “We manage.”


  Was that Finn or Fergus? Now she began to wonder how the monastery managed such a huge farm. Where were the facilities for servicing the huge numbers of divers that must be needed? Rothar had shown her the refectory filled with monks as a demonstration of his power—but there had been no more than a hundred men. Did all of them work the farm?


  The creepy feeling, which she had shed as soon as she had powered out into the cold dark water of the ocean, began to return.


  At last, an hour after they had set out, they finally reached the damaged section. It was near the edge of the farm. It was extensive: at least a hectare. Lights were blown or dimmed to a greenish glow. Whole sections of racks had been twisted free of the supporting pylons, and dangled disjointedly. Other sections were completely missing; presumably they had fallen away to crushing darkness at the bottom of the deep ocean.


  Weed grew over broken racks and twisted wire stringers, made complex knotted barricades that waved to and fro in a strong southerly current. Indira had to keep blipping her scooter’s throttle to stay in place. There were patches in the weed that looked as if they had been harvested very recently. It had been done by someone who knew not to cut at the gnarly node where the weed gripped the rope, knew to leave a length of blade to allow swift regeneration. The cuts were fresh, no more than two or three days old. Had the monks tried to salvage their crop after the monster had wrecked this section? If so, then why hadn’t they salvaged all of it?


  She said at last, “I’ve only seen pictures of what a dragon can do, but the damage to the racks is consistent.”


  “I told you,” Finn said. “I told you that I caught one.”


  Indira ignored this. She repeated what she had told them when they had first met. “This is a snoop dive. We’ll look around and then we’ll go back and make plans. It should take no more than another hour.”


  “She feels the cold,” Finn said.


  “I feel the cold,” Fergus said, and switched on his lights and took shots of Indira against the wreckage, moving around her with dainty frog-kicks. “Just for the record,” he said, when she protested that they were wasting time.


  “We do waste time,” Finn said. “We go to its lair. Time to finish this. One way or the other.”


  “Not here,” Fergus said. The thin synthesized voice somehow conveyed alarm.


  “I know not here. Come.”


  And then the big man was powering off into the dark beyond the wrecked edge of the farm. Indira followed hard on his heels, riding the smooth water in his scooter’s wake to conserve her own scooter’s power. She did not believe the story about a lair, but she knew that she would have to look. And then she could begin to make her own plans. She would kill the monster today or tomorrow, and then she could go home.


  Another long fall through black cold water. Once, she looked over her shoulder to check that Fergus was following, and saw that already the lights of the farm had dwindled far behind: a linear constellation of little sparks set in the vast cold night of the ocean. They were skimming along just beneath the icy roof. It was not flat, but undulated in long smooth swales, eroded by the relatively warm upwelling current. It glistened blue and green in the wide beam of the lamp of Indira’s scooter. Fringes of ferny platelet ice hung down everywhere, delicate growths that softened the swelling contours of the ice.


  Now the roof angled down—a smooth intrusion in the undulating ice, an upside-down hill. Indira followed Finn down the long slope. Her depth gauge pinged at every twenty-meter contour. She had nanoformed scavengers in her blood that prevented both nitrogen narcosis caused by high pressure and bubble formation caused by too-swift ascents, but the scavengers only worked within certain limits.


  They went down almost two hundred meters; then the slope steepened into a vertical wall, and they dragged below its inverted crest. Beyond was a chaos of slab ice where part of the crust had broken away and reformed. Habitat-sized chunks of ice stuck out at all angles, transparent blue ice shot through with white stress marks, like a jumble of giant, rough-cut gems. Finn slowed and Indira slowed, too. They drifted beneath the jagged chaos and came to a stop near a black rift that led back into the ice—a long gently curving slot like a grinning mouth.


  “This is where they went.”


  Indira did not know if Finn or Fergus had spoken—the distortion of their treated subvocalizations and a sudden surge of adrenaline in her blood obliterated the subtle distinction.


  “We will get them back.”


  Was that the same voice? Fergus had drifted a little way beneath Finn, who was shining a strong lamp into the rift. Fluted ice reflected its red light in a thousand splinters.


  “We finish the matter now.”


  That was definitely Finn.


  Indira’s chemical sniffer was flashing urgently. She called up the display. Strong metabolic traces, but no positive identification. Were there several types of macroform here? She started the sniffer’s analytical program and said, “There’s something in there. In a few minutes I’ll know what it is.”


  She turned up all her lights and cautiously edged into the mouth of the rift. A faint but steady current issued from it. The sniffer’s HPLC kicked in and started to flash spiky lines as it separated the unknown metabolites. She called up the chemical signature of a dragon as an overlay. And there it was buried amongst traces of other complex chemicals which the sniffer was unable to match against its library.


  “Got you,” she said, and something flew past her, a quick flash leaving a wake of bubbles that rose around her like a silvery rope.


  Her backbrain recognized what it was and she turned away in reflex before she realized that someone—Finn or Fergus—had fired some kind of self-propelled explosive charge into the rift.


  Then it exploded.


  The pressure wave clamped around Indira, lifted her, shoved her against the roof of the rift, took her again and dragged her down amongst the glistening smooth hummocks of its floor. Big chunks of ice fell with her, through a haze of chips and fragments that washed to and fro in the cross-hatched froth of aftershock currents.


  Someone was shouting, a thin voice like tearing metal. “Not this way! Not yet!”


  Somehow, Indira had kept hold of her scooter. She killed her lights and crouched amongst ice rubble. Strong, freezing cold currents washed back and forth over her. There were lights hung beyond the slot of the rift’s mouth, two clusters of lights, shining their high beams here and there. She realized that she had been set up. They would kill her here and blame the monster. Because of what she had seen, even if she did not understand what she had seen. Because she was a woman who had dared to trespass on men’s territory.


  And then something big shot past her. Someone screamed and one of the clusters of lights went out.


  It was the dragon.


  It doubled back, quick as thought. Indira tried to untangle her spear gun. She had an impression of something black and sleek, with two big fins or flippers that curled around a man-sized bundle.


  Then it was past, swimming strongly into the depths of the rift. Gone.


  It had taken Finn. Fergus’s small figure hung some distance from the entrance. “Keep away,” he said, as she angled toward him. “Keep away. I’m armed.”


  She kept going. A spear shot wide, disappearing into the black water to her right. She gunned her scooter and slammed into Fergus before he could recock his gun, spun him around, uncoupled the air hose from his face mask.


  His masked face was obscured by a sudden flood of silvery bubbles. He waved his arms in blind panic. She counted to ten and stuck the hose in his hand. “All right,” he said, when he had it back in place. “All right.”


  “You wanted me dead.”


  “Rothar said it was necessary. He said you would be bait for the monster.”


  “You were going to video it. You thought I would be almost certainly killed by the dragon. After all, I’m only a woman. And if I had killed it, you would have killed me, and made up a story.”


  Fergus didn’t deny it. He said, “Finn wouldn’t wait.”


  “He was a coward. Well, he’s dead now. That’s what dragons do.”


  “It has our workers,” Fergus said, pointing toward the rift. It was just visible as a shadow crescent cut into the ice blocks of the tumbled roof, at the edge of the overlapping circles of their lights.


  Indira said, “If it took them in there, then they’re as dead as Finn.”


  How many had the dragon killed? There were about a hundred monks now, but many more than that would have been needed to maintain the farm . . . Indira was very cold, and found it hard to follow any thought to its conclusion. Every few seconds, a tremor passed over her entire skin. That sleek black shape. Bigger and faster than anything she had ever seen before . . .


  Fergus made a choking, squealing noise. It was laughter, translated by his throat mike. “Oh no,” he said. “At least, they were alive a couple of days ago. They came out to feed. The dragon was with them. They ripped up the perimeter of the farm and disappeared before we could get them. You, you’re one of the dead, though. Rothar has seen to it.”


  Then he kicked out with surprising strength and broke free. She let him go. If Rothar was determined to kill her, one little monk wouldn’t be much of a bargaining chip.


  Fergus was a solitary star dwindling through the ocean’s black volume toward the distant constellation of the farm. His voice came faintly to her.


  He said, “Finn really did kill one. It was small, but he killed it.”


  And then: “Don’t try to follow me. You don’t have enough air. . . .”


  Indira had almost used up one of her two air-tanks. Apprehensive alarm suddenly fluttered in her chest. She switched to the second. Gas hissed through the regulator but there was no oxygen, and suddenly she couldn’t get her breath. Nitrogen. The fuckers had somehow filled her second tank with nitrogen! She switched back as red and black began to blot out her vision. She had about half an hour’s worth of air left, and the trip back would take at least an hour and a half. She had insisted on filling her air-tanks herself, but Finn or Fergus must have done some kind of switch, changing the compressor’s inlet from the standard nitrox mix to pure nitrogen. She checked the emergency bottle in her scooter, but she already knew. It had been filled with nitrogen, too.


  She did not have enough air to get back, but there was one place within reach where she could get air. The two men had not planned on the monster killing one of them. Finn’s scooter with its emergency bottle was gone, still falling toward the true surface of Europa, a fifty-kilometer fall that might take three days. But perhaps his main tanks were still intact.


  She had no other choice. And there was the mystery of the workers. Still alive, Fergus had said. Something had harvested patches of weed. Something was producing the chemical traces that overlay the dragon’s metabolic signature.


  She realized then what the workers must be. What the laboratory had been used for.


  She turned and powered back into the rift.


  Finn’s explosive charge had brought down a big ice fall, but the dragon had punched a hole in the middle of it. Indira shot straight through the ragged gap. She didn’t have time to waste.


  The passage went a long way, rising in a gentle left-handed curve. It was as smooth as a gullet. The gleaming ice walls confused Indira’s sonar, and she switched it off. The sniffer told her all she needed to know: increasing concentrations of the complex mixture of metabolic exudations, including the dragon’s fingerprint of methylmalonic acid semialdehyde, ketoisovaleric acid, and a triple peak of phosphatidic acids.


  When the passage suddenly opened out on all sides, Indira slewed to a stop and fired off a fan of flares. They ignited as they floated away, a string of harsh white stars that starkly illuminated the lower half of a vast chamber. Indira’s heart was beating quickly and lightly, driven by anticipation and dread. If this was not the monster’s lair, then she was fucked. She didn’t have enough air to get back out into open water.


  The flares floated higher. The chamber was easily twice the size of the Buddhist Temple in Phoenix. Chambers like this were common in the lower part of Europa’s icy crust, opened by stress flow and carved wider by intrusive currents until they grew too big, even in Europa’s low gravity, and collapsed. It was floored with chunks of ice that had fallen from the ceiling high above and fans of ice rubble slumped from the fluted walls. The chunks had been worn as smooth as pebbles by currents of relatively warm water.


  Movement at the edge of the shifting shadows cast by the string of floating flares sharpened the quick beat of her heart. Belatedly, she remembered to switch on her sonar. A cluster of small signals, things the size of a human child. Had the monster reproduced, then? Yes, but not more than once. That was why it had killed Finn. As for these . . .


  She guessed what they must be a moment before she worked out that the regular signal beyond the cluster of child-sized creatures was that of a set of racks bolted to the ceiling of the chamber. Of course. They had started their own weed farm; the currents that flowed through the chamber were as rich in sulfides and ammonium as those in the open water.


  Then a big signal was suddenly coming straight at her, angling down like a guided missile, brushing through the picket line of flares and sending them spinning. She barely had time to get out her spear gun and aim it. There was a very fine tremor in her arms, but now that it was happening she was quite calm.


  The thing came on and she did not fire. It was so very fast! She did not fire, and at the last moment revved the scooter and shot under the monster as it swept over her.


  She rolled in its wake and brought up her spear gun again as she came around. The dragon had already turned. It hung there in the glare of her lights and the drifting stars of the flares.


  She had seen pictures and brief video sequences of dragons, but she had never seen one in real life. No one had seen one in real life for more than ten years. Until now, she had not realized how beautiful they were.


  The dragon’s body was streamlined and compact, a long wedge of muscle twice her length, gloved in a flexible carapace of long black bony scales. Its fused rear flippers fanned out horizontally like a whale’s fluke, far wider than the span of her arms. Its pectoral fins were stretched out like bat’s wings. Three of the long fingers grew through the thick membrane they supported; they were tipped with long, sharp, black claws. Its mouth was wide and had a shark’s humorless grin, with several rows of backward-tilted ripsaw teeth. Not for feeding—it had no digestive system, fueling itself by pumping sulfide-rich water through internal lamellae dense with symbiotic carbon-fixing bacteria—but for attack. It was gaping wide now. Its forehead was humped and swollen, with a band of warty protrusions, electrical sensory organs on which it relied more than sight, although it kept one rolling blue eye on Indira. That eye was unnervingly human; she had the uncanny impression that someone was buried inside the monster’s carapace, peering out at her.


  No, not at her, she realized. At the spear gun and the spear racked ready for firing, at the spear’s explosive hypodermic tip, its charge of tailored neurotoxin. Even if it discharged into the water, the neurotoxin would be enough to paralyze the dragon, perhaps for long enough to kill it. If it could not pump sulfide-rich water over its symbionts, it could not generate energy, and after all this activity, it must have depleted the stored energy in its battery muscles. It would quickly die.


  Indira raised the spear gun and watched the dragon shift with precise flicks of its winglike pectoral fins, keeping its rolling blue eye on the tip of the cocked spear. For the first time in her life, she saw her quarry not as a monster, but as another thinking creature.


  Carefully, slowly, she inverted in the water and laid the spear gun amongst water-smoothed ice rubble on the floor. Came back right-side-up.


  The dragon hung there, watching her. Smaller shapes gathered high above and behind it, shadows moving to and fro against the guttering light of the flares, which had floated up amongst the hanging blocks of the ceiling. She could hear a faint chirruping of cross-talk.


  Still moving with dreamlike slowness, she took the emergency bottle from her scooter and vented it. The dragon sculled backward from the column of bubbles. Oxygen was poisonous to its symbiotic bacteria. But this was only nitrogen, and the dragon eased back to its original position.


  Still moving slowly, Indira took off her harness. She was careful not to tangle the hose that led from the one functional air-tank to the regulator in her face mask. She vented nitrogen from the second tank. This time the dragon did not shy back.


  It knew.


  The regulator valve rattled more deeply each time she drew a breath. The airtank was almost exhausted. She hung there in front of the monster, staring at its blue eye, small under the ridge of its swollen bony forehead. It must know that she was not like its enemies. Her dry suit was white and her stab jacket was yellow: compared to the monks’ utilitarian black, she was a tropical bloom. And all biowar macroforms had a good sense of taste. It must be able to tell that she was releasing a different set of chemical signals into the cold water, that she was not a man.


  The regulator rattled, and suddenly she could not breathe. It rattled again and her rib cage fully inflated, but she could not draw any air. She tried not to panic. She knew that she could hold her breath for more than three minutes. She tapped the regulator, tapped the air-tank.


  The monster watched, immobile, unfathomable.


  Indira stripped off her face mask, spat out her regulator and clamped her lips against the pressure of the freezing water. She wanted so much to breathe.


  A rapid fire of clicks and chirps.


  The cold salty water stung her eyes when she opened them. Something shot down, swooped between her and the dragon, dropped something, and shot away.


  Finn’s harness and his air-tanks.


  Indira dove for it. The mouthpiece of the regulator was half-bitten through, and the air-tank it drew on was empty. She prayed that Finn had not switched over to his second tank before the dragon had killed him, jammed the regulator in her mouth, tasting Finn’s blood and sputum, twisted the valve to the second tank, and drew a deep shuddering breath.


  A bullet of freezing cold sulfurous water hit the back of her throat. She choked on it, bubbles leaking from her mouth, and then realized that she was breathing again.


  More clicks tapped through the water. Small figures swooped down out of the darkness beyond and above the dragon. They hung in the black water on either side of its smooth bulk, gazing down as she hooked the hose of Finn’s air-tank to her face mask and turned it on full to purge the mask of water as she fastened it over her face. They were half her size—Alice’s size. Thick smooth coats of lustrous grey fur, sad brown human eyes, long vibrissae on either side of snouts swollen to the size of melons—they must rely on echo location as much as sight. They had the long, half-fused rear flippers of seals, but short, stout human arms where their pectoral flippers should be. Their hands were long-fingered, spread wide to show the webs between.


  The farm workers. The creatures Rothar had gengineered and used as slaves to increase the wealth of the monastery. The creatures that the dragon had freed.


  They clicked to each other using the flat, grinding teeth in their narrow jaws. They did not have the symbionts that fed the biowar macroforms. They needed to eat weed. They had to stay near the farm. But the dragon had shown them how they could live free. They could steal racks of weed and use them to start their own farm.


  The dragon moved forward. The long terminal finger of one of its pectoral fins scratched something on a table of ice. And then it flicked its body like a whip and shot away into the darkness. The workers trailed after it, kicking strongly through the water. One hovered for a moment, watching Indira, and then a sharp chorus of clicks sounded and it turned and followed its companions.


  Indira was alone. Cold and dark pressed all around the little bubble of light cast by her scooter’s lamp. She finned over to the flat table of ice, traced the crude but legible letters the monster had gouged with its clawed finger.


  No more war.


  Indira got back to the lock with less than an hour of air left. They had to let her in. She showed Finn’s explosive charges to the cameras and mimed slapping them against the hatch to make it clear that she would blow her way in if she had to.


  Rothar came to her as soon as she had cycled through. A burly monk stood just behind him. Indira was cold and exhausted, and her dry suit stank of hydrogen sulfide, but she straightened her back and looked right at Rothar. She did not bother to look at the bodyguard.


  She said, “Finn is dead.”


  “I know.”


  “The dragon killed him. Your workers were with it. They gave me Finn’s airtank. That’s how I survived your attempt to kill me.”


  She glared at Rothar defiantly. He was looking at a point somewhere behind her left shoulder. The dark blotches on his white face were vivid in the red light of the chamber. Only a slight tremor in his jaw betrayed the effort with which he was suppressing his emotions.


  Indira said in an angry rush, “You tried to steal my neurotoxins, but when you failed, you knew you would have to let me go after the dragon. And you wanted me out of the way after I saw the laboratory, but you couldn’t just get rid of me—too many people knew I was here. So you sent me out without enough air. The plan was that either the dragon would kill me and Finn would take my spear gun and kill the dragon, or I would kill the dragon and run out of air, and Finn would mutilate my body to make it look like I’d been fatally wounded by the dragon.”


  Rothar told his bodyguard to stand outside the door, and said mildly, “If you had given us the neurotoxins or let us take them, none of this would have happened.”


  “You had to kill me after I found the laboratory.”


  “Not at all. We tried to open your luggage pod as soon as you went outside to use your phone. But it was too well-defended and I had to implement a second plan. The only way to get your neurotoxins was to take them from you in the ocean, and the only way to take them from you was to kill you. I let you find the laboratory so that my community would condone your death because you had discovered our secrets.”


  Indira was too tired to feel either hatred or fear. She said, “You were certain the dragon would kill me. You expected it. After all, I’m only a woman. Fergus was supposed to video my death. And if I did kill the dragon, then I couldn’t be allowed to live because it would make a mockery of your creed. Either way, I had to die.”


  Rothar did not deny it.


  “Instead, the dragon took Finn because he had killed one of its scions. I don’t know what happened to his body.”


  “We will hold a service in memory of his soul.”


  “Your workers have escaped you. They will start their own farm.”


  Rothar said, “They will have to come back. They need certain vitamins and amino acids that the weed cannot provide. They know this.”


  Perhaps they had eaten Finn’s body. Or perhaps they had taken it with them. It would take a long time to even begin to decay in the cold anaerobic ocean. She said, “I don’t think they’ll be back.”


  “Then I will raise some more.”


  “And meanwhile, your farm will fail. And perhaps your new workers will escape, too. How intelligent did you make them?”


  Rothar smiled. “Intelligent enough.” He paused. He said, “Not as intelligent as the dragons.”


  She understood. She said, “You were a gengineer, on Earth.”


  Rothar looked at her for a moment, looked away. He said, “I was part of a team, Ms. Dzurisin. Unfortunately, I was not working on the dragons, or I would not have needed your neurotoxin.”


  “But you used that knowledge to gengineer your workers when you came here. Those blotches on your face—they’re from some kind of accident, aren’t they? You couldn’t get it treated, because then people would know that you had been working illegally. Finn killed a dragon, a juvenile. At first, I thought you caught it because you wanted to learn the secret of how the macroforms can live off the ocean, but now I think he killed it because he could.”


  “Finn was a useful man, but his propensity for violence could not always be contained. I did not need to learn any secret, Ms. Dzurisin. I already know how the dragons and the other biowar macroforms live. My workers are a type of macroform that was not used in the Quiet War. I altered their genotype to make them dependent on the weed they grow, but otherwise they are just as they were designed.”


  “The dragon that sired the one Finn killed came here looking for its scion. And found the workers.” Indira stared right at Rothar. She said, “I didn’t kill it. But you’ll want to pay me anyway.”


  Rothar said, with a note of amusement, “I don’t think so.”


  “I think so. I found the dragon but I didn’t kill it, and that’s why you’ll need me to negotiate with it.”


  Rothar folded his arms. He said, “We will talk, in my study. Get changed, Ms. Dzurisin. Get warm. Think about what story you will tell your colleagues once you leave here.”


  She knew then that she had won.


  The bus pulled away from the monastery and began to descend the road that switchbacked down toward the plain. By human clocks, it was the middle of the night; on the surface of Europa, at 2°S 84°W, it was just after dawn. The small, shrunken Sun stood just above the flat eastern horizon. Above it, Jupiter showed a wide, narrow crescent, a bow of yellow light bent toward Europa. Out there, on the plain of ice plates cross-hatched by triple-banded ridges, everything had two shadows.


  The bus said, “Did you find the monster? Did you kill it?”


  “I found something else,” Indira said.


  She thought of her daughter and her dreams of sea gardens full of benign animals. She thought of all the children of Phoenix, staring with avid fascination into the darkness of the ocean. She thought of the workers, and the monster that had adopted them. It was smarter than its makers knew. Perhaps it had learned wisdom in the black depths of the sea. Who knew what thoughts, what philosophies, the dragons spun as they hung in the cold and the dark and pumped life-giving water through symbiont-rich lamellae? Perhaps one day, Alice and her generation would find out.


  Indira would have to talk with the other hunters. There must be no more hunting for dragons. No more war. Perhaps they could help the workers, set up feeding stations where the creatures could get their dietary supplements of vitamins and essential amino acids. Perhaps they could learn the workers’ chattering patois. Make contact. Cooperate. And begin to make the ocean a place in which to live.


  Indira said, “I think I might have found something that Earth can’t do.”


  The bus didn’t understand. Indira wasn’t sure that she did, either, but it didn’t matter. Alice and all the other children would.


  Alien TV


  Before Alan Smith could get into the convention, he had to endure a few minutes of low farce at the registration desk. Although Howard had promised to arrange a day membership, the woman behind the desk, wearing an ExoCon 8 T-shirt, with a soft toy of an alien fastened to her shoulder like a pirate’s parrot, couldn’t locate Alan’s badge. She called over a colleague and they riffled through a printout and searched the boxes under the desk with an increasingly harried air. At last, the woman found him listed as “Friend of Howard Hutton,” mis-spelled his name in purple Magic Marker on a blank badge, told him to wear it at all times, and, before he could protest, pushed the pin through the lapel of his brand new merino wool Cerruti jacket.


  So Alan was feeling more than slightly pissed-off as he went around the desk and display boards which blocked the top of the broad flight of stairs, but then he saw the sports bar-sized screen at the far end of the big lounge and it was as if eleven years had dropped away. The screen was tuned to alien tv, of course. Not the compilation channel that played on cable, which flipped from one programme to the next every 30 seconds, but the real thing.


  It was one of the panoramic views, looking out over a valley wooded with parasol trees towards low, eroded mountains, the mountains blue against the indigo sky, the crowded caps of the parasol trees (reminding Alan of the umbrellas of shoppers jostling through the city centre in the cold Easter rain) dark violet mottled with glittering cyans and purples. Ruins of a tower stood salt-white in the middle distance; half a dozen aliens were gliding around its jagged top.


  Alan had seen the first decoded clips released by NASA when he and Howard had been engineering freshers and best friends at Cambridge, both of them science bugs from provincial city comprehensives, intimidated by the gilded arts students and the ancient rituals of the university. Alan, a sci-fi fan, had been more interested than most because here was the wondrous reality that his beloved science-fiction novels, with their gaudy covers, clumsy prose and stagy melodrama, had only approximated. Aliens living on a desert world half the size of Earth with a moon as big as Mars, twin planets really, only 50 light years away. Aliens simultaneously transmitting a thousand different TV programmes, saying hello to their neighbours. But it had been Howard who had dropped out of engineering to take astronomy and biology instead, Howard who had systematically collected and digested video tapes and NASA press releases and scientific papers and had written articles about the aliens for popular magazines; just before graduation he had published a three-page piece in the colour supplement of one of the Sunday papers.


  After university, Alan had joined an international company specializing in mass-transit systems, had married and started a family. His sci-fi collection had been sealed in a carton which moved with him unopened through various postings until it had been lost somewhere between Bangkok and Munich. Meanwhile, Howard had drifted into the freelance journalist scene in London. He had come to Alan’s wedding and had once visited Alan in Paris, his first posting, but gradually they had lost touch. Then, a month ago, Alan had found one of Howard’s books in an airport bookshop. Howard’s e-mail address had been printed at the end of the brief preface, and on a whim Alan had sent him a message. Howard’s response mentioned that he was to be a guest at a convention in Liverpool; Alan had a meeting with the city council that same weekend. The coincidence had been irresistible. They had arranged to meet.


  Alan had stayed in this hotel two years ago, during a corporate hospitality jaunt to Aintree, and had been amazed by the brazenness with which the city’s unofficial hostesses, in their tight, short, white dresses and bleached hair and artificial tans, had mingled with the racegoers in the big lounge which, with its chandeliers and tall gilt mirrors, was a replica of one of the Titanic’s passenger lounges. But there was no sign of that cheerful rowdiness now, although there were plenty of people sitting on banquettes around tables or in circles on the carpet. The lights in the big chandeliers were on, even though it was the middle of the afternoon, and the room had the dowdy, exhausted look of a place inhabited 24 hours a day. Alan walked slowly down its length towards the big screen and its strange alien panorama, but saw no sign of Howard. Most of the conference delegates were men, tending towards 40 or older, a sizable percentage with beards and straggly hair, wearing T-shirts or denim jackets and baggy jeans or sweatpants, the uniform of students 20 years ago. They talked animatedly or hunched together over laptops or palmtops; no one was watching the screen. There was a comradely buzz of conversation, a stale smell of beer and cigarettes. The ashtrays were overflowing; the tables were cluttered with empty glasses and bottles. It was like a cross between a computer fair, a science convention and an all-night party.


  Howard wasn’t in the bar to one side of the lounge either, nor in the “real ale bar” to the rear. Alan felt a mixture of amusement and frustration. It was so like Howard, famously absent-minded and always late for lectures, to have invited him and then to have forgotten all about it. Alan looked at the pocket program he had been given along with his badge. A panel on starship design, another on alien behaviour, a third on possible translations of their glyphs. Howard was giving a talk later in the evening, on the timeline of the aliens’ history, but it was after Alan’s flight was due to leave. Alan stood in the back of the room where the current program item was being held, someone showing slides and speculating about caste relationships in one of the non-flying species domesticated by the aliens and used as both labourers and a food source, but he couldn’t spot Howard amongst the rows of intent people and slipped out.


  And there Howard was, coming down the stairs on the far side of the lounge, talking with a heavily made-up woman in a business suit and followed by a man with a professional video camera up on his shoulder. Howard was better dressed than Alan had expected, in suit and tie and polished brogues, his wiry hair short and neat, a bit of a paunch stretching the front of his shirt, but otherwise Howard, the same square white face, the same gold-rimmed spectacles, the same grin when he saw Alan coming towards him as he said goodbye to the TV people.


  Alan bought pints in the bar and they caught up. Howard still had the same braying laugh, the same way of adjusting his spectacles by pinching their bridge between thumb and forefinger. Their frames had marked his damp white skin. He still bit his nails, Alan saw, but his fingers were no longer inkstained. Screens banked along one side of the bar were showing various channels of alien TV. Howard kept glancing at them, their light sliding over the lenses of his spectacles. He had brought a paperback copy of one of his books, and signed it with a cramped yet fastidious hand.


  “I still remember what you said when the first clips were shown,” he told Alan.


  “I remember how pissed we all were.”


  NASA had released the clips at six o’clock Eastern Standard Time, eleven at night in Cambridge, pub closing time. The TV lounge of the college had been crowded with raucous undergraduates drinking from cans of lager or beer.


  Howard said, “We were drinking coffee.”


  “So we were. God, yes. The only sober people in the room. And that woman, what was her name? The mature postgraduate.”


  “Eileen O’Neil.”


  “Right. She said that it was like the first moon landing.”


  “It was more important than that,” Howard said.


  “Well, it was a long time ago, anyway. Eleven years. Jesus.”


  “It’s still important,” Howard said.


  There was an awkward silence. At last, Alan asked about the publishing business, genuinely interested in how Howard managed to scratch a living.


  “I get by,” Howard said, with an evasiveness that might be mistaken for modesty if you didn’t know him better. He had never liked talking about himself; Alan had known him for two years before he realised that his parents were divorced. He still stooped, as if mortified by the presence his height lent him.


  “It’s amazing,” Alan said. “I mean, that you can make money with this.”


  “It was the biggest thing in a thousand years,” Howard said. “The public interest didn’t last, but there are still plenty of people all over the world studying the aliens. Your company keeps track, I bet. Most big companies do. And the people here keep track too.”


  The response was so smooth that Alan wondered if it was the kind of soundbite Howard gave to TV people. He said, “Of course we keep track. We’d be foolish not to.”


  All the big discoveries had been made years ago, of course, but, like its competitors, his company still monitored the alien TV broadcasts, using AIs to sift out anything potentially interesting. Otherwise, people watched alien tv about as much as they watched, say, QVC. A few watched all day; some watched for a few minutes with the same kind of inert fascination (how long can that guy talk about car wax? Just what is that freak thing doing?); most, like Alan, caught a few seconds while flicking past late at night, in the usual hunt to confirm that, yes, there was nothing worth watching on any of the hundred cable channels.


  Howard said, “There’s a lot more to it than stealing their technology. Exobiology, behavioral studies, language, history, just to begin with.” He ticked them off on his fingers, hunched forward in his chair so that his knees brushed Alan’s. Alan pulled his chair back a little, but Howard didn’t notice. He said, “The aliens have been civilised for at least a million years. They want us to know all about them, and the amount of information in their broadcasts is phenomenal. Of course, companies like yours look for stuff to steal, and universities have research programmes, but alien TV is like astronomy. Most comets and novas are still spotted by amateurs, and there’s plenty of room for amateurs to make valid discoveries by watching alien tv. We pick up the stuff no one else bothers to watch. AIs are programmed to sift data in a limited number of ways, but the human mind is infinitely flexible.”


  Alan laughed. The same old Howard, earnestly pedantic, hoping to win any argument by sheer weight of words. He said, “You don’t have to convert me. I used to watch that stuff as much as you.”


  “It’s still just as much fun,” Howard said, glancing at the screens as he leaned forward to pick up his pint. “We could watch a thousand years and still have things to learn.”


  Alan laughed again. “You sound . . . evangelical.”


  “It’s what I do,” Howard said. “You might think that I don’t have a proper job, but this is it. I’m off to the States later this year. They hold a big convention every year, over the Labor Day weekend. Five thousand people from all over the world.”


  “And do they find anything? Anything important, I mean.”


  “If you mean commercially important, no. But that’s not the point. It’s the sense of wonder, like your old science-fiction books. One of the other GOHs here used to be a science-fiction writer, in fact.”


  “GOH?”


  Howard grinned and said, as if confiding a clue to a secret code, “Guest of Honour. It’s great for egoboo, but nice to meet your readers, too.”


  They had another drink, and Howard insisted on showing Alan around the dealer’s room. There was a stand for a company selling the satellite dishes and decoders needed to access the alien TV broadcasts relayed from the joint NASA-ESA radio telescope. Trestle tables were loaded with racks of data needles containing thousands of stills or hours of edited video sequences, magazines, self-published theses as thick as bibles, computer programmes for image capture and analysis, models and sculptures of aliens and alien buildings, maps, field guides to the flora and fauna of the alien planet and its moon, exquisitely detailed dioramas of landscapes, even a table of tattered sci-fi paperbacks.


  Howard chatted knowledgably to the dealers, signed copies of his book brought by deferential fans. This was his element – more important than alien TV to these people was the culture they had created around it. He had never really grown up, Alan realized – still the same fascination with trivia, the same selfish irresponsibility. He wanted Alan to stay around for his panel, and said that afterwards the convention committee would take them out for a meal in this great Greek restaurant, but Alan made his excuses. In truth, he felt a touch of claustrophobia, surrounded as he was by the products of tens of thousands of hours squandered on simulated scholarship no one would ever read. The last thing he needed was to be trapped in a taverna with a bunch of obsessives.


  “We should keep in touch,” Howard said. “I’ve always said companies like yours could learn a lot from us.”


  “It’s not really my field,” Alan said carefully.


  “But it touches on everything. You know,” Howard said earnestly, “I still remember what you said when we saw the first broadcast, that nothing will ever be the same again. You were right. Alien tv changed us, and it’s still changing us.”


  “I said that?” Alan felt now that he was being manipulated, that Howard wasn’t interested in him because of their old friendship, but because of his connections. He said, knowing how feeble it sounded, “Listen, Howard, it was nice to meet up again, but I really do have to go and get ready for my flight. Don’t let me hold you up.”


  But Howard followed Alan out through the revolving doors into the rain, and was still talking about the importance of his work as Alan got into a taxi. “The beauty of their world,” Howard said. “And ethics, and philosophies we can’t even dream of. The intangible that stands behind the tangible. By using their technology without understanding them, we’re changing ourselves in ways we can’t predict!”


  He had to shout the last, because Alan had shut the door and the taxi was pulling away.


  Alan went back to his own hotel and packed and called his wife, then took the elevated train (a subsidiary of his company ran it) out to the airport. He sat in the bar until his flight was called, chatting with a couple structural engineers whose company also had a share in the construction of the space elevator. The feeling that he had escaped from some suffocating dream slowly left him; after the second drink the whole unfortunate episode began to take on a comic aspect, and before he left he managed to make a couple of jokes about it to his new companions.


  Nairobi was only an hour away by scramjet. Alan looked out of the port (every seat was a window seat in business class) and drank a gin-and-tonic and ate chilly peanuts from their vacuum sealed foil while the blue-white curve of the Earth turned below. His wife was there to meet him in the crowds at the airport, and she drove him through the dusty streets out to the compound where they lived. It was evening here, still very hot. The elevator stood against thunderclouds to the north-west, limned by blinking warning lights, vanishing into the bruised sky like a huge version of the Indian Rope Trick. Alan’s firm had just won the contract to build and service the huge elevator cars, each as big as a ten-storey office building, that would shuttle between the Earth’s surface and the terminal in geostationary orbit.


  Later, after he had given his son and daughter their presents and helped the nanny with their bathtime, and picked over an unwanted dinner, Alan sat in his big leather chair in his den, sipping a gin-and-tonic, restlessly flicking through the channels on his screen. And there was the alien TV, one of them facing the camera or whatever they used, gesticulating with half a dozen limbs, including the bright red thing that looked like a long spiny penis, then flip, an aerial shot of one of their roosts, hundreds of tall thin spiky towers studded with openings and platforms and ledges that reared up out of scrubby desert with tens of thousands of aliens swooping and gliding at all levels, flip, a view across the rolling green grassland of the alien’s big moon, with the alien’s planet a blue-white chip stuck in the dark sky, flip, aliens clustered around some huge half-dismantled machine under a tented roof of gauzy material, flip, hundreds of ape-like creatures working in a flooded field, flip, a wide canal running across a red desert, flip, flip, flip . . .


  What did it matter exactly how old their civilization was; whether or not they were on their way here to eat us or conquer us or sell us the squidgy things they sometimes rubbed over their bodies; whether the formal battles they fought, hand-to-hand aerial combat above the vast natural amphitheatre of a shield volcano, were over religion or whether use of red- or blue-banded squidgy things was more correct? They were aliens. What they did was inexplicable. Only the few broadcasts which utilized the universal language of physics and mathematics were comprehensible, and only what human minds and hands did with the knowledge gleaned from those broadcasts was important. The space elevator, the use of artificial photosynthesis to end world hunger, the extension of human lifespan, pinch fusion, the ceramics used in scramjet motors, monomolecular films: all developed from clues gathered from watching alien TV, but developed by people.


  Alan had been lucky enough to live through those few months when everything in the world had changed utterly and forever. But it was not possible to recreate the excitement of the first months after alien tv had started, the banner headlines, the thousands of hours of speculation on tv, the T-shirts and dolls and instant books, the bombing of a NASA ground station by Catholic extremists who claimed alien TV was a conspiracy by an alliance of Zionists and atheists. It had been something everyone had to have an opinion on, but then the media had moved on to the next thing which had caught the fickle public imagination. The world had moved on, leaving alien TV to the research-and-development laboratories, university academics, and obsessives like Howard.


  So why, with the screen flickering through a series of otherworldly images, did Alan feel as if he had lost something? As if he suspected that Howard was still possessed by a secret which had once possessed him, but which he no longer possessed?


  He sipped his gin-and-tonic and watched alien TV until his wife called to him. He flicked off the screen and dutifully went up.


  Before the Flood


  The two men, one middle-aged and one young, are squashed together behind the pilot of the little Bell helicopter. They wear fat ear-protectors against the roar of the helicopter’s engine and blue FBI windbreakers, and are talking over the intercom link. Below, dry, rounded hills dotted with scrubby darkgreen junipers speed by. It is summer, late in the afternoon. Deep shadows lie in the saddles between the hills. “I’m not sure if I want to do this.”


  “You’re already doing it, John. You’re doing fine.”


  “I left and I didn’t ever want to come back.”


  “You’re being a great help to us. Don’t think we don’t appreciate it.”


  “That’s a double negative. How am I supposed to take reassurance couched in a double negative?”


  “I mean that you’re doing fine.”


  “I don’t feel fine. Are you sure he’s dead?”


  “We’re pretty sure. You just have to look –”


  “I’ve never seen a dead body before. Isn’t that odd? I mean, I’m 38. You’d think I would have seen a dead body by now.”


  “You’ll be fine, John,” the younger man, the FBI agent, says.


  John Kosik looks through the perspex bubble of the helicopter’s cabin at the dry, ochre hills of Utah. He does not feel fine. He left this behind for a very good reason, and now, seven years later, he is back because Michio’s followers are either dead or in flatline comas, and the FBI want to know if Michio is amongst them.


  The helicopter lands near a white, fat-wheeled all-terrain van waiting on an unpaved track at the top of one of the hills. John asks why they aren’t going all the way in the helicopter, but the young FBI agent merely shrugs and says, “Procedure.”


  As soon as they have climbed out, the helicopter dusts off, turning away into the sky with a hellish roar. John hunches against the downblast of its rotors. The hot dry air stings his sinuses; the smell of sun-baked rock and juniper needles brings back a flood of unwelcome memories. He shouts, “You think he’s still alive! You’re afraid of him!”


  “We’re pretty sure he’s dead,” the agent says, leading him by the arm towards the van. The driver has already started the motor.


  They drive fast along the switchback road, a banner of dust trailing behind. John knows this road well, and feels unwelcome memories stir. There is the cluster of notices, pockmarked with old bullet-holes, warning people that this is private property, and there is the long chainlink fence Michio had built around the 3,000-acre compound. The gate is smashed down. The road climbs through a stand of pinon pines to the crest of the ridge, and there is the deep valley spread beyond the white crescent of the dam and the cluster of towers.


  “Look at those things,” the young agent says. “Just like alien tv.”


  At first glance, the towers are just like the towers of the roosts depicted on one of the panorama channels of alien TV: tall and thin and organic, twisted like halfmelted taffy, fretted with windows and ledges. But they are coated in black piezoelectric polymer, and their lower flanks are studded with big screens which all, judging by the synchronous movements which march ant-like across them, seem to be tuned to the same channel of alien tv.


  “I don’t watch TV any more,” John tells the agent. “Not alien TV, anyway.”


  “I used to, when I was a kid. It gave me weird dreams.”


  “I mean real alien TV, not the commercial channel. The raw material, not the edited highlights.”


  John knows that if you know how to watch them properly, the alien images can tangle with the mythopoeic images hardwired in the human cortex. They can give you seriously weird bad dreams. That was what happened to everyone in the early days of the colony, but John got out. He escaped. He had not seen any dead bodies, no, but he knew people had been killed that night, when the madness took them and he woke a kilometre downstream, naked, with someone else’s blood under his broken nails and in his mouth.


  He escaped, and tried to put the past behind him. There was reconstructive surgery, a nervous breakdown, a slow recovery. The dreams of things stalking him at night, the paralysing visions of people’s faces melting into animal masks, the fear of crowds, slowly left him. He married, took a job in a college in New Hampshire, teaching English. He has a daughter, two years old, an amazing gift of hope and renewal. Seven years, free and clear. And then the FBI came for him, and he realized that he hadn’t escaped after all.


  The young agent is asking him something, asking if he is okay.


  “A touch of travel sickness.” Yes, because he is travelling back into the unwelcome past.


  The van speeds down the switchback road into the valley, through the shade of pinon pines and tall blue eucalyptuses and out into the hot blast of the late-afternoon sunshine. The tamed river trickles over and around sandstone boulders. FBI vehicles are parked on a wide gravel apron in a bend in the river a little way downstream of the towers. RVs with microwave antennae and satellite dishes on their roofs, ordinary saloon cars, and a boxy armoured car with mesh over its slit windows. Beyond is the white dome of a pressurized tent. People are moving about purposefully. The whole place has a circus air.


  John says to the agent, “You were expecting trouble.”


  “Of course. But it was all over when we got here.”


  Still, as he follows the young agent towards the tent’s white dome, John can’t help noticing that the FBI men and women are wearing bulletproof vests under their windbreakers, and that most are armed with pistols and rifles. The local agent in charge of the investigation, Buck Gilmore, is waiting outside a kind of airlock tunnel that leads into the tent. A tall, powerfully built man in his 50s, dressed in a white shirt with pearl buttons, blue jeans and cowboy boots, thinning blond hair brushed back from his craggy face, blue eyes that seem to search John’s thoughts.


  “We appreciate this,” Gilmore says. “How was the trip? Can I get you anything? Soda? Water?”


  “Let’s just get it over with,” John says.


  He is very afraid, but it is not so bad once they go inside. The tent is pressurized and air-conditioned, noisy with fans and pumps. Harsh lights glare atop tall metal poles. There is a smell of ozone and disinfectant overlying something sweetly nauseous. Those in comas are laid out on metal-framed cots, monitor screens over their heads and stands from which hang clusters of IV bags beside them. Their chests rise and fall in time to the tick of respirators which pump air through the tubes taped over their mouths. The dozen or so dead lie beyond on green plastic sheets that John suddenly realizes are open body bags, packets of documentation by their heads.


  “Take your time,” Gilmore says, but John wants to get this over with and moves quickly between the rows, forcing himself to look carefully at each empty face. First the living, all of whom have been altered to some degree, far more than he ever was. All are very tall and thin; some have had their faces reconstructed to look like the aliens’ bony masks; a few seem to be wearing tattered capes – huge flaps of skin extending from shoulder blades to hips and wrists. There are no children, a blessing. And then the dead, whose dry eyes look up at him from half-closed lids. The dead are all unmodified. Their torsos are marked by deep slash wounds mercifully washed clean of blood.


  When John reaches the end of the last row, Gilmore says, “Nothing?”


  “I don’t think so.” He recognizes no one, not Grace or Hunter or Roanne, nor any of the other original colony members. He says, “The plastic surgery is more extensive than it was when I was here.”


  It was done by a colleague of Michio’s, Eden Galich, a paediatric surgeon who learnt how to do the cosmetic surgery Michio wanted from textbooks and experiments on willing volunteers. The scars down John’s sides and back itch reflexively.


  Gilmore says, “It’s more than plastic surgery. They were hiring a team of body designers on a regular basis. There are 47 here. There should be 48. Most have had talons implanted, which wiped out their fingerprints. And dental records are useless in more than half the cases. Well, DNA will tell, but it’ll take time.”


  “You think he’s still alive.”


  Gilmore’s sharp gaze transfixes him. “Apart from these people, you are the only one to have spoken with Dr Perl since he set up this community. Would he have killed himself?”


  John has already been interrogated on the flight from Boston to Salt Lake City. He gives the same answer now. “I don’t know. I don’t think so. Please, can we go outside?”


  Gilmore lights a cigarette and says, “Let’s stroll by the river a little. You think about what you’ve seen and tell me anything that comes to mind.”


  Gilmore has someone bring them bulletproof vests. They are light but rigid, cased in blue nylon. Gilmore shows John how to do up the buckles at the sides. They start to walk upriver, towards the towers. Two sharpshooters start to trail after them, rifles slung on their shoulders, but Gilmore dismisses them. Men and dogs are working through the pinon pines on the far side of the river.


  John asks, “How did it happen?”


  “Someone used a mobile phone, shouting for help. We think it was Alice Paley, one of the recent recruits. When the local police arrived, they came under fire at the perimeter fence. Someone was shooting from a position in the trees. They responded, and when the shooting stopped they went in. And then they called us. Most of Dr Perl’s people were laid out in deep, unresponsive comas. The rest were dead, scattered downriver, or along the road. My best guess is that there was a dispute. Perhaps some of the people here wanted to get away, and while they were being hunted down the police arrived. Then there was a Jonestown scenario, except the followers here didn’t drink cyanide-laced orange juice, but were injected with a cocktail of drugs. The medical examiner says their higher brain functions are destroyed. The question is, why didn’t they simply poison themselves?”


  John thinks that Gilmore has it right, except that the dead weren’t trying to escape. He says, You probably know more than me. I’m sure you kept an eye on this place—you know how many people lived here, for instance.”


  Gilmore draws on his cigarette. He says, “Dr Perl’s methods weren’t exactly legitimate, but I understand that some people in government are interested in the results. But our monitoring was pretty low-key. No infiltration, no bugs.”


  “We used to do an intensive search for cameras and transmitters every so often,” John says, remembering. “We always found one or two.”


  “Well, they got better at finding them. So I really do know very little about it. I’d appreciate it if you’d tell me what you know.”


  John wonders uneasily about just what Gilmore does know. For instance, does he know about the madness from which John fled?


  Gilmore sits on a boulder by the water’s edge, lights a second cigarette from the butt of his first. The sun is setting behind the towers, and their shadows tangle across the boulders of the half-dry river bed. The screens glow brightly with the light of another world, all showing the same jerky aerial perspectives of vast fields stretching away under an indigo sky.


  Gilmore blows a riffle of smoke, crosses his legs at the ankles. “Tell me about it from the beginning,” he says.


  John is too nervous to sit. He says, “The idea was to live like the aliens as much as possible. Michio said that we would be like pioneers, discovering new territory inside our own heads.”


  “Was this when the project was set up?”


  “No, afterwards. After it was shut down and we came here.”


  “Back up a bit,” Gilmore says. “Start at the beginning.”


  The alien broadcasts were first picked up 20 years ago, a thousand compressed TV channels transmitted in the so-called water-hole frequency range, between the natural emissions of free hydrogen and hydroxyl radicals. The broadcasts provided vast amounts of detail about the aliens’ home world, with its big moon and vast desert basins, their technology and their agriculture, their domesticated slave species and their cities, their physiology and anatomy, but nothing of their psychology, not even something as simple as the reason why they had started the broadcasts.


  In human beings, the impulse to tell stories is very strong: society is woven from shared fictions; personality from long-term memories laid down by the narratives of our dreams. Life without memory is no life at all, and memory without narrative structure is no memory. Every newly discovered Stone Age tribe in the rain forests of Brazil or Borneo has its origin myths, its stories explaining where people and animals and diseases came from, explaining why the world is the way it is. And all myths, even those of the most isolated tribes, share common roots, for mythopoeic symbolism is derived from the hardwiring of the interface between sensory nerves and the cortex. The storytelling impulse is the foundation of human consciousness. Even artificial ways of thinking about the world – mathematics, science – are strongly marked by the narrative arrow.


  But the aliens appeared to lack any overt narrative ability; they had no fiction or drama, no music or organized religion; their mathematical system was non-deductive, lacking any conception of proof and derivation, relying instead on powerful heuristic techniques. Michio Perl, a medical researcher with degrees in psychology and social and biological anthropology, was the leader of a research group trying to determine underlying narrative structures in alien TV, using cluster analysis, statistical evaluation of association between images, vector analysis of framing and tracking, and a host of other techniques. Progress was slow. While tangible benefits were flowing from analysis of alien technology, accelerating advances in material science, fusion technology, medicine and many other fields, the aliens themselves remained as opaque as ever, and public interest in them was waning. After eight years, at the end of an interminable series of reviews, the team’s funding was withdrawn.


  John tells Gilmore, “You have to understand that Michio was very persuasive – a true charismatic. He moulded us from the first, and he responded to the crisis with what seemed to be magnificent idealism.”


  “And so he led you here, into the wilderness.”


  Michio persuaded the film producer, Abner Bronson, to gift them a parcel of land. The colony, as Michio renamed his team, liquidated their assets and provided the labour. They stole – liberated was Michio’s term – the computers, screens and other equipment from the institute. They built the first cluster of towers while living in tents through the baking summers and freezing winters, existing on welfare food and the occasional bounty of a deer or a horse. They recruited new members from vagrants, itinerants and runaways, using a technique of sexual enticement, flirty fishing, borrowed from a late-20th-century cult. They dammed the river, which was prone to flooding, and channelled its flow through a sluice to generate electricity. They built hang-gliders and microlights so that they could imitate the flight patterns the flocks of aliens wove above their roosts.


  Gilmore smokes two cigarettes while John summarizes the colony’s history. Now he lights another and says, “You never spoke out against your colleagues after you left.”


  “I wanted . . .” John is struck by dizziness, as if he is somehow falling into the past. He sits down hard on warm stone. He says, “I thought I’d put it all behind me.”


  Gilmore sees his distress and says, almost kindly, “You’ll be done here soon enough. If he’s alive, I doubt he’s here. There’s an APB out for him. If he’s alive and out there, we’ll pick him up soon enough. We’ll have to search the towers anyhow, of course, and that’s going to be some job. They’re just lousy with crawlspaces, passages, nests of tiny rooms. Each one a real maze.”


  “I know,” John says, looking up at the towers. “I helped build the first of them.”


  There are many more towers than he remembers. The first were a cluster of half a dozen, no more than three or four storeys high, but these are dwarfed by newer structures, twenty, thirty of them standing on either side of the river, some more than a hundred metres tall, the lower parts of their black surfaces studded with screens. All the screens are playing the same scene, aliens flying low above vast irrigated fields where hundreds of individuals of one of the slave species flee in disorder . . .


  John says, “He’s still there.”


  Gilmore has masked his blue eyes with mirrorshades; these flash when he turns to look at John. He says, “In the towers? Damn, I knew it was a good idea to bring you here. How do you know?”


  “Because I spent years studying the aliens, and Michio has spent even longer trying to think like them. Because—”


  A siren whoops; John whirls around, his heart racing. A dozen ambulances are ploughing down the trail towards the FBI’s encampment, blue lights twirling. “It’s okay,” Gilmore says. “We’re evacuating the coma victims.”


  “No,” John says. “No, I don’t think you should do that.”


  Gilmore grins. “Another hunch, Dr Kosik? You still haven’t explained –”


  “The dam. Did you search the dam?”


  “Sure we did. Found two of the dead there. You think –” And the sharp thunder of an explosion echoes down the valley. Birds loft from the trees as a geyser of water and concrete dust shoots up. John begins to run towards the nearest of the towers. Gilmore runs after him, shouting questions lost in the sudden roar as the river’s flow suddenly surges, white water swirling and smashing around boulders. Then with a dull rumble the dam, weakened by the explosion, gives way. A wall of water and debris pours down the valley, smashing into trees, swirling around the towers. One of the towers nearest the dam crumbles under the impact, dropping straight down into the tawny water.


  The flood is swirling their waists when John and Gilmore reach the nearest tower, and it rises rapidly, chasing them up the narrow steps of the helical staircase. John stumbles and is almost dragged down, but Gilmore hauls him up. The worst of the flood is already subsiding. They walk around and around the stairs, lit by beams of sunlight that strike through narrow window slits, and climb out onto the platform that crowns the top of the tower.


  They are 50 metres above ground, their clothes soaked through and steaming in the heat. John is shaking with reaction. He has banged up his left knee, and sits with his feet dangling over the edge of the big round platform while Gilmore paces the perimeter of the tower, talking into his phone. Below, muddy water filled with the debris of broken trees chases around the feet of the towers. The screens flicker eerily underwater, still showing the loop of the alien hunt. Downriver, the big tent has vanished, washed away by the tidal wave. Ambulances and RVs are smashed up against trees and boulders. People are shouting to each other, their voices small and distant. A dog barks and barks and barks. Upriver, a diminishing spout of water pours through the gash in the dam’s white crescent.


  Gilmore folds away his phone and says flatly, “You know.”


  “I’m not sure . . .”


  You’d better tell me, mister. I’m not sure how many of my people have been hurt, and I know for a fact my 500-dollar boots are fucked.”


  “I know what we used to do. We imitated as many of the aliens’ overt behavioral patterns as we could—the flocking dances, the so-called aerial-combat rituals, the hunting of certain slave species. Michio insisted that these would encode the aliens’ mythic impulses, just as Mircea Eliade theorized that true human myths were codifications of shamanistic rituals, rituals which narrate the creative activity of supernatural beings and constitute the paradigm of all significant human acts. Michio wanted us to think like aliens, and for a while it seemed to work. But I think he was wrong.”


  Madness overtook the colony when enactment became reality, but John cannot bring himself to tell Gilmore about that. It would implicate him in murder. Gilmore is staring hard at him, and he looks away. He says, “I think all this happened for a reason. I don’t think the people who were killed were running away. They were hunted down.”


  John has a sudden memory of riding a hang-glider in the strong thermals above the cliffs downriver, swooping towards prey clumsily splashing through water, so strong that the muscles in his arms spasm and dizziness almost makes him topple over the edge of the platform. He scrambles back, shaking, his gorge rising in his throat. His hands have become fists; his nails are dug into his palms.


  Gilmore says, “It happened before, didn’t it? They hunted you. Or wait, fuck. You had surgery after you left. You were one of the hunters.”


  “All of the dead were slaves,” John says. “That’s why they weren’t modified. That’s why the TV pictures—”


  He stands up and points, because a hang-glider has dropped away from the crag above the broken dam.


  Gilmore turns and says, “Son-of-a-bitch,” and snaps open his shoulder holster and pulls out a little automatic pistol as the hang-glider breaks off its gyre and stoops towards the tower. He braces himself and manages to get off two shots as the hang-glider rushes straight at him. John throws himself down as the hang-glider’s shadow booms overhead and the pilot swings in his harness and rakes Gilmore from neck to belly with his clawed feet. Gilmore spins around and topples backwards off the platform, a surprised expression on his face.


  John lunges after him but he is already gone and the hang-glider is circling back. John waits, every thought cleanly erased by shock, as the hang-glider drops down towards the platform at a steep, stalling angle, the pilot running forward two or three paces and shucking his harness, the hang-glider’s white diamond tipping up behind him.


  “The prodigal returns,” the pilot says.


  It is Michio, of course, but so transfigured that John knows him only by his voice. Hairless and starveling thin, ribcage expanded with a lattice of bones sharply defined against the leathery skin, folds of skin linking arms to hips, arms and legs extended to inhuman proportions, fingers and toes armed with thick, curving talons. Only the eyes, embedded in the bone-white mask of the face, are human.


  “Why did you do it?” John’s hands are raised defensively, and with an effort he lowers them.


  Michio’s eyes show amusement. It is difficult not to think of him wearing a mask: the mask that is his face. He towers over John. He says, “I could not let them be taken away. The rebirthing was not complete.”


  “And the flood has completed it? You’ll have drowned them all.”


  “Better that than allow them to be taken away before the transformation is complete. But I doubt they’ve drowned. They’re in sleep so deep they can survive without breathing for a while. Water is life, John. That was one of the first things we learned. Why did the FBI bring you here? A judas goat perhaps?”


  “They didn’t know if you were amongst the dead.”


  “Only a few died, John. Those unworthy. The true believers merely sleep, and in their sleep they will ascend to the next stage.”


  “They’re brain-dead.”


  “They will rise again. They will carry on my work, now I have brought them this far.”


  Michio steps past John with a curious gait forced upon him by the disproportionate length of his thigh bones. He looks down at the flood. The setting sun casts his shadow a long way down the valley. He turns and says, “I have learned so much since you left, John. We have become so close to them now, and the rebirth will be the final stage.”


  “Your methods are . . . flawed. Everything you’ve done here is tainted because you are human. You change the body, but you can’t change the mind, you can’t change the structures of the brain which underpin consciousness.”


  “You’re wrong, of course,” Michio says lightly. “That’s why you were forced out of our garden, but you’ve obviously been rationalizing it.”


  “I left.”


  “You failed and fell. But you have returned, and perhaps you can earn my forgiveness.”


  “If I’d known you were alive,” John says, “I wouldn’t have come at all.”


  He always knew that Michio was mad, but he did not allow himself to understand it until that awful day when the colony divided itself into hunters and hunted, masters and slaves.


  He says, as steadily as he can, “The only success we had was to merge a little of the alien with all that makes us human. But the human is stronger – it always will be. You’ve changed your appearance, but not the neuronal wiring that underpins your self. This flood is a primal human mythic symbol, the submergence of the old and a return to chaos, followed by reemergence and regeneration.”


  “No.” Michio is still amused. John hopes it is a good sign. “It is a fundamental ritual of the aliens. I played it out on the screen for you, but you do not understand.”


  “We can’t know what it means. We never did learn anything. They could be killing those slaves who by planting the fields have learned some forbidden secret about the crops. Or they could be simply culling excess workers once the work is done. There are a hundred explanations. We can’t know which one is right.”


  “When you’ve lived as we have lived,” Michio says, “you would know which is right. You would be transfigured, as I am transfigured. I faced death, John, and was reborn.”


  “Like every mythic hero. Don’t you see? Your story isn’t alien. It’s human.”


  Michio cocks his head and looks off into the empty blue sky. He says, “I’ve done things you can never imagine. People don’t understand the true nature of alien TV. They merely mine it for technology, or treat it as mindless entertainment. But I’ve looked deeper than anyone else. I’ve seen what it really means, John. A great and terrible beauty waiting to be born.” He turns, the bone-white mask unreadable. “The survivors are regrouping. Time to go, I think.”


  For a terrible moment, John thinks that Michio means to kill him. But Michio steps past and bends and shrugs into the straps of the hang-glider. “Tell them,” he says, and runs straight over the edge of the platform.


  John shouts after him, but he is already stooping low and fast over the flood, drawing a ragged fusillade from the surviving FBI agents. Then he catches a thermal from the southern side of the valley and begins to rise, turning and turning, rising above the tallest of the towers and still rising high into the darkening sky, lost in the glare of the setting sun as the helicopter clatters over the ridge to the north. John sees the sharpshooter leaning in his harness at the helicopter’s open door, and turns away. He does not want to see Michio’s last fall.


  When he looks back, the helicopter is the only thing in the sky, the roar of its motor echoing off the towers. John strips off the bulletproof vest and flaps it over his head and as the helicopter turns to him he wonders if Michio might have grasped some kind of hidden truth after all. Perhaps alien TV is slowly and subtly changing the human psyche in ways yet unforseen. He wonders whether the colonists will awaken from their comas as Michio has promised, and how they will have been transfigured. He wonders what kind of world his daughter will live in. And wonders what kind of story he will tell his rescuers.


  The Gardens of Saturn


  Baker was in the pilots’ canteen, talking about the price of trace elements with a couple of factors, when someone started making trouble at the servitor. A tall skinny redhead in baggy flight pants and a tight jumper with the sleeves torn off had hooked her left arm around one of the servitor’s staples and was kicking the hell out it with her bare feet, bouncing hard each time and coming back, shouting at the machine, “You want how much for this shit?” and kicking it again.


  Obviously, she hadn’t been on Phoebe very long, or she would have known that for all their girder-up-the-ass morals, the Redeemers were gougers of the worst kind. It was Baker’s nature to try and like everybody, but even he had a hard time being charitable about them. His collective could afford only basic environmental amenities when visiting other habitats, and on Phoebe those were very basic indeed—tank food and a coffin not much bigger than the lifesystem on the scow. If you wanted a shower you paid for two minutes and a hundred liters of gray water; beer or any other luxury goods were available only at premium rates. It was take it or leave it, and everyone had to take it because Phoebe’s orbit and the Redeemers’ expertise in cargo-handling and routing made it the prime resupply, rendezvous, and transfer site in all of the Saturn system.


  Baker could have stayed on board his scow, of course, but even he needed to get out and about occasionally. At least here you could raise your arms over your head, and sculling about the public areas cost nothing. And besides, he liked talking to people. He had a lot of friends. He had friends everywhere he went in the system. It was the way he’d been rebuilt.


  People all around the canteen started to cheer every kick the woman gave the servitor, happy to get some free entertainment, to see someone vent the frustration they all felt. “That feisty little old thing could come and work me over anytime,” one of the factors at Baker’s table said; her partner, a scarred and wrinkled woman about a hundred years old, cracked a grin and told her that it would be like setting a Titan tiger against an air cow.


  At the same moment. Baker got a tingle of recognition. Like most of the public areas of the Phoebe habitat, the canteen was a basic microgravity architectural sphere, and Baker was tethered to a table upside-down above the woman, like a bat hung from the ceiling, but there was something familiar about her . . .


  “I have called for help,” the servitor said in a monotonal foghorn voice. “Please desist. I have called for help.”


  The woman grabbed a black cable studded with lenses which had snaked out to peer at her, said “Fuck you,” and got a round of applause when she broke it off. People, mostly men, started to shout advice to her, but then everyone fell silent, because one of the supervisors had swum into the canteen.


  The creepy thing about the Redeemers wasn’t that they all had been chopped to look alike, or that you couldn’t tell which had once been male and which female, or even that they all had gray skin the colour of the thermal paint that goes over a hull before its final finish, but that they provided no cues at all as to what they might be feeling.


  This one was as long and skinny as the rest, in a one-piece suit that looked as if it was made out of bandages. It moved swiftly, flowing through the air straight at the redheaded woman, who recoiled and said loudly, “This fucking machine sucked the credit out of my chip and won’t give it up.”


  Everyone was looking at her as she hung with one arm casually locked around the one of the staples in the servitor’s fascia, her head turned up now to glare at the Redeemer, who kept his place in midair with minute swimming motions of one long, spidery hand, like a reef barracuda wondering whether to attack or pass by, and Baker undipped his tether because now he knew that he knew her.


  Jackson. Vera Flamillion Jackson. Colonel Jackson.


  Don’t do anything dumb, his sidekick said, and when Baker told it that she was an old friend, it added, Everyone’s your friend, but it isn’t good to get involved.


  The woman was talking fast and low now, stopping when the Redeemer said something, shaking her head and talking again, her words lost in the hum of the fans which were pushing warm stale air about and the chatter of the people all around. Baker kicked out from the table, turning neatly in midair so he landed right-side-up by the woman, hooking an arm through the same staple from which she hung and seeing her turn and grin, recognizing him at once, as if the past thirty years had never happened.


  They exchanged life stories over a couple of bulbs of cold beer. Baker’s treat because Jackson had no credit on her. It pretty much wiped out the small amount he’d set aside to spend here; against the advice of his sidekick he’d also paid the fine the Redeemer had insisted on levying. He’d have to check out of the coffin hotel and go sleep on the scow, but he didn’t mind. Jackson was an old friend, and if he remembered her, then once upon a time she must have been important to him.


  They’d been teenagers in the war and although Jackson was pushing 50 now, she still looked good. Maybe a little gaunt, and with lines cross-hatching her fine-grained milk-white skin, but she still had a flirtatious way of looking at him from beneath the floating fringe of her red hair. Baker didn’t remember too much about his life before the accident, but he remembered that look, and seeing it now made him feel strange. There were black tattoos on her neck and upper arms, crude knotted swirls lacking animation, and she was missing her little finger on her right hand, but, yes, she looked good. She’d been married, he learned, her way of joining a collective that had built a habitat inside a hollowed-out asteroid. That hadn’t worked out, she wasn’t exactly clear why, and now she was here.


  Once or twice their fingers brushed together and he got a tingle as her net tried to access his, but his sidekick blocked the attempts easily. Her net hadn’t been modified, it said, and just as well, because she’s dangerous.


  She’s an old friend, Baker insisted, irritated by the side-kick’s paranoia. I’m not going to do anything crazy. Just talk about old times, about who I used to be.


  What’s the point of that? the sidekick said. She’s trouble, and don’t say I didn’t warn you.


  “I got bored with it,” Jackson was saying, meaning the collective she’d left. “Spending most of the time worrying about stabilizing the ecology. Might as well have settled down on a rock.”


  “Instead of in one,” Baker said, and laughed at his own joke.


  “In, out, same thing. Too many people to deal with, too much routine. I mean, have you ever tried to grow plants?” Before he could answer, she leaned at the rail of the promenade and added, “You ever get claustrophobic in a place like this?”


  They were on one of the upper levels of the Shaft. It had been bored two kilometres into Phoebe’s icy mantle with a singleshot fusion laser and was capped with a diamond dome; you could look up through webs and cables and floating islands of plants and see Saturn’s small crescent tipped in the black sky. Each level was ringed around with terraced gardens glowing green under sunlamps, neatly planted out with luxury crops, even flowers, level after level of gardens ringing the well of the Shaft. Parts of the upper levels were open to visitors, but most was exclusive Redeemer territory, unknown and unknowable.


  Baker said, “I used to help in the farms, but I like what I do now better.”


  He was married into a collective, but he didn’t think he needed to tell her that. It was a business thing; he hardly saw any of his wives or co-husbands from one year to the next and he certainly couldn’t fuck anyone in the marriage—or vice versa—without permission from one of the elders. There’d been a sweet honeymoon week with the youngest of the collective’s wives, but that had pretty much been it.


  That isn’t what counts, his sidekick said, and Baker brushed at his ear in annoyance.


  Jackson said, “In the war we could go anywhere. That’s what I miss.”


  “Well, we went where we were told.”


  “Yeah, but we did it our way. We fucked the enemy up pretty good, too. You still see any of the guys?”


  “No, not really.”


  “Me either. Remember Goodluck Crowe? He must surely be dead the way he was going.”


  Baker shrugged and smiled.


  “That time he came in with his bird’s venturis fucked, spinning eccentrically? Crashed into one of the ports and the last of his fuel went up and bounced the remains of his ship straight back out? And then he’s found down in one of the cargo bays in his p-suit, lost in pitch darkness because his suit light got smashed. The explosion shot him out and he was so dazed he didn’t know where he was? He banged up his knee I recall, floating about in there, but that was all.”


  “Well,” Baker said, still smiling, “I guess he went back to Earth.”


  “How many missions did you fly?”


  “I think six.” He knew exactly because he’d once paid a data miner to look up his combat record.


  She said, “Do you still do that counting thing?”


  “Counting thing?”


  “You know, with potatoes. One potato, two potato. To count seconds. Three potato, four. You don’t remember?”


  He had done it out loud, she said, while suppressing the clock functions of his net, claiming that it helped him concentrate on the essential moment. They’d timed him once; over ten minutes, he’d deviated by less than a second.


  “You don’t remember?”


  Her gaze was steady, and Baker felt a touch of embarrassment and looked away. She clearly remembered more about him than he did; it was like suddenly finding yourself naked. He said, “It sounds stupid to me. What’s the point of trying to do something better than a brainless machine?”


  She said, “It’s funny. You were listed missing in action, one of the few casualties on our side. But here you are, and you don’t seem much like the man I used to know.”


  He told her the story. He’d told it so many times now that it was polished smooth and bright. He’d told it so many times that he believed that he remembered what had happened, even though it was a reconstruction. He’d been so badly injured that he had no memory of the accident which had nearly killed him, and only patchy memories of the times before.


  Like all combat pilots in the Quiet War, he had been a teenager, picked for his quick reflexes, multi-tasking skills and coolness under pressure. He’d been zipped into a singleship, its lifesystem an integral pressure suit that fed and cleaned him and maintained his muscle tone with patterned electrical stimuli while he flew the ship and its accompanying flock of deadly little remote control drones. Each singleship took a different orbit, swooping through Saturn’s rings in complex multiple encounter orbits, attacking flyby targets with the drones when the timelag in the feedback was less than a second, never using the same tactic twice. Like all the combat pilots, Baker had been essentially a telepresence operator infiltrated into the enemy’s territory, spending most of his time in Russian sleep with the singleship’s systems powered down, waking an hour before the brief high-velocity encounters between drones and target, making a hundred decisions in the crucial few seconds and then vanishing into the rings again. It had been just one front of the Quiet War between the Outer System colonists and the Three Powers Alliance of Earth, less important than the damage done by spies, the economic blitz, and the propaganda campaign.


  Saturn’s rings were a good place to hide, but they were dangerous, the biggest concentration of rubble and dust in the Solar System, shepherded by tiny moons and tidal resonances into orbits 100,000 kilometres wide and only fifteen deep. Baker’s singleship passed and repassed through the rings more than a hundred times, and then a single pinhead-sized bit of rock killed him. It smashed through the thick mantle of airfoam that coated the singleship’s hull and punched a neat hole in the hull, breaking up into more than a dozen particles that had all penetrated the six layers of Baker’s lifesystem and the gel which cased his sleeping body. Some shattered the artificial-reality visor of his facemask and left charred tracks through his skull and brain; others smashed through the singleship’s computer; one ruptured a fuel line.


  He’d died without knowing it, but the singleship’s computer had saved him. Nanotech in the lifesystem gel sealed ruptured blood vessels; the lifesystem drained his blood and replaced it with an artificial plasma rich in glycoproteins, lowered his body temperature to two degrees. Although the singleship’s automatic systems were only partially functional, they powered up its motor, ready to expend its fuel in a last burn to accelerate it into a long-period orbit where it might be retrieved. But most of the fuel had already leaked away and the burn terminated after only a few seconds, leaving the singleship tumbling in a chaotic orbit.


  The Quiet War ended a few days later; in the aftermath, there was only a cursory search for the missing singleship. Fifteen years passed before it was spotted by a long-range survey. A collective retrieved it a year later, looking for scrap value and finding Baker. They revived him and used foetal cells to regrow the damaged parts of his brain, upgraded the neural net through which he had interfaced with the singleship and the drones. He had worked for the collective for two years, paying off the debt, and then they had let him marry into their extended family.


  At the end of the story, Jackson said, “Well, I guess that outdoes Goodluck Crowe. So now you’re working for them?”


  “I’m a partner.”


  “Yeah, right. Funny, isn’t it? We helped win the Quiet War, our own governments encouraged us to settle here, and then we were shafted. What do you pilot?”


  “A scow. I do freight runs.”


  “That’s just what I mean,” Jackson said. “Most of the freight in this system is rail-gunned. You used to be a hot-shot pilot and now you’re working the edge, picking up part-cargoes, trading margins on luxury items. I bet they’d use a chip instead of you if they could.”


  “I choose my own routes. I do business on the Bourse.”


  “Puttering around, making half a cent a kilo on the marginal price difference of vitamins between Daphoene and Rhea. Hardly the same as combat, is it?”


  “I don’t remember too much from before my accident,” Baker said amiably. “Are you still a pilot?”


  “Well, I guess I’m sort of freelance.”


  Baker felt a twinge of alarm. His sidekick said, If she asks for credit, you will not give it. I think that she was in the prison farms—the tattoos suggest that. I told you that this was a bad idea.


  Something must have shown on his face, because Jackson said, “I have credit. Plenty of it—I’m staying in the Hilton. But, see, it’s all room credit.”


  Baker didn’t understand.


  Be careful, his sidekick said. Here it comes.


  “See,” Jackson said, her bright blue eyes fixed on his, “I thought I’d walk about for a while. Stretch muscles. Then I wanted a beer, and the fucking machine sucked all the credit from my chip and wouldn’t give anything up. Tell me about your ship.”


  “Hamilton Towmaster, prewar but reconditioned. Daeyo motors, 80,000 kilos thrust. She’s a good old flamebucket. She’ll probably outlast me.”


  “You get where you’re going?”


  “Pretty much anywhere in the system.”


  Although mostly it was runs back and forth between Titan and Phoebe. The collective was one of the contractors on the Titan project. Titan was lousy with organic, but it was presently one vast storm and would be for another century, until the terraforming began to stabilize, so fixed carbon and other biomass for the construction crews had to be imported from Phoebe’s vacuum farms, and that was what Baker mostly hauled.


  Jackson sucked on the last of her beer; the thin plastic of the bulb made a crinkling sound as it contracted. She said, “It’s a pretty sorry state. Here we are, both of us on the winning side of the war, and the tweaks have got us fucked.”


  Baker looked around, but luckily none of the incredibly tall, stick-thin people ambling about the promenade with the slow shuffle required by sticky shoes seemed to have heard her. Calling an Outer System colonist a tweak was like calling one of Baker’s ancestors a nigger. The original colonists had undergone extensive engineering to adapt them to microgravity; incomers like Baker made do with widgets in their blood and bones to maintain calcium balance and the like, and in most places in the Outer System medical liability laws ensured that they weren’t allowed to have children.


  Jackson said, “Ordinary people like us have to stick together. That way we can show the tweaks what real humans can do. The way I see it, the war is still going on.”


  Baker said, “What is it you do now?”


  Jackson crumpled the empty bulb and dropped it over the rail; it fell away slowly towards one of the nets. She said, “Come see where I live these days.”


  The hotel was two levels down, a terrace landscaped as rolling parkland, with lawns and colorful flowerbeds, and clumps of trees grown into puffy clouds of leaves the way they did in microgravity. Little carts ambled here and there between the cabins. Baker had been to Phoebe 50 or 60 times but he had never before been here. This was where vips from Earth stayed, along with novo abastado industrialists and miners who rendezvoused here to make deals because the Redeemers were scrupulous about commercial confidentiality.


  Jackson had to sign Baker in. Blinking on the flash of the retinal print camera, he sat next to her on a cart which took them deep into the level. A sky projection hid the rocky ceiling high above; in the middle air, a couple of people were trolling about on gossamer wings. The guests could hunt here, too, Jackson said, although the meat remained the property of the Redeemers.


  “You buy a license to go out and shoot one of the little cows or mammoths they have here, and then you pay all over again if you want a steak.”


  Baker said, “You ever done it?”


  “I’ve other fish to fry,” she said.


  He was very aware of her warmth, next to him on the bench seal of the cart, hips and shoulders touching. He was also aware of his sidekick’s unhappiness; it hadn’t stopped complaining since he’d accepted Jackson’s invitation. She’s an old friend, Baker told it, and it said, Yes, but everyone is your friend and that’s why I give you advice you’d do best to listen to.


  But Jackson was an old friend, a very special friend. A war comrade, maybe even a lover. Although Baker didn’t remember anything specific, sitting next to her he definitely felt that they had once had something special, and she certainly seemed to think so. For all the edge she tried to put into her voice and body language, her trust was quite wonderfully naïve.


  The cart rolled over neatly trimmed green grass at a leisurely walking pace and circled around a big stand of bamboos and yellow-flowered mimosa, and there was one of the cabins, a dome turfed over with grass, little round windows like rabbit holes glinting here and there. A door dilated as the cart approached, and then they were inside a big room with carpet all over the walls and pits for places to sit or sleep. When Baker remarked on the size of the place, Jackson said that it didn’t matter how big a cell it was, it was still a cell.


  “I thought this was cool at first,” she said, “but I’d just upgraded is all. I’m still stuck here, but I think now I know a way out.”


  The sidekick had started to complain again. Baker winced and, something he hardly ever did, switched it to stand-by mode. The silence was a relief; he gave Jackson a goofy smile which obviously puzzled her.


  She said, “You’ll see who I work for, then you’ll get an idea of what I mean.”


  They put on sticky shoes and shuffled down a long curved ramp into a lower level, coming out in a room that was all white tiles and bright light, with a circular pool of polystyrene balls rippling back and forth, something big and pink half-buried in them. Some kind of animal Baker thought, and then it spoke and he realized that it was a man, the fattest man he’d ever seen, masked with artificial-reality goggles and twiddling his hands this way and that.


  “Time to wake up,” Jackson said loudly. “I’m back, Berry, and I’ve brought a friend.”


  The fat man cut the air with a hand; his goggles unfilmed. “Where have you been?” he said, his voice childish and petulant.


  “I was out on an errand,” Jackson said, her voice echoing off the tiles, “but I’m back now. Do you need anything?”


  “Didn’t know where you were,” the man said.


  “Well, here I am now. You been lying there all this time? You’ll lose the use of your legs.”


  “Help me to the surface if you want,” the man said, “but not right now. I’m deep in the Ten Thousand Flower Rift. I think I might get through to the Beasts’ chateau this time.”


  He rose and fell with the big, slow waves that rolled from one side of the pool of polystyrene balls to the other and back again. There was a little machine floating in the air close by his head, holding a bulb of thick white liquid, and he lifted his face now and sucked at a straw noisily.


  Jackson said quietly to Baker, “So now you see who I work for.”


  “He’s got to be the fattest man I’ve ever seen. Massing, golly, it must be 200 kilos at least.”


  “One hundred sixty. He tends to spread out a bit lying down.”


  “What does he do?”


  “Mostly he just lies right there and runs these antique 200-year-old sagas and drinks, or lies around on grass and runs his sagas and drinks. That’s margarita mix he’s working on there, he gets through a couple of liters of that a day. And he uses other stuff, too. He does his drugs, lying buck naked there or out on the grass under the sunlamps. They have some UV in their spectrum, so I have to rub cream on him to stop him burning. He can get about if he has to, but it hurts him even in microgravity, so he mostly stays on his back. There’re air jets under the balls, helping him stay afloat.”


  “I mean, who is he? How can he afford all this?”


  “Berry Malachite Hong-Owen; his mother is Sri Hong-Owen. That doesn’t mean anything to you? She invented one of the two important vacuum organism photosynthetic systems, made her rich as all hell. Berry is her son by her first and only marriage, a reject with a trust fund, doesn’t have to do anything but let the money roll in.” Jackson raised her voice and said, “You all right there, Berry? I got a bit of business with my friend here. You shout if you want anything.”


  Back up in the dome, Baker and Jackson sipped bulbs of a smoky brandy. Jackson lit a marijuana cigarette—Berry could afford the tax, she said.


  Baker said, “How did you get the job? It looks like fun.”


  Jackson didn’t answer for a moment, holding a volume of smoke before blowing it out and saying in a small, tight voice, “Fun? The one other thing Berry likes to do is fuck. He can manage it in microgravity, just about, although it takes some care.” She fixed Baker with her bright blue eyes, daring him to say something. When he didn’t, she took another drag and said through the smoke, “That’s part of what I was doing before I met him—the fucking Redeemers sell you a prostitute’s license and you pay tax on every bit of business. I may be old, but some of the tweaks do like the exotic. The rest of the time I was part of the gardening crew, moving bushes and trees here and there, replanting flower beds. I didn’t have much choice—I lost my ticket off through a piece of foolishness. I got to hear of Berry and did some research, and made myself indispensable to him. He likes older women—I think he misses his mother. But the fucker’s crafty. His trust fund pays for room and service, but he doesn’t have anything much in the way of transferable credit. Doesn’t need it, he says, because he never leaves the hotel.”


  “Doesn’t he pay you?”


  “He did at first, but then I was living here and I told him to save his credit. It wasn’t that much anyway, not enough to parlay up for any kind of good ticket and I don’t fancy leaving here as a corpsicle in steerage.”


  Baker began to see where this was going, and felt a twinge of pleasurable excitement. He had been right to think that there might be something in this, and it could well fall within the very wide parameters which allowed him to operate without consulting the collective. He said cautiously, “The thing is, the ship isn’t exactly mine.”


  “I’m not looking for a lift,” Jackson said leaning forward through her cloud of smoke. “I’m looking for a partner in a deal so sweet it could rot your teeth just thinking about it. Let me tell you about Berry.”


  Berry’s mother, Sri Hong-Owen, was a gene wizard with a shadowy, mysterious history. The system of artificial photosynthesis she had invented had made her as rich and famous as her rival, Avernus, but she had also done a lot of covert work before and after the Quiet War. Before the war, she was rumoured to have set up an illegal experiment in accelerated evolution of vacuum organisms somewhere in the Kuiper Belt for the Democratic Union of China; during the war, she had helped design the biowar organisms which had taken Europa, and she was said to have been involved in a covert program of human engineering. And after the war, she had announced that she was retiring (which no one believed), and had taken advantage of the resettlement scheme to take up residence at the edge of the ring system of Saturn.


  “Potato One and Two,” Jackson said. “Remember?”


  “Sure, but they’re just a couple of rocks, something to do with the military, I think. Anyway, no one lives there.”


  “That’s what they want everyone to think,” Jackson said.


  Potato One and Two were the nicknames of a pair of co-orbital satellites, tiny chunks of rock which had probably been shattered off a larger body by some ancient impact. Their orbits were within 50 kilometres of each other, beyond the edge of the F Ring. Sri Hong-Owen lived in absolute seclusion on the larger moon, Janus; she had registered the smaller, Epimetheus, as an experimental area. Berry had left—or had been thrown out—ten years ago; the other son by her failed marriage, Alder Topaz Hong-Owen, was working somewhere on Earth, perhaps as liaison with whichever government or corporado was sponsoring his mother’s current work. She had good and influential connections in the Three Powers Occupation Force; Jackson said that it was likely she was working on some covert military engineering program. The two moons were off-limits, protected by fierce automatic defense systems, but Berry had the right to return there.


  Jackson told Baker, “Berry misses her badly. He talks about her a lot, but there’s something which stops him returning. I think he was kinked, given some sort of conditioning. He has the codes which will get us through her defense system, and I know what they are—it didn’t take anything more than withholding his margarita ration for a couple of days. We can say that he paid us to bring him back, ask for money to take him away again. It’s like kidnapping, but in reverse.”


  “Suppose she doesn’t pay up?”


  Baker didn’t need the prompting of his sidekick to know that Jackson wasn’t telling him the whole story, not that it really mattered if his own scheme worked out, but he found that he liked the illicit thrill of becoming involved in her shady plot. Perhaps this was the way he had felt in the brief moments of combat, all those years ago before the accident had changed his life forever.


  Jackson shrugged. “She doesn’t pay, then we say we’ll kill him, or we’ll think of doing some damage to her experiments. But really, why wouldn’t she pay? Who’d want Berry around all the time?”


  Baker and Jackson got Berry out of the pool of polystyrene balls and helped him totter on shaky legs up the ramp to the outside. He flopped down on the grass like a pink barrage balloon and demanded that Jackson rub cream into his skin. That took a while, Berry grunting and sometimes giggling as Jackson rubbed coconut-scented cream into the hectares of his pink flesh. Baker was pretty sure it would end in some kind of sex and wandered off, taking big floating steps, and found some shade under a stand of umbrella trees. A herd of miniature red-haired mammoths was grazing off in the distance, moving in tentative tip-toe slow motion. A vine twisted around one of the umbrella trees and Baker picked at its grapes, each a slightly different flavour bursting on his tongue, wondering if he should reactivate his sidekick. The truth was he didn’t want to hear what it would say; it wasn’t programmed to take risks. He used his net to dial into Phoebe’s infoweb, and did a little research of his own. At last Jackson floated down beside him and told him that Berry was asleep.


  “So,” she said, “will you do it?”


  “Remind me of the percentages again.”


  “Twenty per cent goes to you, less any costs. But that’s still a lot of credit.”


  “Sure. I mean, yes, count me in.”


  He realized that he’d been thinking about it while seeming not to think about anything at all. His net was very sophisticated. It was risky, but the potential—not the silly scheme of Jackson’s—was huge.


  Jackson leaned over and kissed him; he kissed her back.


  “He’s sleeping now,” she said, after a while. “All that drinking and floating and floating and drinking does tire him out.”


  “He hasn’t asked why I’m here?”


  “I said you were my brother. He accepted that. Berry doesn’t like to think too hard about things. He’s like a kid. When he wakes up he’ll want a drink, and I’ll put something in it that’ll keep him quiet so we can get him aboard.”


  “We have to take him?”


  “I don’t like it either. But it’s the only way we can file a flight plan, and we’ll need to prove that we really do have him when we get there.”


  Once they were aboard the scow and had everything squared away, Jackson stripped off her jumper and trousers and they fucked. Baker couldn’t think of it as making love; it was as much a business transaction as his wedding night with the youngest wife of the collective. Jackson wanted to interface systems during sex, the way they used to, or so she claimed, but Baker held back. She fell straight asleep afterwards, and Baker thought about it all over again, looking for loose threads and unexpected angles.


  They had gone aboard late at night. Jackson had slipped a tranquilizer into Berry’s nightcap and he had fallen asleep almost immediately. They had used a luggage cart to get him to the docks, no problem there; the Redeemers didn’t care what was loaded onto ships as long as they got their tax. That was another reason why Phoebe was so successful.


  There hadn’t been a problem stowing Berry away, either; Jackson had already thought of that.


  As for the rest, the run itself was fairly simple, and Baker had already filed a flight plan, getting clearance with Berry’s identity code just as Jackson had said he would. If Sri Hong-Owen had an agent in the intelligence network of the pan-Saturn flight control system, she’d already know someone was on the way; she might already be taking countermeasures. Baker would have to think of what she might do, and how to get around it.


  He was scared but also elated. After going over everything in his head, he could at last fall asleep.


  But when he woke up, things had gone badly wrong.


  He woke up because Jackson was slapping him, slapping his face, slapping him hard in a back-and-forth rhythm with the same angry intensity with which she had attacked the servitor, saying over and over, “You fucker. Come on out of it, you fucker. Come on. Don’t die on me.”


  He tried to get away but he was trussed like a food animal in the web hammock in the centre of the scow’s compact lifesystem. Jackson’s left hand gripped his right wrist tightly. His head hurt badly and behind the pain there was a terrible absence. Stuff hung in front of Jackson’s angry, intent, face—columns, indices, a couple of thumbnails. She had jacked her net into his, broken into it using some kind of Trojan horse, and was using it to run the ship. Hand-holding, the pilots had called it, a kind of piggy-backing that had been used in training.


  The soundscape of the scow had changed. Beneath the usual whir of fans, the steady chug of the humidifier and the nearly subliminal hum of the lights were the intermittent thump of attitude thrusters and a chorus of pings and popping noises.


  Barker jerked his head back so that Jackson’s next blow missed; she swung halfway around with the momentum. “What,” he said, so full of fear that he thought for a moment he would start to cry. He swallowed something salty and said, “What have you done?”


  “You work it out,” she said, and let go of his wrist and turned her back on him.


  It took him less than a second to call up the data. The scow was in orbit around Phoebe, docked with its chain of cargo pods and slowly rotating in barbecue mode.


  A thumbnail picture showed the patchwork of the little moon’s tightly curving globe. Only 200 kilometres in diameter, it was a captured unmodified primitive object, mostly carbonaceous material mixed with water ice, almost entirely grown over with vacuum organisms which used the energy of sunlight to turn methane ice and carbonaceous tars formed five billion years ago, when the Solar System had first condensed, into useful carbon compounds. The patches were of all shapes but only four muted colours; orange-brown, reddish-brown, sooty black, mottled gray. Phoebe was like a dented and battered patchwork ball or a gigantic version of the four-colour map problem, curving away sharply in every direction.


  Another thumbnail showed Berry floating in faint red light, half-filling the scow’s water tank. An air mask was clamped over his face. Baker had objected to Jackson’s idea on hygiene grounds, but she had pointed out that the water was recycled anyway, and the filter system could easily be rerouted to clean the water coming out of the tank as well as that going in. Berry seemed to be asleep, curled up like a huge late-term embryo, the umbilical cord of airline and nutrient feed connected to his face rather than his belly, hands clasped piously under his chins, a continuous chain of bubbles trickling from the vent of his air mask.


  Baker clicked everything off. Jackson was hunched up at the far end of the cramped lifesystem, an arm’s length away. She had livid marks on her throat and deep scratches on her arms were still oozing blood into the air. She said, “You almost died. Your net shut down your vagus reflexes when I hacked it. And when I tried to revive you, you tried to kill me. Don’t you know what they did to you?”


  “You shouldn’t have messed with it,” Baker said.


  “I did it to free you!”


  Jackson’s face was pinched white, harsh and old-looking; only her bright blue eyes seemed alive. She shuddered all over and said more quietly, “They made you into a slave. A thing.”


  They had both had military neural nets installed when they had been inducted, but Baker’s net had been considerably upgraded after his accident; it was now more like a symbiont than a machine enhancement of his nervous system. When Jackson had jacked into it, she had been able to access only a few of its functions. She had got the ship up into orbit, and docked manually with the train of cargo pods, but she hadn’t been able to activate the flight plan he’d filed. And when she had tried to hack into its root directory, his net had easily repelled her efforts and had triggered a number of defense routines.


  Baker said, “Why are you doing this? Aren’t we friends?”


  “Because I’m tired of giving blow-jobs to Berry. Because I can’t bear to see an old comrade turned into a zombie so dumb he doesn’t even know what he is. Because I was in prison in Angola for ten years and I’d sooner die than go back.”


  Half of the Redeemers’ business was running the port. The other half was running the correctional facilities for the Saturn system—the vacuum farms. Angola was the worst of them; eight out of ten prisoners died before completing their sentence.


  Baker said, “Well, I did wonder about the tattoos. What were you in for?”


  “Just load and run the flight plan,” Jackson said, and smiled bloodlessly. “Okay, maybe I got greedy and fucked up. I need you, and I won’t let you back out.”


  Baker said, “I wasn’t your first choice of pilot, was I? You had an agreement with someone else, and I bet that’s why you were in the pilots’ canteen. But then you saw me, and thought you could make a better deal.”


  “I still rescued you,” she said.


  “How much were you going to get? From the first deal.”


  “It was the same as the one we made, except I was to get the 20-percent cut. But that’s blown away. We’re in this together or we’re both dead, and Berry. too. Your call.”


  It might be a bluff, but Jackson didn’t look like the kind of person who would start something she couldn’t finish. Baker pulled down the flight plan, checked it over out of habit, and activated it.


  The rumble of the scow’s motor filled the lifesystem. Acceleration gripped Baker; he drifted gently onto the padding at the rear of the cabin. Jackson hooked an arm around a staple and stared at him from what was now definitely the ceiling. And in the tank, Berry woke up amidst clashing pressure waves which distorted the red light into clashing lines and sheets and plaintively asked what was going on.


  Neither Baker nor Jackson slept during the 65 hours of the flight. Their military nets could keep them awake for more than a week, switching consciousness back and forth between the right and left hemispheres of their brains. Sometimes Baker would feel a little sluggish and his saliva would taste strange, but there were no other side effects.


  Jackson didn’t stay mad at him, but she remained wary. It wasn’t his fault that she had activated the defense routines. They were there to protect the collective’s investment. He told her this, and that he was happy and liked the life he had been given, but it only provoked a torrent of abuse. He wished that he had his sidekick to explain things, to help sort out the muddle, but Jackson had suppressed it—he had the horrible feeling that she had in fact erased it. When he asked her about this, she said that it was time that he started thinking for himself. He could never be the man he’d been when she had known him, but he could be his own man now.


  She did unbend enough to tell him a little of her life. While he had been drifting in the crippled singleship, neither alive nor dead, she had used her sign-off pay to start up a haulage company. When that had failed, outcompeted by rail guns, she had joined a collective long enough to know that it wasn’t for her, and then had become a smuggler, intercepting packages of forbidden technologies in the rings while on apparently innocent cargo runs. An industrial spy had broken up the cartel she had mostly worked for, and someone in the cartel had given her up to protect himself, and that was how she had ended up in the vacuum farms of Phoebe.


  She was still bitter about it. During the Quiet War, the Outer System colonists, split into more than a dozen rival enclaves, had hardly been able to fight back at all. In only three months, their infrastructures had been so devastated that they had been forced to surrender their hegemony. But what had happened since made you wonder who had really won after all, Jackson said. The tweaks had the upper hand in the Outer System, even if their various assemblies, moots, councils, conclaves and congresses were now in principle subservient to the Three Powers Occupying Force. Despite incentives and tax breaks, the various emigration schemes sponsored by the victors of the Quiet War had mostly failed; new settlers couldn’t compete with established cooperatives and collectives, and unless they signed away their right to return to Earth in exchange for engineering, they were not allowed to have children and tended to die young of problems associated with living in microgravity. Meanwhile, the central administration of the Outer System was falling apart as adapted colonists began to spread through the thousands of dirty snowballs and rocks of the Kuiper Belt. There was talk of another war, one in which Jackson wouldn’t be able to fight. She was too old and slow for combat now; she had been sidelined by history.


  Baker listened patiently to her rants. He tried to talk with Berry, too, but Jackson had set up a feed of lemon-flavored alcohol and the man was only partly coherent. In one of his more lucid moments, he said, “You shouldn’t go near my mother. She’s dangerous. All of her are dangerous.”


  “You mean she has other children?”


  “You could call them that,” Berry said. “They’re crazy bad.” His voice, muffled by the airmask, sounded as if it was coming from the bottom of a well.


  “How many brothers and sisters do you have?”


  “It isn’t like that. Alder would know, I guess . . . They look after me, always have, so maybe they’re not so bad. Not to me. They saved me other times . . .”


  Baker felt a faint stirring, as if his sidekick was about to waken. He wished it would, if only to say that it told him so. When nothing happened, he said, “Other times? What happened, Berry?”


  Berry was silent for a while. Then he said, “I should get out of here now. My skin is all puffy.”


  Baker tried to imagine what the lifesystem would be like with 160 kilos of dripping wet Berry crammed into it. He said, “You hang in there. Play your sagas.”


  “It isn’t the same,” Berry said. “The emulation in this system is horrible. When can you get me back to the hotel?”


  “Well, I’m not sure. Soon.”


  “I’d like margarita. That always goes down smooth.”


  “Maybe you should stop drinking.”


  “What’s the point of stopping? Get me some margarita and I might help you out.”


  Jackson was amused by Baker’s attempts to talk with Berry. She said that you couldn’t get any sense out of the man. His brain had been fried in alcohol, most of the switches jammed open or jammed closed, whole areas dead and blasted. Like a low-grade robot, he could follow his routines, but had trouble with anything outside them.


  “You want to know anything, you ask me,” she said.


  Baker thought that he had already learnt something useful from Berry. He said, “What will happen after we insert into orbit?”


  “I’ll tell you on a need-to-know basis, just like the old times.”


  But the old times were gone forever. His original self must have loved her fiercely for a residue of that love to have survived death, and Baker, who was vicariously fascinated by other peoples’ lives, and watched a lot of the old psychodramas when he wasn’t working, thought wistfully that once upon a time they must have been like Romeo and Juliet. But whatever they’d once been, that was then and this was now.


  The scow accelerated for more than 40 hours. The idea was to come in on a fast, short trajectory, decelerating hard at the last moment. Baker spent much of that time watching the view, a thumbnail of the lifesystem in one corner to let him keep an eye on Jackson—he was worried that she might suddenly try something stupid.


  Phoebe’s orbit was not only retrograde, but inclined to the equatorial plane of Saturn. As the scow drove inwards, the entire system was spread out ahead and below, nine major moons and more than a hundred smaller bodies, Saturn a pale half-disc at the centre, circled by his rings like an exquisite bit of jewelry.


  Baker never tired of this privileged view. He spent a lot of time watching it while working through his options. He wasn’t as brain-damaged as Jackson thought, and the enhancements to his net gave him a lot of computational power. He worked up several scenarios and played the simulations over and over, finally choosing the simplest one with a sense of doors closing irrecoverably behind him. He wondered if Jackson had inserted a parasitic eavesdropper into his net; if she had, she gave no sign that she knew what he was planning.


  As Saturn grew closer, the ring system began to resolve details in the sunlit arc that swept out beyond the planet; two unequal halves separated by the gap of the Cassini division, each half further divided into fine parallel bands, with dark irregular spokes in the bright B ring that could be seen to rotate if watched long enough.


  Then the motor cut out and they were in freefall again. There were only a couple of hours in turnover. Jackson spent much of them supervising the decoupling of the scow from the cargo train. Normally, it would recouple on the other end of the train, thrusters pointing ahead for deceleration. But Jackson’s manual link closed down halfway through the maneuver and the scow fired off several orientation bursts, turned end-for-end and immediately lit its main engines in a brief burn. At the same time, the thrusters of the cargo train started to fire.


  Berry started complaining over the link; Jackson snarled at him to shut up and was suddenly right in Baker’s face, swarming down the lifesystem cabin against the pull of the thrust and grabbing his right wrist. A Trojan horse smashed its way into his net, spilling voracious subroutines. For a panicky minute, he was deaf and dumb and blind—it was like being raped from the inside out.


  Light and sound came back. Baker discovered that he was in freefall again. Jackson had shoved away from him and was studying him intently, her blue eyes cold behind the tendrils of red hair that drifted loose over her face.


  Baker closed up all the indices and files she’d pulled open and said shakily, “You shouldn’t have done that.”


  “Christ, they really did a number on you, Baker. You’re not a man any more. You’re a bundle of routines. You’re a lapdog. This is your chance to get free of the leash, and you’re fucking it up.”


  Baker’s net was suppressing adrenalin production; otherwise he would have been trembling with flight reaction and stinking up the lifesystem with sweat. He said. “We’re in this together. I’ve accepted that. I thought it would be a good idea to dump the cargo in a high orbit. Makes us more maneuverable and saves reaction mass. We’ll get there earlier than the flight plan allows, so we can surprise Berry’s mother.”


  It was the best lie he had been able to come up with. He sipped at a bulb of orange-flavored glucose solution and watched her work it through. At last, she said. “I know you’re trying to fuck me over, but I can’t figure out how, not yet. But I will, and then I’ll know what to do with you. Meanwhile, climb into your pressure suit. There’s a chance that Berry’s mother might have changed her defense systems since he left.”


  “I thought you got the codes from him. And she knows we’re bringing him here.”


  “The codes are 20 years old, and she might not believe us. We’ve got 15 minutes before the main burn, so get moving.”


  They only just made it.


  The scow, decelerating, fell behind the cargo train. The string of half-silvered beads dwindled against the sweep of the rings, vanishing into the planet’s shadow as the scow swung in around the nightside. Vast lightning storms illuminated sluggish bands of storm systems that could have swallowed Earth without a ripple. Then the rings appeared, a silver arc ahead of the dawning diamond point of the sun. The scow’s motor rumbled continuously, decelerating at just over one gravity. Baker was heavier than he had been for years. Lying flat on the padding of the lifesystem, he tried to find a comfortable position within his pressure suit to wait it out, but there always seemed to be some seam or wrinkle digging into him. Jackson lay beside him, her ungloved right hand holding his ungloved left so that she could access the ship through his net. They lay there like spent lovers.


  “Seems hard to remember how we stood this on Earth,” Baker said at one point. “I almost envy Berry, floating in that tank.”


  “Just keep quiet,” Jackson said. “I’m watching everything. If something goes wrong, you’re toast.”


  She didn’t say it with much conviction, Baker thought. For the first time, he fell that he might have a chance to win back from this. It was clear that she hadn’t been able to work out what he’d done. He felt pity for her—she was out-of-date, left behind by the accelerating changes that were sweeping through the Outer System. She should have returned to Earth; out here, the aggression which had helped win the Quiet War was not a survival trait. Individualism counted for nothing in the Outer System. To survive, you had to commit yourself to helping others, who in turn would help you.


  Baker said, “What’s wrong? You said you remembered how good I was. I’m even better now.”


  “I remember you always thought you were a hotshot, but didn’t have much to back it up. You were a company man, Baker, even when you were in the service. You were always happiest following orders. You had no initiative. That’s one thing about you that hasn’t changed.”


  “Nothing you say can hurt me more than what you tried to do to me,” Baker said, with a fair imitation of wounded pride, thinking that her initiative had got her into prison, and now into this. He pulled down the view to shut her out.


  The rings spanned the curve of the planet in a thousand shades of gray and brown and white, casting a shadow across the bulge of its equator. The scow was coming in at a narrow angle above the plane of the rings, and they spread to port like a highway a million lanes wide. Zooming in with the scow’s telescope, Baker could see the seemingly solid plane break apart in lanes of flecks that grew into rocks and bergs flashing in the sunlight as they tumbled, a storm of motes forever falling around the planet.


  The scow plunged stern-first towards the gap beyond the outer edge of the narrow F ring. Jackson started a looped broadcast of the code she had dug out of Berry. Their target was still around the curve of the planet, coming towards them out of night; they’d rendezvous with it just at its dawn. Baker wanted to look for the cargo train, but wasn’t sure that he could do it without Jackson catching on.


  “I was wondering,” he said, after a while, “what you’ll do if this works out.”


  “That’s none of your fucking business.”


  “We might not survive it.”


  “I intend to. You could have set yourself free, Baker.”


  “Things have changed.”


  “This is the frontier, Baker. It’s far from the antfarms of Earth. It’s where people can walk tall and make their fortunes if they have the intelligence and the backbone.”


  “Or end in the vacuum farms.”


  “I had some bad luck. I’m going to turn that around. You might be content to give up your free will to a bunch of farmers who sit inside rocks like bugs in a bad apple. Well, I’m not.”


  She said more, but Baker tuned it out. The scow was just about to begin its final course correction. He patched telescope scans into a 360-degree perspective. The rings stretched away ahead and behind, flattened into a narrow line that bisected the sky. A single speck was bracketed ahead: their target.


  Janus was roughly the same size as Phoebe, an irregular body like the profile of a fist. It was pockmarked with craters, most eroded by billions of years of micrometeorite sleet and further softened by patches of vacuum organism growth. One small circular crater had been tented over, and shone greenly with internal lights. There was a ring of silver around it. The scow spotted one of the defense drones a hundred kilometres out and presented Baker with a grainy image of the tiny, deadly thing: a slim body less than two metres long, with a flat radar dish at one end and the swollen bowl of an oversized motor at the other. No radar probed the scow; nothing moved to intercept it. The broadcast code must be working.


  The scow shuddered, spinning this way and that, making a series of short burns before finally shutting down its motor. Now it was falling in the same orbit as the little moon, barely 20 kilometres away.


  Jackson started what seemed to be a one-sided conversation—she had made contact with someone on Janus, it seemed, but she wouldn’t allow Baker to switch into the channel.


  “I have him right here,” she said, “just like I told you. You must know he’s aboard—that’s why I could shut down your defense drones. Don’t try and target me manually, the ship will blow up if radar locks on it. Because he asked me to, don’t let’s go into all that again. Well, I expect that he misses you all. Yes, I can bring evidence, but it might be easier if you came up here, or I landed the ship. Well, okay, that’s fine by me too. Creepy little fucker,” she added, turning to Baker.


  “Can you really blow up the ship?”


  “Only if it’s absolutely necessary.”


  “That was Berry’s mother you were talking with?”


  “Some kind of agent, I think. It wants me to go down there with evidence I brought Berry back.”


  Jackson sealed up her pressure suit but did not go out through the airlock; instead, she opened an internal access hatch and plunged into the water tank. Berry was supine. She had added a relaxant to his alcohol mix. Baker watched as she snipped off the little finger from Berry’s right hand and came back out.


  “It has to be fresh,” she said, grinning at Baker through her helmet’s visor. She was pumped up with excitement. “That way she’ll know we’re not kidding. You’re not going to give me any trouble, are you?”


  “Maybe you had better tell me what you’ve thought of.”


  “We’re going down together. And if I see any sign that the ship is moving out of orbit, I’ll blow it.”


  “I should stay here with Berry.”


  “And have you swing the ship around and torch me?”


  “I wouldn’t do that. I’m in this with you.”


  “You’d better be, because you’re going to be my backup. They’re expecting one person. You’ll be a surprise. They won’t know who you are or what you’ll be doing while I walk in there.”


  They used a little jet unit to pull them across, touching down two kilometres from the tented crater, which was somewhere beyond the close, sharply curved horizon. Except for his annual safety certification exercises, Baker had hardly ever done any vacuum work. His P-suit was intelligent and responsive, but a residual stiffness blunted his reflexes; he let go a moment too soon and tumbled end for end when he touched down on the little moon’s surface.


  He tumbled a fair way—in Janus’s microgravity, he could bounce a couple of hundred metres off the surface with the gentlest of kicks. At last the suit fired a grapple and he slowed to a halt with a cloud of dust raining straight down all around. He was at the edge of a dense field of tall black blades that sloped away to the close horizon. Some reached up to four metres; all grew from thick rhizomes that snaked half-buried through the dusty regolith; all had turned the flat surfaces of their blades towards the sun’s yellow spark.


  Jackson threw a camo cloth over the jet unit and crept towards Baker on her belly, supple as a snake in her yellow P-suit. She checked him over and began to assemble a hollow tube and a scaffold cradle from components she had strapped to her backpack.


  “What are you doing?”


  “It’s amazing what you can get in the way of surplus weaponry, if you have the credit. This is a missile launcher. The Europans made them to shoot down drones like the ones we operated, only they didn’t have time to deploy them before the hydrogen bomb broke open the crust. I paid for this through Berry’s room service. It fires up to ten smart micromissiles, but I only need two. One is aimed at the scow, the other at the dome over the horizon.


  “Ah. I thought you were joking about blowing up the ship.”


  Jackson said flatly, “I don’t joke about business.”


  She started to adjust the angle of the tube by minute increments, finally sitting back in a squat. “It’s running, ready to go in three hours. Try and move it now and the charge will explode. Try and rip out the chip that controls it—same thing. The only way to stop it is to use a code. You think I’m a fuck-up, but I know what I’m doing here.”


  Baker couldn’t see Jackson’s face because the sun was reflecting off the gold-tinted visor of her helmet, but he could imagine her tigerish grin. He said, “I don’t doubt it.”


  “You stay right there. I’ll be telling them that you’ll fire the mortar at any sign of trouble, so don’t stray. And remember that I’m linked to the ship just like you. Try anything—especially try and close down my link—and I’ll blow her. Sit tight. Enjoy the view. I’ll be back soon.”


  Baker sat tight, watching Saturn’s crescent slowly wax above the sharp, irregular edge of the horizon. Like almost all of Saturn’s moons, Janus was tidally locked, and kept one face permanently turned toward its primary. Sri Hong-Owen had sited her home at the edge of sub-Saturnian hemisphere; Saturn stood permanently at the horizon, his rings arching beyond his banded crescent like the string of a drawn bow—he dominated half the sky, shedding a bilious light over the pockmarked slope. Janus was so small that wherever you looked the ground appeared to slope away—Baker felt that he was hugging the top of a hill that was plunging towards Saturn’s storms, a hill studded with half-buried boulders of all sizes which cast multicolored shadows. In the other direction, the outer ring system scratched a thin arch across the width of the sky, with several of the moons bright against a dusting of stars. There was Dione, which had its own satellite trailing at 60 degrees of arc in the same orbital path; there was the tiny crescent of Titan, lit not only by the Sun but by the terraforming fusion lamps hung in equatorial orbit. Baker wondered what it would be like when Janus was overtaken by its co-orbital moon, Epimetheus. Passing only 50 kilometres away, Epimetheus would eclipse Saturn and exchange a fraction of its momentum with Janus; the two moons would swap orbits and Janus would slowly accelerate away in the lower orbit. The orbital exchange happened every four years, and was not a stable configuration; in slightly under ten million years the two moons would collide, and it was thought that the fragments would eventually coalesce into a single body.


  He thought his plan through again. With the insurance of the cargo train, he was pretty sure that he could get out of this alive. The rest was as imponderable as ever, but he was confident that he could make some friends here. That was what he was good at, after all. Of course, he’d underestimated Jackson, and it was only pure dumb luck that she hadn’t upgraded her net—otherwise he was pretty sure that she would have disposed of him as soon as she had control of the scow. But Jackson wasn’t the problem now. He was pretty sure that she would be killed as soon as she walked into the habitat. Although it certainly increased his chance of survival, part of him—the fragmented bits of his old self—wished that he’d warned her.


  The P-suit’s lifesystem made comforting hums and soft hisses; it was like being inside a tent exactly his size.


  Baker broke radio silence to try and talk with Berry, but the man was gurgling inside his mask, drunk or asleep, and wouldn’t answer.


  He tried that counting trick: one potato, two potato, three potato, four. Tested it against the system clock of his net, tried different intonations, couldn’t get it to come out right. Maybe it was just a story Jackson had spun to draw him in. It didn’t matter. He didn’t need dumb tricks like that, not any more.


  Time passed. Baker had always been calm in the squeeze of danger—to his way of thinking, there was no sense in getting caught up in useless speculation, it was best to face any situation with an uncluttered mind. In any case, there was nothing he could do until either Jackson came back or Berry’s mother came for him. He set up a couple of alarms on his P-suit’s system and fell asleep.


  And woke an hour later to find four pressure-suited figures kneeling by him, visors blankly reflecting the gray-brown moonscape. They were as small as children. A fifth figure was examining Jackson’s missile launcher.


  Baker tried to sit up, and discovered that his suit was bound by a thousand tough, tightly wrapped fibres. He squashed the first tremors of alarm and said as calmly as he could, “There’s a couple of things you should know.”


  The ring of silver around the tented crater was a plantation of things like flowers, tough wiry stalks five metres tall rising straight out of dusty ice, each bearing a single big white dish-shaped bloom with a black cylinder protruding from its centre. The dishes were all turned in one direction, toward the setting sun. It was pitch black beneath the packed dishes, but Baker’s captors carried him at the same fast-gliding gait with which they’d crossed the open ground.


  Just as he was carried out of the far side of the plantation, Baker thought he saw a flash at the horizon, and wondered if that had been the missile launcher. Then he and his captors plunged down a sleep terraced slope, following a path sketched in dabs of green fox-fire. Baker didn’t ask where they were taking him. He was just grateful that so far he had not been killed.


  The slope became a tunnel, hung from floor to ceiling with a thousand stiff black curtains that must have formed a pressure lock, because the tunnel suddenly opened up at the lip of a huge bowl of greenery under a thousand brilliant lamps, with flocks of what looked like birds floating lazily at different layers in the air, Saturn a blank-faced giant peering in at the construction diamond tent which capped the vast space.


  Baker’s pressure-suited captors dropped him at the edge of the bowl and threw themselves over the drop, bouncing like balls from terrace to terrace and finally vanishing into a stand of tree ferns. Baker’s bonds slowly dissolved, snapping apart like brittle elastic as he picked himself up.


  A woman was moving toward him through the air above the green gulf, sitting on a throne borne up by what looked like cherubs. She was not Sri Hong-Owen but one of her daughters. She was young, golden-skinned and unselfconsciously naked. She had a tweak’s etiolated build, her long arms and legs skinny but supple, her breasts no more than enlarged nipples on her prominent rib cage. A cloud of black hair floated around her narrow face.


  When Baker asked her name, she smiled and said that no names were needed here, where all were one mind, one flesh. He asked then where her mother was, and the golden-skinned woman told him that she had moved on, which at first Baker took to mean died.


  “Alder descended to the Earth to continue our mother’s work there,” the woman said, “and Berry went his own way. He is only our half-brother, and is weak-minded, but we love him anyway. Our mother would have killed him, we think, but she no longer needs to make small decisions like that, and we decided to show mercy.”


  “How many are you?”


  Baker had unlatched the helmet of his P-suit and stood with it tucked under his arm, like an old-fashioned knight in front of his enthroned queen. The cherubs had flown away—they had little patience, the woman had said when they left, being full of the joy of life lived moment to moment.


  “There are more than enough of us to deal with you or anyone else who tries to invade our kingdom,” she told Baker now. “We have killed many in the last 20 years—spies, pirates, adventurers, the merely curious. But you are the first to think of kidnapping Berry, and you are the first to threaten our mother. How did you know?”


  “Luck, I guess,” Baker said, wondering what he was supposed to have guessed.


  The woman leaned forward, gazing intently at him through her floating tangle of black hair. “Berry is not dead.”


  Her gaze compelled. Baker said, “No. No, not when I left him.”


  “Then you are luckier than you know,” the woman said.


  “What about Jackson?”


  “Was that her name?”


  “You killed her, didn’t you? You should know she aimed a missile at this place.”


  “We dealt with it.”


  “Ah. I thought I saw an explosion.”


  “The one who tried to disarm it was killed.”


  “So you killed Jackson in return.”


  “No, we killed the woman because she threatened us. Any of us would sacrifice our lives for the good of the clade, but all of us would die to save our mother. We love her more than life itself. You should know that we are tracking the cargo train and have calculated its trajectory.”


  When Baker had briefly wrested control of the scow from Jackson, he had sent the cargo train on a trajectory that would end in a collision with Epimetheus after three orbits of Saturn, less than 20 hours from now. He said, “I was going to tell you about that. I don’t mean any harm by it. I want to be friends. The cargo train—it’s just insurance, that’s all.”


  The woman made no gesture, but children appeared at various levels of the burgeoning greenery. No, not children: they were naked creatures the same size as his pressure-suited captors, so pale and skinny that they seemed partly transparent, like certain deep-sea creatures. They were quite sexless. Their heads were small and wedge-shaped, sloping straight back from skin-covered dimples where their eyes should have been; their ears flared out like bats’ wings; their hands had only three fingers, spaced like a crane’s grab. Four of them gripped the arms of Baker’s P-suit with implacable strength.


  “We will kill you slowly for your presumption,” the woman said, “and our defense drones will destroy the cargo train.”


  Baker said. “I don’t think you want to do that. If it’s destroyed, the debris will still hit and do just as much harm, but if you leave it be, I can change its orbit once we’ve made a deal.”


  The woman shrugged. “It is unlikely that the impact will hurt our mother, for most of her is far underground. But it will damage her energy-gathering systems, and we cannot allow even that. You will change its orbit now.”


  Baker said stubbornly, “We can make a deal. That’s why I’m here.”


  “No,” the golden-skinned woman said serenely. “No bargains. Change the orbit of the cargo train and we may let you leave. Otherwise we will keep you here, alive and in great pain.”


  “You didn’t kill me,” Baker said. “Of course you want to bargain. I want to set up a trading agreement between your clade and my collective. You must have plenty of biological novelties, for instance. In exchange, we can supply you with trace elements, or anything else you might need. I did a little research and I know you deal exclusively with the private citizens who bankrolled this experiment. I bet my collective can offer you better supply contracts. And we can guarantee confidentiality.”


  “There will be no trade,” the woman said. “We need nothing. Our mother made this garden. It is all we need. You will do as we ask.”


  “I have to be on the scow to do it,” Baker said, “so you’ll have to let me go anyway. There’s plenty of time. I can show you the figures on the trade my collective does with the Titan terraforming project. Think it over. I mean no harm to your mother. I didn’t know she was on Epimetheus. I thought she was here.”


  “She is not on Epimetheus,” the woman said, “she is becoming Epimetheus. Think what you will do. I will return soon.”


  Cherubs whirled down and lifted the chair and the woman into the air. As she dwindled away, the workers released Baker and vanished into the greenery with unnerving swift silence.


  The golden-skinned woman did not return for many hours. Baker wasn’t worried; he was sure that she was discussing the offer with her mother, and the longer it took the more likely it was that he could hook them. He found the airlock, but the black sheets had stiffened and would not let him pass. A little way beyond, at the foot of a steep vine-covered cliff, a flash of bright yellow caught his attention. It was Jackson’s P-suit helmet. The visor was cracked around a burn hole; the padding inside was crusted with drying blood.


  Baker cradled it, tears pricking at his eyes; although he had not loved her, he had loved the idea of remembering that he had once loved her, and what he was mourning now was that lost part of his life. She had not understood that when she had tried to manipulate him; she had not really understood much of what she had done. The only thing she had been right about was that ordinary humans had no place in the Outer System: here was the proof.


  He dropped the helmet and turned back to explore the rim of the freefall jungle bowl. The lush green thickets were full of strange creatures: things like snakes, but with narrow human heads and pale human skin; little black-furred tarsiers with microcephalic human faces; white worms working like mobile fingers through the crumbling soil. The things Baker had thought were birds were more like black-furred bats, with leathery wings as wide as his outstretched arms; when he climbed out along the smooth limb of a tree above the bowl of the jungle a flock of them wheeled and dive-bombed him, spattering him with their dung.


  Baker laughed and retreated, crashing unhandily through thick foliage in his P-suit. He was not afraid of anything here. He controlled the cargo train: he had the upper hand. He had thought to threaten Sri Hong-Owen with the destruction of her experimental sites, and although he didn’t understand what the woman had told him, he was certain that his bargaining position was even stronger than he had hoped. His sidekick had been wrong after all. Everything was going to work out. Except for Jackson, of course. It was a pity about Jackson, but after she tried to cut him out of the deal, he really had had no choice but to let her walk unknowingly to her own death.


  At last, the golden-skinned woman returned, borne as before through the air on a chair sustained by cherubs. Workers stepped out of the greenery and stood on either side of her chair as the cherubs set her down and whirled away.


  “I hope we can talk,” Baker said.


  “We have agreed to tell you about us,” the woman said. “Listen.”


  Sri Hong-Owen wanted to become truly immortal, the woman said. She had used cloning as a first step, although she knew that it would not be enough. Clones are exact genetic copies, but personality is determined by a combination of genes, environment and experience. A clone would have to have been subjected to every single one of her own experiences to become a perfect copy. Even so, she experimented with the effects of various types of memory downloads and artificial-reality scenarios on the personalities of female clones, and then she had created the clade and its habitat, and given it over to the charge of her daughter clones. The clade valued knowledge, not things. Its treasure store was in its self-regulating ecosystem and the genetic diversity it had fashioned from a genome library derived from a few plants and microorganisms and from Sri Hong-Owen herself; every animal in the habitat was derived from her by gengineering and forced evolution. Given the right conditions, the clade could persist forever.


  Meanwhile, Sri Hong-Owen reshaped herself.


  She developed vacuum organisms which turned sunlight into electrical energy with almost one-hundred-percent efficiency—the ring of dish flowers around the habitat were an early prototype. They were forming a blanket across the surface of Epimetheus, and Sri Hong-Owen’s modified body was growing through the moon’s icy crust like blue mould through cheese. It was already the largest organism in the Solar System, larger even than the mycelial mats which underlay Earth’s temperate forests, and which she now somewhat resembled. Copies of her original body were cached here and there in that mass, and there were more than a hundred copies of her brain, all sharing the same sensory inputs, the same thoughts. They were as alike as possible. Eventually the mycelium would completely embrace the moon. It would grow thrusters which would subtly alter the moon’s orbit, slingshotting it repeatedly through Saturn’s gravity well until it gained enough velocity to escape to the stars.


  “Probably Vega,” the golden-skinned woman told Baker. “There’s a ring of debris around Vega twice the size of our Solar System, millions of comets and planetoids and asteroids. She will fill it with clades like ours, and then move on to other systems where planets failed to form. She is the first real transhuman, but there will be others—those who sponsored her work, to begin with.”


  Baker smiled. He did not believe half of what he had been told. He said, “If she is truly immortal then she must value her life immensely.”


  “What are you to her? She could fill the galaxy. In time, she could fill a million galaxies. Planets are unnecessary. We have evolved beyond planets. We have evolved beyond the human form. We can make ourselves over into a thousand kinds of organism, all fitter for life in space than mere humans. The tweaks are a first step, lungfish on the shore of space. We will go much further.”


  “My collective has already made over a tented crater on Rhea, much as this one has been transformed. Other collectives are making homes in planetoids, mining comet heads . . . There are many different ways of making a living, and no need at all to depend on trade with anyone on Earth. Trade with us instead. If you had time to look at those figures—”


  “All of you are still human,” the woman said. “We have evolved beyond that.”


  “She’s right,” someone else said, and a second golden-skinned woman came into the clearing with an elegant motion that was half-walking, half-swimming. She held something between her small breasts with both hands.


  “You’ve decided.” Baker said. “That’s good.”


  “We’ve decided,” the woman said, and released what she held.


  It flew straight at Baker on a blur of membranous wings, a tiny bat with a wasp’s long abdomen. He tried to knock it out of the air but it was too fast and his pressure suit slowed him. It dodged his clumsy blow and caught at his hair with claws. Something sank into his scalp, pushing between the sutures of his skull, and black pain swept the world away.


  When it came back, the two golden-skinned women were looking down at him. Baker pushed up and gingerly touched the top of his head; hundreds of hair-thin wires with sticky-tagged ends came loose, slowly falling to the ground around him. He said, “What did you do?”


  “Evolution is cruel,” the first woman said. “Those forms which are less successful will die. Perhaps we will keep some of you, out of sentiment. And Baker, while he lives, needs help, of course.”


  “I’m not sure I understand,” Baker said. He felt quite calm, as if he had entered an artificial reality and could leave any time he wanted. “I thought evolution was all about change, but you do not want to change.”


  Suddenly, he felt his sidekick at his back and a warning twinge in his head like a cold needle in his core. Ordinarily, he would have welcomed its return, but there seemed to be something wrong with it; it was fierce and strong and silent.


  He said, “You did something to me, didn’t you? Something with those wires, something to my net.”


  The second woman said, “We are a new kind of evolution. The body changes at will, and the mind lives on.”


  “Tell me what you did!”


  “After a little while,” the first woman said, “you won’t ever worry about it.”


  Baker said, “You want me to think like you? Is that it? Listen, you can’t last forever in isolation. People need other people.”


  “That is why we will send you back,” the first woman said. “You can only think in the old way. Although we love him dearly, that was always Berry’s trouble.”


  Then the sidekick seized Baker. He couldn’t move. His body felt bloated, unmanageable, fiery hot, a pupa melting and changing inside the carapace of the P-suit.


  The wires had downloaded new programs into his net and reactivated his sidekick: now his sidekick was changing him. Part of his personality fell away, falling from his mind into darkness as icebergs calve from a glacier.


  At last the work was done and the world came back to him. His sidekick was at his back, stronger than ever, his mentor and his friend.


  They all gathered to watch him go, workers, cherubs, human-skinned snakes and crabs, naked monkey-things which tended the gardens, all one family, one flesh, one thought, one clade.


  “You are one of us now,” they said. “A different flesh but one of us. Our faithful servant. You will divert the cargo train because you know that no harm must come to our mother. You will guard our brother now and forever.”


  He did what they wanted.


  He was one of them.


  His collective finally found him on Dione. He and Berry were staying in the only hotel in a raw construction town, the first stage of an ambitious plan to tent the Latium Chasma, the fissure which cut a deep groove across the northern half of the sub-Saturnian hemisphere. The hotel could not supply the kind of luxury that Berry was used to; after only a few days he told Baker that he wanted to move on.


  Baker was returning from the port. He always transacted business in person; even deeply encrypted phone lines were not to be trusted. He had arranged transport to one of the garden habitats that orbited Titan, a tourist place where people went to use telepresence to explore the storms which were resurfacing the giant moon. He was sure that Berry would like it: gardens reminded him of the happy days of his childhood, in the garden of his mother.


  They jumped into Baker’s capsule just before it pulled out of the station, a young woman and an older man. The young woman wanted to know if he recognized her. “We slept together to seal the contract,” she said, her eyes searching his face. “You were always my favourite. You must remember.”


  Baker tried to be polite. “I do not know you,” he lied. “I am sorry.”


  The young woman touched the man’s arm.


  “Ralf is a lawyer. We filed a bond here. If you need privacy to talk we can provide it. We know you logged a flight with two passengers. One was an old friend of yours. Vera Flamillion Jackson. We know where you went, but we don’t know what happened. Please tell me. Whatever happened to you can be reversed, I’m sure of it.”


  “I don’t think so. You want your slave back. Don’t deny that you think of him as your property. Well, he isn’t. He is one of us, now.”


  And so on, a tide of anger rolling over Baker, submerging him so completely that he no longer knew if he or the sidekick was speaking. He came to himself in the atrium of Berry’s hotel suite. The entry phone was flashing but he ignored it.


  “Well, it’s time we moved anyway,” he said to the air, as he moved through the rooms to the private pool where Berry floated.


  The sidekick was fading at his back, as beneficent as the warmth of the sun; before it vanished it told him with approval that he had done well. And then he saw Berry, floating pink and naked in steaming water amongst palmettoes and bamboos, a tray of food on his hairless chest, sucking on a drink bulb, and the unfortunate incident didn’t matter anymore.


  Berry spat the straw from his mouth and said, “You’ve been away. I don’t like it when you’re away.”


  “I’ve arranged a new place for us.”


  “Oh, that. Good. Can’t stay in one place too long. That’s the secret.”


  “Do you think she might need us one day? Do you think we might be allowed to return?”


  Berry bent his head and sucked up the last of the margarita mix with a rattling noise. When he looked up, there were tears swelling in his eyes. He said, “We’re nothing to her now. We’re too human. You’re here to serve me. By serving me you serve the clade. That’s all you need to know. Now help me out. My skin’s wrinkling.”


  “Of course,” Baker said, and went to get the oils and unguents, filled with boundless unqualified love for his master.


  


  Paul J. McAuley recently completed the third volume of his “Confluence” trilogy—although that book will not be out until next year. He is now contemplating a new novel. His last three appearances in Interzone were with “The True History of Dr Pretorius” (issue 98), “All Tomorrow’s Parties” (issue 119) and “The Secret of My Success” (issue 131). He lives in London.


  1999


  I Spy


  I spy for a living. That’s why I know what you are. That’s why I know what you do. That’s why I humbly lay this confession at your feet.


  Childhood is supposed to be the happiest time of your life and once they have put it behind them for most people it is. They remember the good times. They remember Christmas and birthdays. They remember sunny days and freedom and laughter. But my childhood was a hell with no redemption. I grew up resenting the way my schoolmates were cosseted and aimed towards adulthood by caring parents. I had to find my own path. It was no easy one.


  My father was a Polish ex-airman. He had fled the Nazis when the tanks rolled over the border in September 1939. He was not a coward. He wanted to get out so he could have his revenge on those who had destroyed his country.


  He joined the RAF and flew more than fifty sorties against the Luftwaffe at the height of the Battle of Britain. After the war he settled down and became an accountant. He was well-respected in the little Gloucestershire town where we lived. He was a prosperous small business man. He was a war hero. But he was also a violent bully. He missed the certainties of war and hated the contingencies and random mess of civilian life. He became a martinet who exerted fanatical and rigid control over his family.


  Everything in our little bungalow had its place and everything had to be kept spotlessly clean. Meals had to be provided punctually. His clothes had to be ironed and starched in a certain way and had to be laid out for him each morning in the correct manner. He spent most of his evenings at the British Legion club. He drank heavily and came home and beat his wife after he failed to fuck her. He stood in the doorway of the bedroom of his only son and cursed him and listed perceived transgressions and the punishments he would deliver. In this he was as methodical as in everything else. He devised a tariff of discipline which he carried out to the letter.


  I hated my mother more than my father because she never complained or stood up to him. She explained away the bruises as falls. Our neighbours accepted this because she was so prone to narcolepsy and epileptic fits she was not allowed a driving license.


  She was a mouse of a woman. Someone who should have protected me and could not even protect herself. She had no friends in the town. She was an only child and her mother was widowed. My father forbade her to have any contact with her meagre family. She was allowed out only to shop. My father would ring from the office at odd times to interrogate her.


  I grew up fearful and quiet. I had been taught to speak only when spoken to. Any hint that I might be lying brought swift and terrible punishment. My father once broke a broom handle on my head because he thought I had stolen a ten pound note. He later found it on the bureau and beat my mother for misplacing it. The world was constantly thwarting him.


  I had a concussion for three days. I did not mind. The world was pleasantly out of focus. Everything seemed an inch from my grasp. For the first time in my life my sleep was deep and dreamless.


  My father was a burly man. Drink coarsened his face and added a swag to his belly but he remained hale and hearty until he died. He had excelled in all sports as a young man. Although he could easily have afforded a car he walked everywhere. He walked at the same fast pace whether it was raining or gloriously sunny.


  I took after my mother. I was slightly built and short. My eyesight was poor. My father forced me to do Canadian Air Force Exercises each morning. He made me use Indian clubs to build up my muscles. They had little effect. He could circle my upper arms with his fingers. Once I tried to defend my mother because he was still beating her after she had been knocked unconscious. Blood was coming out of her ears. He threw me the length of the living room with a flick of his arm.


  I learned how to evade the worst of my father’s anger. I found many places to hide. Sometimes I spent the night away from home. The beatings I received upon my return were fearsome but they were a small price to pay for a respite from my father’s drunken rages and the aching quiet of my mother’s fear. I found that if I pretended not to care about the beatings my father would lose interest. In truth he was getting old. He had married late. He had been fifty when I was born. There had been another child ten years before that. My brother had died when only two months old. He had been my father’s true heir. My father blamed my mother and often told me that I was a mistake. It was the only one of his cruelties that I believed long after his death.


  I did not seek out friends. I was mostly left alone at school. I was too weird for the bullies to bother with and too scary for the other misfits. A few of the teachers recognised my intelligence and tried to draw me out but I refused to respond.


  I turned in essays and other work on time but otherwise I drifted through school. There was nothing to hold my interest. I spent most of my time daydreaming. I drew elaborate patterns inside the covers of my exercise books. Classes dragged slowly towards release at 4.15 each afternoon. The school was a grammar school with public school pretensions. It displayed silver trophies in a glass cabinet next to the door to the headmaster’s study. The names of the dead of two world wars were engraved on walnut shields hung in the assembly hall. The names of those who had gone on to university were painted on varnished pine boards that lined the main corridor. In its traditions and discipline I saw only a weak reflection of my father’s regime. I despised it.


  I spent most of my free time as a teenager reading science fiction and Marvel comic books. I read Alfred Bester’s Tiger! Tiger! and Theodore Sturgeon’s More Than Human. I read Robert Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land and John Wyndham’s The Midwich Cuckoos. I loved Roger Zelazny’s Amber series of novels. They were about an ordinary man who discovered that he was a powerful prince of a hidden realm realer than our own world.


  I used this raw material to construct my own fantasies. I was an orphan of star sailors who had abandoned or lost me for complex reasons. I was an experimental subject unknowingly adopted by my parents and although I was outwardly an ordinary boy I would slowly realise my powers. I would be able to read minds or move objects by mental power. I would be able to see into the future and amass a vast fortune. I would be able to hypnotise girls and do whatever I wanted with them (the phrase he bent her to his will woke a particular thrill for me). I would found a new religion and be surrounded by loyal friends and beautiful compliant women. I would allow my mother and father to be employed in some lowly and humiliating position.


  I read James Tiptree Jr’s story “Beam Us Home”. My father did not own a television and I knew nothing about Star Trek but the story rang true at a deep level. For many weeks I dreamed that a great golden ship would one day sweep down out of the sky and hover over my town. Everyone would be tested and everyone but me would fail. I would rise in a beam of light to the wonder of all.


  And then there were the comics. Their dramas were centred on weaklings or cripples who were imbued with secret identities and superpowers. Spider-Man – his alter ego a misunderstood teenage loner like me. Iron Man – a millionaire afflicted with a near fatal heart ailment. Thor – otherwise a cripple. The X-Men – mutant teenagers who hated the difference their superpowers bestowed upon them.


  Unlike the X-Men I wanted to be different. I knew that I was better than those around me. I was better than the ordinary teenagers who had loving homes and went on dates and were good at sport. I could not believe that my suffering and my father’s punishments were for nothing.


  Were you already living in the town? Did you select me? Were you moulding me through those fantasies? Were you beginning to turn me into your disciple?


  I will prove myself worthy of you. I will show you that I am capable of deeds of true and absolute justice. I will show you how I triumphed over my father.


  I practised telepathy. I tried to control the flight of birds by willpower. I shuffled packs of cards and tried to guess their order. I collected coincidences and wondered if the whole world was a conspiracy. I imagined that it was peopled by actors in a drama centred on me.


  I was sixteen. I cut an eccentric figure around town. I craved attention but was too introverted to seek it out. I thought that people would recognise and love my uniqueness. In this respect I was not unlike other teenagers.


  In summer I wore an orange jacket and green trousers. In winter I topped this off with a quilted navy blue anorak. Like everyone in the ’70’s I wore my hair long. I did not often wash it. It was greasy and spangled with dandruff. I had thick-lensed National Health spectacles with thin blue metal rims. I cultivated a wealth of acne by long sessions of pinching and prodding at the bathroom mirror.


  I was given no pocket money except for a few odd coins my mother managed to hoard from her meagre housekeeping. I spent her gleanings on second-hand Panther and Pan paperbacks at jumble sales. It left a little over for the bag of chips I shared with the pigeons in the little park by the church. After I had used up the public library I needed to steal to get my fix of pulp thrills. I stole Marvel comic books from the revolving wire rack in the newsagents. I stole Foursquare and Star paperbacks from Woolworths’ bargain bins. I wrapped my books and comics in plastic bags and hid them in various places in the bungalow’s unkempt garden.


  I did not know that comics and science fiction were popular culture. I knew nothing about popular culture. We did not own a television. My father kept the radiogram permanently tuned to Radio 4 and listened only to the evening news. I believed that the books and comics were schemes for an ideal world which would one day rise through the quotidian. I believed that they contained secret messages that only the illuminati could understand.


  I began to patrol the town at night soon after I took up shoplifting. I was looking for secrets. I did my homework early and went out after my father left for the British Legion club. Sometimes I followed him. He revealed nothing. It was not until later that I discovered his secret.


  But there were plenty of places of interest. I planned my excursions like military operations. I haunted the common. I made furtive raids on the perimeter of the American airbase. I walked the corridors of the hospital. I wandered about the yards of the factories that backed onto the railway line.


  I picked up a pair of binoculars in one of the jumble sales. The magnification ratio was feeble and both lenses were badly scratched. It did not matter. I watched ordinary domestic routines through lighted windows. I knew where all my classmates lived and where their girlfriends lived. I watched them in bus shelters or chip shops or in the patch of waste ground where they drank Blackthorn cider and VP sherry. I knew where the older teenagers went in the woods above the town. I knew that the dairy regularly tipped unsold milk back into its tanks. I knew that stolen goods were distributed in the yard of the Prince of Wales pub by the bus station after hours. I knew where dope was sold and I knew who bought it.


  I made notes on different coloured paper. I made elaborately coded dossiers. I believed that they held the key to all of the town’s secrets. All I had to do was scry the patterns.


  There were other rewards. Sometimes I glimpsed through half-drawn curtains a girl or a woman taking off her clothes. I saw Janice Turner take off everything but her bra and then she turned and with one hand reached behind her long white back and began to unfasten the strap and with the other switched out light. She was one of the girls at the High School who were rumoured to “do it”. She became the subject of my humid private fantasies for weeks afterwards.


  Spying did not satisfy my need to know things. The sixth form had its own house in one corner of the school grounds. It was easy to bunk off school between lessons without being missed. I knew the routines of the householders and always carefully checked that they were out by telephoning them before going into action.


  It was surprisingly easy to break into houses in those days. Very few people had burglar alarms or security locks. I avoided houses with dogs. People hid spare keys under flowerpots or doormats. They hung them on strings inside letterboxes. In summer they left windows open.


  I took nothing. I wanted only to be in the spaces inhabited by ordinary lives. It was like being on stage in an empty theatre. I read letters and bills. I found diaries. I learned all their dirty little secrets. I printed my authority on the commonplace domestic interiors through minor transgressions. I lay in the fragrant beds of teenage girls and masturbated with their underwear around my penis. I pissed in baths but washed it away afterwards. I walked naked around other people’s houses.


  Although I took nothing from the houses I broke into I sometimes found rabbits and other small pets in sheds or out-houses. Once I found half a dozen new born kittens blindly moving over each other in a cardboard box lined with newspaper. I killed these helpless creatures in various slow and interesting ways using the dissection kit I had been issued for biology classes. I smeared their blood on my face. Sometimes I drank a little of it. The thick salty taste made me ill. I was not yet worthy. I left the remains of these small sacrifices in various places at the edge of town. I impaled them on bamboo canes or on branches of certain trees. I was marking the place as my own.


  I returned to the sacrifices again and again. Sometimes I discovered that the corpses had been further mutilated. At the time I thought that foxes or crows had found them. Now I know that you were leaving signs of your presence.


  Are you lost or did you come here deliberately? Are you experimenting with the town? Or did you come here because of me? Did I draw you here? Perhaps we are the first of a new kind of being.


  You have much to learn about me. You should know that after dark the town is mine. I see everything.


  I was too unworthy to recognise any messages you left me then. I had not yet ascended to a higher level. I will tell you how I began that long climb. I will tell you how I killed a man.


  I was still obsessed with Janice Turner. I broke into her house several times and found her diary. I learnt the names of the men she was having sex with. One was an American sergeant from the airbase. She met him every Sunday evening. Her parents believed that she was practicing the clarinet at a friend’s house or that she had gone to the cinema. In fact she was fucking her boyfriend.


  He was a burly man with a thick mustache and a severe crew cut. He drove a red Mustang. It had left-hand drive. The American Air Force allowed their men to ship their cars over. His name was Kowalski.


  He had a flat in a big house at the edge of town. The relatives of the old woman who died in it had sold its large garden to developers. Unfinished yellow brick houses stood where the orchard and lawns had once been. These houses overlooked Kowalski’s flat and it was easy to keep watch from the outside.


  One day I decided to break in.


  All that week I had practised being invisible. It was a matter of sidling along and not meeting other people’s eyes. It was a matter of concentration. I was sure that I could do it long enough to see what Janice Turner and her boyfriend were doing. I wanted to see Janice having sex. I wanted to see him fucking her.


  I dressed in black. I rubbed coal dust on my face. The lock on the front door was a cheap imitation of a Yale. I knew how to open it using a slip of plastic. My heart was beating fast as I eased inside. My chest felt very full. I was taking many small breaths.


  It was very hot inside. It stank of cheap perfume and booze. I could hear a TV roaring at full volume. There was a kitchen to the right. The cooker was black with grease. The sink was full of pots and pans and dirty plates soaking in grey water. The main room was to the left. In a later era estate agents would call it a studio flat but it was really a glorified bed-sit.


  Candles burned everywhere. They were stuck to flat surfaces with their own melted wax. A gun lay in front of a half circle of red candles on a side table. I picked it up. It was very heavy. Its cross-hatched metal grip was oily and cold. It was real. TV light flickered over the pull-down sofa where Janice Turner lay.


  She was naked. Her white skin shone with sweat. Her thighs were slick. Her big sloppy breasts rolled on her ribcage as she looked up at me. Her eyes were glassy and black. She looked at me and my heart beat even faster. Then I knew that she was looking past me. She was looking at the half-open bathroom door.


  Kowalski was in the bathroom. He was naked too. His back was to me. Black hair swirled over it. He bent over the bath. One end of a taut strip of cloth was in his mouth and the other wrapped around his arm. He had a glass hypodermic and was searching for a vein. There was old blood spray on the white tiles.


  I must have made a noise because he turned. I stepped backwards. Despite the noise of the TV I heard the hypodermic clatter in the bath. He said something and reached for me and the top of the bathroom doorframe exploded in dust and splinters. The gun had gone off. I had not heard it but I felt the shock of it in the muscles of my arm. Kowalski was screaming. His hands were over his face. Blood squirted between his fingers. I shot him twice and he went down.


  Janice Turner giggled. I dropped the gun and ran.


  I know now that you recognise me. I know that you have read this poor confession.


  I first saw you running from one side of the high street to the other. You had taken on the appearance of a naked man. You vaulted a parked car and disappeared down the side the library. You moved so quickly that by the time I zoomed in you were gone.


  I saw you again four weeks later. This time I remembered to use the video. But when I played it back it showed only the street and its pools and light and shadow. You did not register. You have the true power of invisibility.


  But I saw you.


  I remember your face. It flashed ghostly white as you passed beneath a streetlight. I saw the round dark moonpools of your eyes. I saw the slather dripping from your pointed teeth.


  You came again last night. I found your sacrifice. I hid it for you. It took all night but it is done. No one will find it.


  You know me now.


  You know what I am.


  I wait for you to come to me. The others are like sheep. They are blind to our true nature. I am the only free man here. I am too tired and too excited to write more. Be patient. Tomorrow I will write about how I broke free from my father.


  There was a huge scandal after Kowalski’s death. It was revealed that he had been supplying heroin to many of the personnel of the American Air Force base. He had injected heroin into Janice Turner’s arm that night. She was convicted for manslaughter but the sentence was suspended.


  At first I was scared and then I was elated. I fed on my fear and turned it to strength. After three days I knew that Janice Turner had not really seen me. I had been the invisible man. I had rescued her from Kowalski. I had delivered justice. I lost myself in fantasies in which Janice remembered what I had done and came to me in gratitude.


  I grew bolder. I sneaked out of the bungalow at night and roamed the town. I broke into houses and stood by the beds of sleeping people. Sometimes they woke and stared at me in sleepy confusion but they always went back to sleep. Sometimes I masturbated over them. I violated their dreams.


  I was twice stopped by the police. I told them that I had been seeing my girlfriend. They drove me home in their patrol car and watched as I went in through the front door. I stole from the piles of change that people left on bedside tables and chests of drawers. I had stolen money in my pockets when the police stopped me. I bought a knife from the Army surplus store in Bristol. Its blade was as wide as my hand. One edge was serrated and one edge was razor sharp. There was a notch for cutting twine. I found a medical supply shop. I bought straight scalpel blades and heavy curved scalpel blades. I bought a surgical saw and heavy forceps. I said that I was a medical student. The shop assistant did not question me.


  I left many sacrifices in the woods where now surveyor’s tapes stretch between iron poles and yellow crosses of spray paint mark the trunks of trees which will be cut down to make room for new houses.


  I left school that summer. I scraped passes in three A-levels without much effort. It did not matter. I did not want to go to university. In any case my father would not pay for it. He found me a job in the paper mill where he audited the accounts. I worked as a labourer on shifts. I volunteered for the night shift. I came home at dawn and slept for a few hours and then roamed about town. I read the novels of Philip K. Dick. I read Frank Herbert’s Dune series. I came to believe that most people were zombies or androids. They were no more than machines. Only those who could pass specific tests were human. I had a sudden insight that felt so right everything in my life locked around it. I was the only real person in town because I had passed just such a test. I had murdered a man for true and absolute justice. I began to look for other tests.


  I did not know about you then.


  I did not know that you were my secret sharer.


  I took to following my father. I found out his secret.


  It was very simple and very banal. He was fucking his secretary in the lunch hour.


  She was a spinster. She was only a few years younger than he was. She was heavily built and had a large mole by the side of her nose.


  I watched them several times. They did it on the desk. They pulled down the blinds but in their haste they often left them askew. My father’s offices were on the first floor over a butcher’s shop. I watched from the flat asphalt roof over the refrigerated store in the rear extension. I was Spider-man. I tingled with a premonition of absolute justice.


  I knew I had to expose this crime. I made several sacrifices in preparation. My father brought in a pest control firm. He thought that there were rats in the building and that some had died under the floorboards. I sanctified the space and made it my own and then I confronted him.


  He always locked the office door at lunchtime. One Saturday I stole his key and had a spare made. When I came into his office two days later he tried to rear up from under the weight of his secretary. Then she saw me and screamed and fell to the floor. Her nylon petticoat was bunched up around her flabby white thighs. Her grey hair hung around her face. My father’s face was white and red. His penis deflated in little throbbing jerks. I stared at him and went out.


  My father said nothing that night. He did not need to. We both knew I had taken away his source of power. He no longer went to the British Legion club. He drank at home. He drank a bottle of Teacher’s whisky every night. He raged at my mother but no longer hit her. They were sleeping in different rooms. I realised that my father was an old man.


  I came and went as I pleased. I left dead animals on the desk in my father’s office. I dissected them to the bones and spread them on his blotter.


  I saw my father’s defeat as vindication of my power. I knew that I could use my power to do good. I would become an avenger.


  Stolen goods were sold openly in the Prince of Wales pub. I kept watch and learnt that one of the local police detectives was involved. He turned a blind eye and was rewarded with cash. Sometimes he brought in radio cassettes taken from crashed vehicles or jewellery taken from burglarized houses. He brought pornography confiscated from the sex shop in Gloucester.


  I determined to expose him. It was my undoing. I overestimated my powers.


  I broke into the shed at the back of the pub. Stolen goods were stored amongst crates of empty bottles and carbon dioxide cylinders. I taped pornographic pictures to the windows of the detective’s car. I left a stack of VCRs on the step of his house.


  Superheroes left villains tied up for the police to deal with. I thought that justice would flow naturally after the crime was exposed.


  The police came for me.


  I was framed. Stolen goods were planted in my locker at the paper mill. All the recent local burglaries were pinned on me. There was a false confession. The fact that I had been stopped twice in suspicious circumstances added weight to the charges. My father cooperated. I believe that he used his business connections to get rid of me.


  I was over eighteen and considered an adult. I was given a five year prison sentence. Crimes against property were taken very seriously in the county. I was taken to Birmingham prison. My parents did not visit me.


  Prison terrified me. Prison gave me discipline. Prison taught me that justice is arbitrary and administered by fallible men.


  I had to watch myself every minute of every hour. I had to watch what went on around me. It was lucky that I already knew how to become invisible.


  Most of the men inside were recidivists who wanted to do their time quietly. I learned to keep away from the few blowhards and trouble makers. The others left me alone. I was not worth bothering with.


  I cultivated my isolation. I knew that I was a political prisoner amongst criminals. I read my way through the library. I listened to men talk. I learned how to hot-wire cars. I learned which alarms could be deactivated. I learned how to pick locks.


  I still had a misplaced sense of justice. I learnt that one man controlled the flow of drugs through the jail. I snitched him to the warders. Two days later I was ambushed in the showers by two men and severely beaten. In a last flash of lucidity I recognised my assailants and then they were both wearing my father’s face. I screamed and writhed under his blows.


  The men who beat me were warders. No doubt they were the men who brought the drugs into the prison. This time I kept quiet. My nose and jaw and cheekbones were broken. I almost lost the sight of one eye. I had to have surgery to reconstruct my face. I recovered in hospital and was transferred to Wormwood Scrubs.


  I did the rest of my time quietly. I was promoted to the kitchens and ate as much prison food as possible. It was much better than my mother’s cooking. I exercised. My frame filled out.


  I served three years of my sentence. I was taken into the chaplain’s office a few weeks before I was released. He told me that my father was dead. He asked if I wanted to apply for compassionate leave to attend the funeral. I shook my head. I looked down at the institutional carpet to hide my dry eyes.


  I had learned of several security firms which employed ex-cons. I got a job with one of them. It was run by a retired police inspector. The word was that he had retired because he had been caught taking bribes from sex shops in Soho. The pay was low. You had to buy your own uniform.


  I loved it.


  I was rotated through several low grade assignments. I stood night watch in an empty office block. I patrolled the grounds of a hospital. I patrolled an engineering factory. I took pornography from the workmen’s lockers and burnt it.


  I got a job in another security firm. I was working under a false name. The firm prospered. It won a contract to staff one of the new privatised prisons. I guarded prisoners between prison and court.


  Five years passed and then I saw the advertisement which brought me home to you.


  I knew at once it was mine. I applied. My references were good but I knew that they were irrelevant. My old sense of certainty surged back. I knew I was one of the masters of the world.


  And so I returned home. I returned to you.


  The town has changed. There is a housing estate where beech woods once stood. There is a triple set of mini-roundabouts on the site of the old brewery. A bypass skirts to the west. Warehouses and supermarkets are strung along it. It could be anywhere. There is much unemployment and crime is high. The police do not dare patrol parts of the council estate at night.


  There was a small riot in the town centre. Youths refused to move on after the pubs had closed. They sat around the market cross. They were drinking and shouting and playing ghettoblasters. The police were outnumbered. Someone threw a petrol bomb. A police car was overturned and set alight.


  The council responded by putting in a system of closed circuit television cameras. I am one of four security officers who keep permanent watch on the bank of TV screens in the little office in the council building.


  I spy for a living. No one knows who I am. My face has been changed by the beating and by time. I keep my hair in a Number Two crop. I wear contact lenses. I am no longer skinny. I have followed my mother down the street several times. She did not recognise me. I keep watch on her.


  I have visited my father’s grave. He can no longer harm me. He is in my power now.


  I keep watch those of my former schoolmates who have not left town. The police detective still works here. I watch him. I watch everyone.


  I spend my nights watching TV screens that glow with intensified black and white images of the streets of the town centre. I can pan and zoom on anything. A video recorder makes a time-stamped recording of any behaviour I feel is criminal or suspicious. I have an open line to the police station.


  That’s how I saw you. That’s why I know what you are. That’s why I know what you can do.


  I last saw you four weeks ago. I was just coming on shift. I always arrive a few minutes early. Roland Miller was on duty. He is a scruffy and overweight young man. He had the radio tuned to a pop music station and was flicking through a tabloid newspaper.


  I saw you on Camera Sixteen. I saw you run from out of the scruffy bushes that line the patch of ground by the war memorial. You ran very fast and by the time I had slapped Roland’s hand from the joystick and taken command you were already off screen. I switched through Cameras Fifteen and Twelve and saw you again. Roland was complaining loudly. I shut him out. I saw you run beneath the halo of a streetlight and the camera overloaded. I backed the sensitivity down but you were gone.


  Roland did not see you. I ran back the videotape but there was nothing there.


  Roland laughed at me but I knew then that I was the chosen one. Because I had practised invisibility I alone had the power to see you.


  For the first time I deserted my post and went to see your handiwork. The pitiless white moon shone down on her. I marked myself with her blood and went back to work. I watched a police patrol car pass by without knowing she lay a few feet from the road.


  I returned at the end of my shift. I took your sacrifice to the churchyard and buried it in my father’s grave. No one will find it. My mother never visits the grave and it is in an overgrown corner of the churchyard.


  I know that I have found someone worthy of my worship.


  The woods are almost gone but I have left sacrifices in a belt of scruffy sycamores beside the ring road. I broke into my mother’s bungalow and took back what was mine. I dug up the caches of my precious comics and books. They were swollen by water and mould but burned easily once they had been soaked with petrol.


  I have sacrificed my childhood to you.


  Now it is full moon again. I have left signs. Only you will know their import.


  My mother’s head lies at the site of your sacrifice. In the last moment of her life she knew who I was. I have had revenge for her failure to protect me from my father.


  I buried her body with your sacrifice.


  My father’s decomposed body lies amongst the faded poppy wreaths on the steps of the war memorial. He is dressed in my security officer’s uniform. I dug him up a few days after I took up my post here and I kept him in my flat. Now I know that everything was meant to be.


  I have been purified.


  I have cast off my past.


  I wait for you. I switch from camera to camera. Moonlight gleams on the windows of the shops along the high street. The supermarket at the edge of town burns with a fever light. The trees in front of the churchyard are restless. A group of teenagers are drinking by the side of the town hall. I should report them to the police. Instead I think that they will be the first sacrifice we make together.


  I know that I am worthy. I know that you will come to me. I know that we will achieve a glorious synthesis.


  How We Lost the Moon. A True Story by Frank W. Allen


  You probably think that you know everything about it. After all, here we are, barely into the second quarter of the first century of the Third Millennium, and it’s being touted as the biggest event in the history of humanity. Yeah, right. But tossing aside such impossibly grandiose claims, it was and still is a hell of a story. It’s generated millions of bytes of Web journalism (two years after, there are still more than two hundred official Web sites, not to mention the tens of thousands of unofficial newsgroups devoted to proving that it was really caused by God, or aliens, or St. Elvis), tens of thousands of hours of TV and a hundred schlocky movies (and I do include James Cameron’s seven-hour blockbuster), thousands of scientific papers and dozens of thick technical reports, including the ten-million-page Congressional report, and the ghostwritten biographies of scientists Who Should Have Known Better.


  Now you might think that I’m sending out my version because I was either misrepresented or completely ignored in all the above. Not at all. I’ll be the first to admit that my part in the whole thing was pretty insignificant, but nevertheless I was there, right at the beginning. So consider this shareware text a footnote or even a tall tale, and if you like it, do feel free to pass it on, but don’t change the text or drop the byline, if you please.


  It began in the middle of a routine calibration run in the Exawatt Fusion facility. All the alarms went off and the AI in charge shut everything down, but there was no obvious problem. The robots could find no evidence of physical damage, yet the integrity and radiation alarms kept ringing, and analysis of experimental data showed that there had been a tremendous fluctuation in energy levels just after the fusion pulse. So the scientists sent the two of us, Mike Doherty and me, over the horizon to eyeball the place.


  You’ve probably seen a zillion pictures. It was a low, square concrete block half-buried in the smooth floor of Mendeleev Crater on the Moon’s far side, surrounded by bulldozed roadways and cable trenches, the two nuclear reactors which powered it just at the level horizon to the south. At peak, the Exawatt used a thousand million times more power than the entire U.S. electrical grid to fire up, for less than a millisecond, six pulsed lasers focused on a target barely ten micrometers across, producing conditions which simulated those in the first picoseconds of the Big Bang, before symmetry was broken. Like the atom bomb a century before, it pushed the envelopes of engineering and physics. The scientists responsible for firing off that first thermonuclear device believed that there was a slight but definite chance that it would set fire to the Earth’s atmosphere; the scientists running the Exawatt thought that there was a possibility that it might burst its containment and vaporize several hundred square kilometers around it. That was why they had built it on the Moon’s far side, inside a deep crater. That’s why it was run by robots, with the actual labs in a bunker buried over the horizon.


  That’s why, when it went wrong, they sent in a couple of GLPs to take a look.


  We went in an open rover, straight down the service road. We were wearing bright orange radiation-proof shrouds over our Moon suits, and camera rigs on our shoulders so that the scientists could see what we saw. The plant looked intact, burning salt-white in the glare of a lunar afternoon, throwing a long black shadow toward us. The red-and-green perimeter lights were on; the cooling sink, a borehole three kilometers deep, wasn’t venting. I drove the rover all the way around it, and then we went in.


  The plant was essentially one big hall filled with the laser-pumping assemblies, huge frames of parallel color-coded pipes each as big as one of those old Saturn rockets and threaded through with bundles of heavy cables and trackways for the robots which serviced them. We crept along the tiled floor in their shadows like a pair of orange mice, directing our camera rigs here and there at the request of the scientists. The emergency lights were still strobing, and I asked someone to switch them off, which they did after only five minutes’ discussion about whether it was a good idea to disturb anything.


  The six laser-focusing pipes, two meters in diameter, converged on the bus-sized experimental chamber. Containment was a big problem; that chamber was crammed with powerful magnetic tori which generated the fields in which the target, a pellet of ultracompressed metallic hydrogen, was heated by chirped pulse amplification to ten billion degrees Centigrade. It was surrounded by catwalks and hidden by the flared ends of the focusing pipes, the capillary grid of the liquid sodium cooling system, and a hundred different kinds of monitor. We checked the system diagnostics of the monitors, which told us only that several detectors on the underside had ceased to function, and then, harangued by scientists, crawled all around the chamber as best we could, sweating heavily in our suits and chafing our elbows and knees.


  Mike found a clue to what had happened when he managed to wriggle into the crawl space beneath the chamber, quite a feat in a pressurized suit. He had taken off his camera rig to do it, and it took quite a bit of prompting before he started to describe what he saw.


  “There’s a severed cable here, and something has punched a hole in the box above it. Let me shift around. . . . Okay, I can see a hole in the floor, too. About two centimeters across. I’m poking my screwdriver into it. Well, it must go all the way through the tiles, I can’t see how deep. Hey, Frank, get me some of that wire, will you?”


  There was a spool of copper cable nearby. I cut off a length and passed it in.


  “You two get on out of there now,” one of the scientists advised.


  “This won’t take but a minute,” Mike said, and started humming tunelessly, which meant that he was thinking hard about something.


  I asked, because I knew he wouldn’t say anything otherwise, “What is it?”


  “Looks like someone took a shot at this old thing,” Mike said. “Shit. How deep does the foundation go?”


  “The concrete was poured to three meters,” someone said over the radio link, and the scientist who’d spoken before said, “It really isn’t a good idea to mess around there, fellows.”


  “It goes all the way through,” Mike said. “I wiggled the wire around and it came back up with dust on the end.”


  “This is Ridpath,” someone else said. Ridpath, you may remember, was the chief of the science team. Although he wasn’t exactly responsible for what happened, he made millions from selling the rights to his story, and then hanged himself six months after it was all over. He said, “You boys get on out of there. We’ll take it from here.”


  Five rolligons passed us on our way back, big fat pressurized vehicles making speed. “You put a hair up someone’s ass,” I told Mike, who’d been real quiet after he crawled out from beneath the chamber.


  “I think something escaped,” he said.


  “Maybe some of the laser energy was deflected.”


  “There weren’t any traces of melting,” Mike said, with a preoccupied air. “And just a bit of all that energy would make a hell of a mess, not leave a neat little hole. Hmm. Kind of an interesting problem.”


  But he didn’t say any more about it until a week later, about an hour before the president went on the air to explain what had happened.


  The Moon was a good place to be working then. It was more-or-less run by scientists, the way Antarctica had been before the drillers and miners got to it. There were about two thousand people living there at any one time, either working on projects like the Exawatt or the Big Array or the ongoing resource mapping surveys, or doing their own little thing. Mike and I were both part of the General Labor Pool, ready to help anyone. We’d earned our chops doing Ph.D.s, but we didn’t have the drive or desire to work our way up the ladder of promotion. We didn’t want responsibility, didn’t want to be burdened with administration and hustling for funds, which was the lot of career researchers. We liked to get our hands dirty. Mike has a double Ph.D. in pure physics and cybernetics and is a whiz at electronics; I’m a run-of-the-mill geologist who is also a fair pilot. We made a pretty good team back then and generally worked together whenever we could, and we’d worked just about every place on the Moon.


  When the president made the announcement, we’d moved on from the Exawatt and were taking a few days R&R. I’d found out about a gig supervising the construction of a railway from the South Pole to the permanent base at Clavius, but Mike wouldn’t sign up and wouldn’t say why, except that it was to do with what had happened at the Exawatt.


  We’d been exposed to a small amount of radiation when we’d gone into the plant—Mike a little more than me—and had spent a day being checked out before getting back on the job. The scientists were all over the plant by then. The reaction chamber had been dismantled by robots, and we brought in all kinds of monitoring equipment. Not only radiation counters, but a gravity measuring device and a neutrino detector. We helped bore a shaft five hundred meters deep parallel to the hole punched through the floor, and probes and motion sensors and cameras were lowered into it.


  Mike claimed to have worked out what had happened as soon as he stuck the wire in the hole through the foundation, but he wouldn’t tell me. “You should be able to guess from what they were trying to measure,” he said, the one time I asked, and smiled when I called him a son of a bitch. He’s very smart, but sort of fucked up in the head, antisocial, careless of his appearance and untidy as hell, and proud that he has four of the five symptoms of Asperger’s Syndrome. But he was my partner, and I trusted him; when he said it wasn’t a good idea to take up a new contract, I nagged him for a straight hour to explain why, and went along with him even though he wouldn’t. He was spending all his spare time making calculations on his slate, and was still working on them at the South Pole facility.


  I raised the subject again when news of the special presidential announcement broke. “You’d better tell me what you think happened,” I told Mike, “because I’ll hear the truth in less than an hour, and after that I won’t believe you.”


  We were in an arbor in the dome of the South Pole facility. Real plants, cycads and banana plants and fems, growing in real dirt around us, sunlight pouring in at a low angle through the diamond panes high above. The dome capped a small crater some three hundred meters across, on a high ridge near the edge of the South Pole-Aitken Basin and in permanent sunlight, the sun circling around the horizon once every twenty-eight days. It was hot and humid, and the people splashing in the lake below our arbor were making a lot of noise. The lake and its scattering of atolls took up most of the crater’s floor, with arbors and cafés and cabins on the bench terrace around it. The water was billion-year-old comet water, mined from the regolith in permanently shadowed craters. A rail gun used to lob shaped loads of ice to supply the Clavius base in the early days, but Clavius had grown, and its administration was uncomfortable with the idea of being bombarded with ice meteors, which was why they wanted to build a railway. In the low gravity, the waves out on the lake were five or six meters high, and big droplets flew a long way, changing shape like amoebas, before falling back. People were body surfing the waves; a game of water polo had been going on for several days in one of the bays.


  I’d just been playing for a few hours, and I was in a good mood, which was why I didn’t strangle Mike when, after I asked him to tell me what he knew, he flashed his goofy smile at me and went back to scratching figures on his slate. Instead, I snatched the slate from his hands and held it over the edge of the arbor and said, “You tell me right now, or the slate gets it.”


  Mike scratched the swirl of black hair on his bare chest and said, “You know you won’t do it.”


  I made to skim it through the air and said, “How many times do you think it would bounce before it sank?”


  “I thought I’d give you a chance to work it out. And it isn’t as if there’s anything we can do. Didn’t you enjoy the rest?”


  “What’s this got to do with not taking up that contract?”


  “There’s no point building anything anymore. You still haven’t guessed, have you?”


  I tossed the slate to him. “Maybe I should pick you up and throw you in the lake.”


  I meant it, and I’m a lot bigger than him.


  “It’s a black hole,” he said.


  “A black hole.”


  “Sure. My guess is that the experiment caused a runaway quantum fluctuation that created a black hole. It had to be bigger than the Planck size, and most probably was a bit bigger than a hydrogen atom, because it obviously has been taking up other atoms easily enough. Say around ten to the power twenty-three kilograms. The mass of a big mountain, like Everest. The magnetic containment fields couldn’t hold it, of course, and it dropped straight out of the reaction chamber and went through the plant’s floor.”


  I said, “The hole we saw was a lot bigger than the width of a hydrogen atom.”


  “Sure. The black hole disrupted stuff by tidal force over a far greater distance than its Swartzschild radius, and sucked some of it right in. That’s why there was no trace of melting, even though it was pretty hot, and spitting out X-rays and probably accelerated protons, too—cosmic rays.”


  I didn’t believe him, of course, but it was an interesting intellectual exercise. I said, “So where did the mass come from? Not from the combustion chamber fuel.”


  “Of course not. It was a quantum fluctuation, just like the Universe, which also came out of nothing. And the Universe weighs a lot more than ten to the power twenty-three kilograms. Something like, let’s see—”


  “Okay,” I said quickly, before Mike lost himself in esoteric calculations. “But where is it now?”


  “Well, it went all the way through,” Mike said.


  “Through the Moon? Then it came out, let’s see—” I tried to visualize the Moon’s globe, “—somewhere in Mare Fecunditas.”


  “Not exactly. It accelerated in free fall toward the core, went past, and started to fall back again. It’s sweeping back and forth, gaining mass and losing amplitude with each pass. That’s what the president is going to tell everyone.”


  I thought about it. Something just bigger than an atom but massing as much as a mountain, plunging through the twenty-five-kilometer-thick outer layer of gardened regolith, smashing a centimeter-wide tunnel through the basalt crust and the mantle, passing through the tiny iron core, gathering mass and slowing, so that it did not quite emerge at the far side before falling back.


  “You were lucky it didn’t come right back at you,” I said.


  “The amplitude diminishes with each pass. Eventually it’ll settle at the Moon’s gravitational center. And that’s why I didn’t want to sign the contract. After the president tells everyone what I’ve just told you, all the construction contracts will be put on hold. What you should do is make sure we’re first on the list for evacuation work.”


  “Evacuation?”


  “There’s no way to capture the black hole. The Moon, Frank, is fucked. But we’ll get plenty of work before it’s over.”


  He was half-right, because the next day, after the president had admitted that an experiment had somehow dropped a black hole inside the Moon, a serious problem that would require an international team to monitor, we were both issued with summonses to appear at the hastily set up Congressional inquiry.


  It was a bunch of bullshit, of course. We went down to Washington, D.C. and spent a week locked up in the Watergate hotel watching bad cable movies and endless talk shows, with NASA lawyers showing up every now and then to rehearse our Q&As, and in the end we had no more than half an hour of easy questions before the committee let us go. Our lawyers shook our hands on the steps of the Congress building, in front of a bored video crew, and we went back to Canaveral and then to the Moon. Why not? By then Mike had convinced me about what was going to happen. There would be plenty of work for us.


  We signed up as part of a roving seismology team, placing remote stations at various points around the Moon’s equator. The Exawatt plant had been dismantled and a monitoring station built on its site to try and track the period of the black hole, which someone had labeled Mendeleev X-l. Mike was as happy as I had ever seen him; he was getting some of the raw data and doing his own calculations on the black hole’s accretion rate and orbital path within the Moon. He stayed up long after our workday was over, hunched over his slate in the driving chair of our rolligon, with sunlight pouring in through the bubble canopy while I tried to sleep in the hammock stretched across the cabin, my skin itching with the Moon dust which got everywhere, and our Moon suits propped in back like two silent witnesses to our squabbling. His latest best estimate was that the Moon had between two hundred and five thousand days.


  “But things will start to get exciting before then.”


  “Excitement is something I can do without. What do you mean?”


  “Oh, it’ll be a lot of fun.”


  “You’re doing it again, you son of a bitch.”


  “You’re the geologist, Frank,” Mike said. “It’s easy enough to work out. It’s just—”


  “Basic physics. Yeah. Well, you tell me if it’s going to put us in danger. Okay?”


  “Oh, it won’t. Not yet, anyhow.”


  We were already picking up regular moonquakes on the seismometer network. With a big point mass swinging back and forth through it, the Moon’s solid iron core was ringing like a bell. There were some odd subsidiary traces, too, smooshy echoes as if spaces were opening in the mantle—hard to believe, because pressure should have annealed any voids. I was pretty sure that Mike had a theory about these anomalies, too, but I kept quiet. After all, I was the geologist. I should have been able to work it out.


  Meanwhile, we toured west across the Mare Insularium, with its lava floods overlaid by ejecta from Copernicus, and on across the Oceanus Procellarum, dropping seismometers every two hundred kilometers. We made good time, speeding across rolling, lightly cratered landscape, detouring only for the largest wrinkle ridges, driving through the long day and the Earth-lit night into brilliant dawn, the sun slowly moving across the sky toward noon once more. The Moon had its own harsh yet serene beauty, shaped mainly Iby vulcanism and impacts. Without weather, erosion took place on geological timescales, but because almost every feature was more than three billion years old, gravity and ceaseless micrometeorite bombardment had smoothed or leveled every hill or crater ridge. With the sun at the right angle, it was like riding across an infinite plain gentled by a deep blanket of snow. We rested up twice at unmanned shelters, and had a two-day layover at a roving Swedish selenology station which had squatted down on the mare like a collection of tin cans. A week later, just after we had picked up fresh supplies from a rocket lofted from Clavius, we felt our first moonquake.


  It was as if the rolligon had dropped over a curb, but there was no curb. I was in the driving chair; Mike was asleep in the hammock. I told the AI to stop, and looked out through the canopy at the 180-degree panorama. The horizon was drawn closely all around. An ancient crater eroded by three billion years of micrometeorite bombardment dished it to the north and a few pockmarked boulders were sprinkled here and there, including a fractured block as big as a house. Something skittered in the corner of my eye—a little rock rolling down the gentle five degree slope we were climbing, plowing a meandering track in the dust. It ran out quite a way. The rolligon swayed gently, from side to side. I found I was gripping the padded arms of the chair so tightly my knuckles had turned white. Behind me, Mike stirred in his hammock and sleepily asked what was up; at the same moment, I saw the gas plume.


  It was very faint, visible only because the dust it lofted caught the sunlight. Gas plumes were not uncommon on the Moon, caused by pockets of radon and other products of fission decay of unstable isotopes overpressuring the crevices where they collected. Earth-based astronomers sometimes glimpsed them when they temporarily obscured surface features while dissipating into vacuum. This, though, was different, more like a heat-driven geyser, venting steadily from a source below the horizon.


  I told the AI to drive toward it. Mike leaned beside me, scratching himself through his suit of thermal underwear. He smelled strongly of old sweat; we hadn’t bathed properly since the interlude with the Swedes. I had a sudden insight and said, “How hot is the black hole?”


  “Oh, the smaller the black hole, the more fiercely it radiates. It’s a simple inverse relationship. It was pretty hot to begin with, but it’s been getting cooler as it accretes mass. Hmm.”


  “Is it still hot enough to melt rock?”


  Mike’s eyes refocused. “You know, I think it must have been much bigger than I first thought. Anyway, anything that gets close enough to it to melt is already falling toward the event horizon. That’s why there was no trace of melting or burning when it dropped out of the reaction chamber. But there’s also the heat generated by friction as stuff pours toward its gravity well.”


  “Then it’s remelting the interior. Those anomalies in the seismology signals are melt caverns full of lava.”


  Mike said thoughtfully, “I’m sure we’ll start picking up a weak magnetic field soon, when the iron core liquifies and starts circulating. Of course, the end will be pretty close by then. Wow. That thing out there is really big.”


  The rolligon was climbing a long gentle slope toward the top of a curved ridge more than a kilometer high, the remnants of the rim of a crater which had been mostly buried by the fluid lava flow which had formed the Oceanus Procellarum. I told the AI to stop when I spotted the source of the plume. It was a huge fresh-looking crevice that ran out from a volcanic dome; gas was jetting out of the slumped side of the dome like steam from a boiling kettle. Dust fell straight down in sheets kilometers long. Already, an appreciable ray of brighter material was forming on the regolith beneath the plume.


  “We should get closer,” Mike said. He was rocking back and forth in his chair like a delighted child.


  “I don’t think so. There will be plenty of rocks lofted along with the gas and dust.”


  We transmitted some pictures, then suited up and went outside to set up a seismology package. The sun was in the east, painting long shadows on the ground, which shook, ever so gently, under my boots. With no atmosphere to scatter the light, shadows were razor sharp, and color changed as I moved about. The dusty regolith was deep brown in my shadow, but a bright blinding white when I looked toward the sun, turning ashy gray to either side. The gas plume glittered and flashed against the black sky. I told Mike that it was probably from a source deep in the megaregolith; pressure increased in gas pockets with depth. A quake, probably at the interface between the megaregolith and the rigid crust, must have opened a path to the surface.


  “There’ll be a lot more of these,” Mike said.


  “It’ll blow itself out soon enough.”


  But it was still venting strongly when we had finished our work, and we drove a long way north to skirt around it, with Mike scratching away on his slate, factoring this new evidence into his calculations.


  We were out for another two weeks, ending our run in lunar night at the Big Array Station at Korolev. It was one of the biggest craters on the far side, with slumped terraced walls and hummocky rim deposits like ranges of low hills. Its floor was spattered with newer craters, including a dark-floored lava-flooded crater on its southern edge which was now the focus of a series of quakes of steadily increasing amplitude. Korolev Station, up on the rim, was being evacuated; the radio telescopes of the Big Array, scattered across the far side in a regular pattern, were to be kept running by remote link. Most of the personnel had already departed by shuttle, and although there were still large amounts of equipment to be taken out, the railway which linked Korolev with Clavius had been cut by a rockslide. After a couple of spooky days’ rest in the almost deserted yet fully functional station, Mike and I went out with a couple of other GLPs to supervise the robots which were clearing the slide and relaying track.


  It was a nice ride: the pressurized railcar had a big observational bubble, and I spent a lot of time up there, watching the heavily cratered highland plains flow past at two hundred kilometers an hour. The Orientale Basin dominated the west side of the Moon: a fissured basin of fractured blocks partly flooded with impact melt lava and ringed round with three immense scarps and an inner bench like ripples frozen in rock. The engineers had cut the railway through the rings of the Rook and Cordillera Mountains; the landslide had blocked the track where it passed close to one of the tall knobs of the Montes Rook Formation, a ten-kilometer-high piece of ejecta which had smashed down onto the surrounding plain—the impact really was very big.


  A slide had run out from one of its steeply graded faces, covering more than a kilometer of track, and we were more than a week out there, helping the robots fix everything up. When we finally arrived at the station in Clavius, it was a day ahead of the Mendeleev eruption and the beginning of the evacuation of the Moon.


  The whole floor of the Mendeleev Crater had fractured into blocks in the biggest quake ever recorded on the Moon, and lava had flooded up through dykes emplaced between the blocks. Lava vented from dykes beyond the crater rim, too, and flowed a long way, forming a new mare. Other vents appeared, setting off secondary quakes and long rock slides. The Moon shivered and shook uneasily, as if awakening from a long sleep.


  Small teams were sent out to collect the old Rangers, Lunas, Surveyors, Lunokhods, and descent stages of Apollo LEMs from the first wave of Moon exploration. Mike and I went out for a last time, to Mare Tranquillitatis, to the site of the first manned lunar landing.


  When a permanent scientific presence had first been established on the Moon, there was considerable debate about what to do with the sites of the Apollo landings and the various old robot probes and other debris scattered across the surface. There had been a serious proposal to dome the Apollo 11 site to protect it from damage by micrometeorites and to stop people from swiping souvenirs, but even without protection it would last for millions of years, and everyone on the Moon was tagged with a continuously monitored global positioning sensor so no one could go anywhere without it being logged, and in the end the site had been left open.


  We arrived a few hours after dawn. It was a lonely place, not much visited despite its historic importance. A big squat carrier rocket had gone ahead, landing two kilometers to the north, and the robots were already waiting. There were four of us: a historian from the Museum of Air and Space in Washington, a photographer, and Mike and me. The site was ringed around with laser sensors. As we loped through the perimeter, an automatic beacon on the common band warned us that we were trespassing on a U.N. heritage site and started to recite the relevant penalties until the historian found it and turned it off. The angular platform of the lunar module’s descent stage had been scorched by the rocket of the ascent stage; the gold foil which had wrapped it was torn and tattered, white paint beneath turned tan by exposure to the sun’s raw ultraviolet. One of its spidery legs had collapsed after a recent quake focused near new volcanic cones to the southeast. We lifted everything, working inward toward the ascent stage: the Passive Seismometer and the Laser Ranging Retroreflector; the flag, its ordinary fabric, stiffened by wires, faded and fragile; an assortment of discarded geology tools; human waste and food containers and wipes and other litter in crumbling jettison bags; the plaque with a message from a long-dead president. Before the descent stage was lifted away, a robot sawed away a chunk of dirt beside its ladder, the spot where the first human footprint had been made on the Moon. There was some dispute about which print was actually the first, so two square meters were carefully lifted. And at last the descent stage was carried off to the cargo rocket, and there was only a litter of cleated footprints left, our own overlaying Armstrong’s and Aldrin’s.


  It was time to go.


  As the eruptions grew more frequent, even the skeleton crews of the various stations were evacuated, leaving a host of robot surveyors in close orbit or crawling about the troubled surface to monitor the unfolding disaster. Mike and I went on one of the last shuttles, everyone crowding to the ports as it made a single low orbital pass before lighting out for Earth.


  It was six months after the Mendeleev X-l incident. The heat generated by the black hole’s accretion process and tidal forces had remelted the iron core; pockets of molten basalt in the mantle had swollen and conjoined. A vast rift opened in the Oceanus Procellarum, splitting the nearside down its northwestern quadrant and raising new scarps as high and jagged as those in an old Chesley Bonestell painting. The Orientate Basin flooded with lava and the fractured blocks of the Maunder formation sank like foundering ships as new lava flows began to well up. Volcanic activity was less on the far side, where the crust was thicker, but the Mare Ingenii collapsed and reflooded, forming a vast new basin which swallowed the Jutes Verne and Gagarin Craters.


  It took two more months.


  As the end neared, the Moon’s surface split into short-lived plates afloat on a wholly molten mantle, with lava-filled rifts opening and scabbing over and reopening along their edges. There were frantic attempts to insure that the population of the Earth’s southern hemisphere would all have some kind of shelter, for the Moon would be in the sky above the Pacific in its final hour. Those unlucky or stubborn enough to remain outside saw the Moon rise for the last time, half-full, the dark part of her disk riven with glowing cracks which spread as the black hole sucked in exponentially increasing amounts of matter. And then there was a terrific flare of light, brighter than a thousand suns. Those witnesses who had not been blinded saw that the Moon was gone, leaving expanding shells of luminous gas around a fading image trapped at the edge of the black hole’s event horizon, and a short-lived accretion disk as ejected material spiraled back into the black hole, which, although it massed the same as the Moon it had devoured, had an event horizon circumference of less than a millimeter.


  The radiation pulse was mostly absorbed by the Earth’s atmosphere; the orbit of the space station had been altered so that it was in opposition when the Moon vanished. I was aboard it at the time, and spent the next six months helping repair satellites whose circuits had been fried.


  There are still tides, of course, for the same amount of mass still orbits the Earth. Marine organisms which synchronized their reproduction by the Moon’s phases, such as horseshoe crabs, corals, and palolo worms, were in danger of extinction, but a cooperative mission by NASA and the Russian and European space agencies lofted a space mirror which reflects the same amount of light as the Moon, and even goes through the same phases. There’ll be a big problem in 5 x 1043 years, when by loss of mass through Hawking radiation the black hole finally becomes small enough to begin its runaway evaporation. But long before then the sun will have evolved into a white dwarf and guttered out; even its very protons will have decayed. The black hole will be the last remnant of the solar system in a cooling and vastly expanded universe.


  There are various proposals to make use of the black hole—as the ultimate garbage disposal device (I want to be well away from the solar system when they try that), or as an interstellar signaling device, for if it can be made to bob in its orbit (perhaps by putting another black hole in orbit around it), it will produce sharply focused gravity waves of tremendous amplitude. Meanwhile, it will keep the physicists busy for a thousand years. Mike is working at one of the stations which orbit beyond its event horizon. I keep in touch with him by e-mail, but the correspondence is becoming more and more infrequent as he vanishes into his own personal event horizon.


  As for me, I’m heading out. The space program has realigned its goals, and it turns out that the black hole retained the Moon’s rotational energy, so it provides a useful slingshot for free acceleration. After all, there are plenty of other moons in the solar system, and most are far more interesting than the one we lost.


  (For Stephen Baxter)


  Dead Stringer for Love


  When he woke, Bruce Griffin thought at first the pain in his eyes was just part of his hangover. He sat on the edge of the bed, a solid wedge of pain splitting his forehead, needles jammed in his gummy eyes, late afternoon sunlight behind the drapes of the hotel room. Remembering something about a woman in a bar, failing to remember how he’d got back.


  When he was certain he wasn’t going to barf, he stood in the shower, water as hot as he could take it. Wiped the steamy mirror, stared at the face with the yellow eyes staring back at him.


  He’d been hacked.


  Two hours later, Griffin was on the streets, looking for the address the hotel’s concierge had given him. It was getting dark; streetlights were flickering on. Griffin’s headache had shrunk to two distinct points either side of his forehead, but his eyes still hurt. He was wearing cheap mirrorshades he’d bought in the hotel’s shop, and averted his gaze from every passerby.


  His eyes: two pissholes in his snow-white face. Yellow as egg yolks with just the faintest hint of where his pupils might be, although he could see well enough.


  Everyone knew that sex was mostly how you caught a dose of one of the gene hacker viruses—viruses which sought out some specific part of your body and wrote their code in your cells, rebuilding you. You could be infected by some joker spraying them in your face in the subway or by a smear on a restaurant water glass or on a toilet seat, but mostly you got them off hookers.


  Griffin couldn’t use the hotel doctor because it would show up on his bill, which was paid by his company, couldn’t go to the hospital ER because the only credit card Sarah’s lawyer allowed him was a company credit card. He couldn’t afford any awkward questions, and he had to get fixed up. He had a big meeting with the architects tomorrow, needed the commission to make his alimony payments. Luckily, his last bet on the Florida racetracks had paid off, and he had a wad of cash Sarah’s lawyer didn’t know about.


  It had cost him a hundred bucks to get the address of the gene hacker off the concierge, who told him it would cost him three hundred more to get himself fixed up. The concierge looking at his eyes and saying, “It wasn’t one of my girls did this to you, mister. They’re clean, I guarantee it. Ask me next time you want some company, okay?”


  If Griffin hadn’t needed the concierge’s help, he would have punched him out then and there. But he bit down on his anger, said weakly, because most of the last evening was still blacked out, “She didn’t seem like that kind of girl.”


  There’d been a smokey jazz bar, an old guy at the piano, an even older guy blowing wild sax. Griffin had been steadily putting away gibsons, feeling sorrier for himself the drunker he got, on would have been his third wedding anniversary if Sarah hadn’t come back early and found him in bed with her best friend, that classic farce scene which wasn’t so very funny when you were one of the players. And he’d picked up a woman, or she’d picked him up. A cool blonde in a white dress who’d sat right down beside him, but he couldn’t remember what they’d talked about or whether he’d left the bar with her or whether he’d left alone.


  The city’s neat grid was warped here, down by the docks, but at last Griffin found the place the concierge had told him about. A shopfront at the end of a scruffy block, some kind of club in the warehouse on the other side of the street, with bouncers on the door and industrial music thumping out.


  The door was answered right away. The man stepped past Griffin, looked up and down the street, told him to come in. A dentist’s chair in the centre of the shabby room, the big window covered in aluminium foil.


  “Sit down,” the man said. He was about sixty, scrawny in his dirty white doctor’s coat. He tilted the chair back, shone a light in Griffin’s eyes. Griffin looked past it at the cracked ceiling, telling himself it would be no worse than the dentist’s. The foil-coated window shivered with the music from the club.


  “Someone got you good. Know what a gene hacker looks like?” Before Griffin could answer, the man jumped on the punchline. “A two hundred fifty pound hunk with perfect teeth and a twelve inch dick who still can’t get a girlfriend. Know how you got this?”


  “Not exactly. You can fix it?”


  “Oh, I’ll fix you up,” the man said, and produced something from inside his coat. A gun.


  Griffin sat up. “Now wait—”


  The man’s benign expression hardened. “The bad news is, it’ll cost you one eye to walk out of here. The good news is it won’t cost you a dime.” He brandished a hypodermic in his left hand. “I’ll even throw in a free shot of anaesthetic. You’ve got something I want, friend, and I’m going to take it.


  [Posted by Paul J. McAuley on 6/15/99]


  Then there were two sounds in quick succession: a bang, and a crack. The first was the door being kicked open. The second was a bullet being fired.


  The doctor—or donor thief or psychopath or whatever the hell he’d really been—didn’t even have time to turn. He took a shot straight to the side of the head and just got straight on with dying: collapsing, twitching and then lying still, all in the space of five seconds. It was efficiently done. Griffin stared at him throughout this process. The experience was kind of a first for him. There aren’t many causalities in the industrial air-conditioning business. Apart from honesty, occasionally.


  Only when the guy was motionless on the the floor did Griffin think to turn his head towards the door. Another man now stood in the room. Tall, sleek, wearing dark glasses. He looked slightly familiar, like Griffin might have seen him very recently without really noticing.


  In a jazz bar, perhaps.


  “Wha?” Griffin said.


  The man glanced at him while he nudged the fake doctor with the point of one shoe. There was no movement from the body, but the man considered a moment, and then unloaded a couple more shells into it. Even in the midst of his confusion Griffin felt a sliver of satisfaction at this. On their short acquaintance he hadn’t liked the doctor very much.


  Apparently now satisfied with the level of the doctor’s deadness, the sleek man reached forward, grabbed Griffin’s chin, and tilted his head back. Peered into Griffin’s eyes, and nodded.


  “Cool,” he said. “You’re done.”


  Griffin yanked his head away. “Who the hell are you?”


  “A friend.”


  “Good. Then maybe you’ll tell me what the hell’s going on?”


  “No,” the guy said. “Said I was a friend. Didn’t say I was a friend of yours.” He took a step backwards, holstering his gun. “You want advice? Brush your teeth. Don’t tread on the cracks. And keep the fuck clear of places like this, or you’re going to wind up dead.”


  Then he was gone.


  Griffin sat stunned, a gout of retrospective fear washing every corner of his insides. After a moment he realised he was sitting alone, in a fucked-up warehouse, with an abattoir spread around his feet. He stood, skirted carefully around the doctor, and headed for the door. Then he turned, prey to an idea that came from so far outside his normal life that it took a while to even reach conscious thought. He quickly stepped back to the body, pulled the gun from its hand, and stowed it in his jacket. He’d never owned a gun, never even fired one. Something told him that might change. He kicked the doctor, once but viciously, and left.


  The street was still pumping with music from the club across the way. Griffin stood irresolute for a moment, unsure how to proceed. His one lead had turned out to be more dangerous than doing nothing. Short of heading back to the hotel and using physical force to suggest to the concierge that he might want to vet his contacts a hell of a lot more closely, he didn’t know what to do. So maybe, yeah, he’d go back to the hotel. Punch the guy’s lights out, right there in the lobby. Kick him around a little. Maybe even . . .


  Abruptly Griffin shivered.


  Do what? He was thinking of doing what? He wasn’t a violent man. Even Sarah had to admit that in court, and she’d painted him black every other which way up the wazoo. In fact, she’d used the fact as an additional demonstration of his ineffectiveness in all deparments other than that of screwing her friends. Yet here he was, thinking about whaling shit out of someone, and liking the idea. Liking it very much. Then Griffin remembered the doctor, seconds before: he’d kicked him as he lay dead. Without thinking. Just kicked him hard.


  Something was going on inside him. Something that was more than just a change in eye colour. His joints felt funny too. Looser. And he was getting a headache.


  He had to do one of three things. Find the woman in the white dress. How, he didn’t know. Maybe see if he could find the bar again, and just wait. Or go back and talk to the concierge. Just talk to him. Or find the guy who’d just saved him, and ask him why he’d done it—and whether, as Griffin was beginning to think, he’d been somewhere in the shadows of the jazz bar the night before.


  Then he realised an unattractive sound was mingling with the thrashing from the pub opposite. Griffin jerked his head, listened: realised it was a siren, getting closer. He couldn’t believe that someone had heard the shot and called the cops. It didn’t seem like the kind of neighbourhood where they’d bother. But it was a risk he wasn’t going to take, especially with someone else’s gun in his pocket - a gun that could probably be forensicked to half a dozen bodies found dumped and missing something important.


  He ran across the street to the club, reasoning it was as good a place as any to lose himself until the cops were gone. As he approached the door a very wide man in a pea-green jacket moved to stand in his way.


  “You’re not going in there,” the guy said.


  “Yeah I am,” Griffin replied, and punched him in the face.


  [Posted by Michael Marshall Smith on 6/18/99]


  The sound made him flinch. A thunderclap. Tearing metal. But it was only the sound of his fist meeting the bouncer’s face. A face that collapsed inward. His knuckles tore skin, ripped through cartilage, met bone. His fist came back sticky with blood. The bouncer’s face was a ruin. A crater where the nose had been. A low scream whistled from between broken teeth, as painful to Griffin as nails on a blackboard. Griffin staggered back as the bouncer staggered forward, spun to the side like an inept matador as the bouncer fell, scream mercifully muffled by the pavement.


  Through his shock, Griffin heard the sirens getting louder and louder. Louder than he had thought they could possibly get. How far away had they been when he first heard them? He stepped over the bouncer, wrenched open the door, and entered the club . . .


  A long, dark hallway, a cage to one side behind which a half-naked woman wanted to take his money. He ran past her. Into a rain of red, green, yellow, blue lights. A torrent of sound. It doubled him over. Electronic music louder than anything he had ever heard before. It turned his body into a pulse, a signal. Tightly-packed bodies, the touch of which even made a sound, like sandpaper. Sequined hips. Breasts lunging from skimpy red dresses. Stares from men like chiseled statues. The ever-present mist of smoke from a thousand cigarettes.


  The lights flashed unbearably. He flailed out in his confusion, found himself pushing people aside in an attempt to find room to run again. All he wanted at that moment was to make it to the other side of the club, to find a door there, to get out of the noise. The glittering sea began to part. He heard faint cries of anguish, and his fingertips were moist with some thick fluid-and he was across. Griffin hugged the opposite wall as if he were forty stories up the side of a building and if he let go, he would fall.


  Part of his wish had been answered. He found a door, but it was locked. Ludicrously, like some scene from a bad dream, the knob came off in his hand when he pulled on it too hard. He turned, slumped against the door, and then stiffened as he suddenly had the feeling that someone was watching him. He stared across the dance floor, and suffered a sudden dislocation as his vision blurred, then returned with a telescopic vengeance. He shook his head trying to dislodge the impossibility of his sight. Yes, there was the normal view of the club, but up there, yes up there (he actually tried to swivel his eyeball to see it better, which was dumb, because it was on his eyeball obviously; it felt like something had gotten caught in his eye only there was nothing to rub away), was a close-up rectangle real-time moving picture, of the opposite side of the club. A figure stood there, staring back at him. Griffin recognized the man. A scrawny man of about sixty. He wore a dirty white doctor’s coat. A man he had last seen dead, pumped full of bullets. A man who smiled at Griffin now and nodded.


  Griffin, stunned, actually nodded back, began to put his hand up to wave, before he caught himself. It was sensory overload. He stood there, frozen, head pounding, as the gene hacker, still smiling, began to make his way across the dance floor. The dead doctor is coming toward me. The dead doctor is coming toward me. The thought kept looping through Griffin’s head, twinned to his heart beat.


  Griffin unfroze. A mindless, ancient panic took hold. He had to get away from here—now. He turned, punched his fist through the knobless key hole, and wrenched the door back toward him, pulling it off its hinges. He threw it to one side and ran out into a garbage-lined back alley stinking of rotted fruit, vomit, and coffee grounds. In the dim green light he could see, down the alley to the left, a distant view of a major street, cars whizzing by in a patina of lights. A close up of the end of the alley ran in the rectangular box in the upper right of his vision. Letters in an alphabet unfamiliar to him scrolled across the lower edge of the close up.


  He began to run toward the street—and was there. Almost instantly. The sirens no longer blared. The street looked like any major street in a major city after night fall. No sign of police. He did not look behind him for the dead doctor, but turned to his left and ran for several blocks before stopping. When he did, he realized he did not feel winded. He didn’t even feel like he’d done any running . . .


  Griffin flagged down a taxi, got in as if he were a bull in a China shop, and even closed the door with as close to a dainty flourish as was possible for him, certain the door would crumble to dust if he slammed it. Meanwhile, his eyes continued to provide telescopic reports and his ears were picking up the sounds of mice skittering around in the buildings to either side.


  “Where am I driving you tonight?” the driver asked with a faint accent.


  “I need to buy earplugs,” Griffin said. “I need earplugs. Then I need to find a jazz bar I went to last night. I’ve forgotten the name. I’m staying at the Imperial. What’s the closest jazz bar to the Imperial?”


  “The Bird Bar is the closest.”


  “Good. Then that’s where I want to go after we get the earplugs.”


  The driver nodded sympathetically. “I don’t like jazz, either,” he said.


  Griffin laughed. It seemed like the first funny thing he’d heard in a long time.


  [Posted by Jeff VanderMeer on 6/21/99]


  It wasn’t the Bird Bar, and it wasn’t the Pink Flamingo or the Purple Turtle. It wasn’t the Cool Cat or the Limbo Lounge. And it wasn’t the Jamaica Rocks, where the bar staff wore pirate costumes and stuffed parrots on their shoulders and the band were in Cuban Army fatigues. A guy with an eyepatch and a fake scar said he’d been on duty all last night and didn’t remember Griffin. “You won’t want to hear this, buddy, but maybe you should cut down on the sauce.”


  The edge of the mahogany bar creaked as Griffin bore down on it, fighting the impulse to smash his fist right through the guy’s face. He lurched up, leaving behind his sixth untouched gibson (despite the foam earplugs he’d stuffed up his nostrils, the reek of alcohol and cigarette smoke was appalling), pushed through to the neon-drenched street where the air was barely cooler. He was sweating through his suit and he had to push his thoughts through a headache haze. The funny-looking letters scrolled up briefly, backward B’s and almost no vowels, and his sight sharpened, the street almost as clear as day now but in funny colours.


  This was no ordinary hack, the kind that made your hair grow out in weird colours or made slogans appear on your skin or turned it green or blue, or as luminous a deep sea fish. The yellow eyes had just been the beginning of some fundamental transformation. Super strength (Griffin flashed on the bouncer’s face driven to a bloody crater by a single blow) and hyped senses, the two tender bumps on his forehead that yielded drops of blood when he touched them. . . . If he didn’t do something about it fast, he’d become the Hulk or Swamp Thing or the Toxic Avenger or some worse monster.


  But maybe he could turn it to his advantage.


  Start using that rat-cunning Sarah had accused him of when she’d found out about his string of dirty little liaisons. Start using what he’d been given.


  He snorted hard—the plugs up his nostrils shot out like bullets, bouncing hard from the sidewalk—pulled the plugs from his ears, snatched off the cheap sunglasses. Started walking down the street, going with the flow, head weaving from side to side like a snake’s, zooming on faces of passers- by, hearing the sizzle of bugs on the neon signs of bars and restaurants and stripjoints, nostrils full of the stench of burnt gasoline, frying onions, cheap perfume. . . .


  Something made him stop, tugging like a hook in his forebrain. He went with it, moving fast with the gun in his jacket pocket banging his hip, straight through the blaring horns of an intersection. String of backwards letters suddenly across his sight and a bad feeling making him turn as the zoom feature brought someone ten blocks down the street into sudden close- up.


  The gene hacker who’d wanted one of his eyes, staggering along like a derelict. Christ, how could the guy still be moving with his head blown open like that?


  Something cracked in his hand. He’d been squeezing the gun in his pocket so tightly he’d split the plastic stock.


  Sooner or later he’d have to deal with the gene hacker, but right now the hook was deep in his brain. He let it reel him in. Left then right, down a short passage and through the red, spotlit door.


  A small, old-fashioned place, booths in dark wood and green leatherette, sawdust on the floor and a fly-blown mirror behind the bar, an old black guy in a dickie-bow lazily coaxing “Stardust” from the piano on the little stage in back.


  Griffin walked straight to the third booth, sat down opposite the woman and the man, aimed the gun at them, and said, “I want to know what you did.”


  The blonde woman looked at him, not the gun. She was as lovely in black as she had been last night in white. She said calmly, “We did what you wanted us to do, Griffin. What you paid us for.


  The man beside her, the man who’d burst into the gene hacker’s place with his gun blazing, said, “We changed your life.”


  “What I wanted? What I paid for? Wait. Wait! You sit right down!”


  The man was rising, reaching inside his jacket. Griffin’s sight flashed over and everything went very bright and slow as his nostrils filled with the copper smell of blood. He jumped up.


  And saw the wreck of the gene hacker crash through the door.


  [Posted by Paul J. McAuley on 7/06/99]


  Close up, the gene hacker looked bad. There was no way this guy was going to get a table reservation at any reputable restaurant, not unless he made it by phone. In addition to the scattering of bullet holes in the almost-white of his lab coat, there were three significant holes in his head. Each had been stuffed with cotton wadding, now stained blood-red, except for the one in his temple which had gone an unattractive yellowy-grey. His skin was sweating badly, oozing something that looked too viscous to be normal perspiration.


  He staggered to a halt a couple of yards into the club, swung his head clumsily. Saw Griffin, standing in front of him, and tried to speak. His voice, when it came, was thick and liquid, and sadly unintelligible.


  Griffin had been reaching for his gun, but got derailed by the unpleasantness of the odours seeping from the various breaches in the hacker’s body. He could hear the laboured beating of the man’s heart, smell the fluids coursing through his veins: still trying to do their jobs, but finding each circuit harder than the last. He was aware of little crackling sensations—which he felt more than heard—and thought they might be the firing of synapses in what was left of the hacker’s brain.


  He was aware of the slick guy and the girl in the black dress behind him. Both had stood up and produced guns. But Griffin was right in their line of sight, and they couldn’t fire without risking whacking him - which it appeared they weren’t prepared to do. The few other customers in the bar, along with the pianist, meanwhile went about their business as if nothing was happening. Evidently the patrons were old-school jazz fans, and believed in keeping your cool.


  “Get out the way, Griffin,” the girl said, her voice hard.


  Though reeling from the sights in front of him, and from the sound of the ever-present piano, each note from which sounded like a baby grand being dropped on his head, Griffin held his ground—and actually took a step closer to the hacker. Using the weird reverse sight consciously for the first time, he kept himself in the line of fire. Now that he’d found him, the hacker didn’t seem to want to do Griffin much harm. He was still trying to speak, and gesticulating slowly and meaninglessly with the arm that still more-or-less worked. He wasn’t communicating effectively on either the vocal or body-language wavelengths.


  So instead Griffin concentrated on the crackling sounds. Now he was closer they were louder, or brighter. Some of them almost sounded like half syllables, and Griffin realised he was hearing the guy’s mind. He leaned forward, but the words themselves didn’t get any clearer. Instead the crackling faded away, to be replaced by vague notions that began to coalesce in Griffin’s own head.


  Money. A product. A score. Clients. Money. Need. Death. Clients. Money. Death. Money. Death.


  Griffin turned slowly from the hacker, and looked at the girl and the man. Both took the opportunity to fire several times over his shoulders, and Griffin heard—and saw in reversed miniature—the hacker splattered over the wall behind him. One of the other patrons, sitting at a both on the other side, coughed discretely. The pianist segued into “Misty,” keeping a nice, light left hand.


  The slick guy pocketed his gun, evidently confident that the new damage to the hacker’s body would be enough to overrule whatever hopped-up modifications had been made to his system.


  “Got a little close there,” the man said. “You could have been hurt.”


  “I don’t think so,” Griffin said, slowly. “Not by him, anyway. He didn’t want to kill me. He just wanted something he saw that I had. I thought it was my eye. That’s what he said. But actually, I think it was something that my eyes told him I had inside.”


  “Who knows what these scumbags want,” the girl said. “Now, why don’t you sit down, have a drink?”


  “It’s Sarah, isn’t it?” Griffin said. The thoughts he’d picked up from the hacker’s exposed brain hadn’t told him the truth, but they’d been enough to kick-start his intuition. “Sarah’s behind this.”


  The man and woman looked at each other. Then the man looked at his watch, seemed to weigh up some options.


  The motion was enough to tell Griffin that he was right. He gently pulled his gun, held it lightly down by his side. His body wasn’t exactly a temple, but it wasn’t a septic tank either. He knew that no matter how many gibsons he’d down the night before, he wouldn’t have paid some strangers to fuck around with his genotype. Especially not with an important meeting coming up. He had the self-knowledge to understand himself to be an asshole in many respects, but he was always professional work-wise.


  Nobody else in the world cared enough to screw him around like this. It had to be his ex-wife.


  The people in front of him conferred through a glance again, and then the man curtly nodded.


  “Not supposed to tell you for another hour,” he said, “Instructions were to let you hang in the wind a good while. But what the hey. This way you get to stew longer on what’s going to happen.”


  “The hacker didn’t want my eye,” Griffin said. “He wanted a sample of whatever you did to me. It’s worth something to him. Or was, while he was still alive.”


  “Worth a fortune on the street,” the woman said. “You should consider yourself privileged.”


  “Oh, I do,” Griffin snarled. “Just as privileged as all hell.”


  “You wife paid for you to be injected with a new hack which would hype all sensation up into the sky,” the man said, switching to a business-like tone. “Partly just because she hates your guts, but also because you told her that . . . you got that piece of paper, Marie?”


  The woman fished in her bag and pulled out a scrap of paper, on which Griffin caught a glimpse of his ex-wife’s handwriting. She read: “Sleeping with Clarice—who we understand was your wife’s best friend, you’re a class act, Griffin—made you feel stronger, more yourself, made everything seem clearer and more real.” She put the paper back in her purse. “Little tip for you, Griffin: if you’re unfaithful to a woman, don’t explain why. Just say you’re sorry.”


  “So here’s the deal,” the man said. “Twenty four hours like this. Then, because the clever little guys who cooked this stuff up weren’t quite as clever as they thought, your heart and brain are going to start throwing rods. You’ve got about another three hours before it starts going technicolour, but you’re dying already. Our job is to make sure you feel every moment of it.”


  They both nodded at him, and then left the club. Griffin stood poised for a moment, everything at last making a very bad kind of sense. The bumps on his forehead throbbed. He wanted very much to shoot someone, but Sarah wasn’t present.


  Then the pianist started playing “The Girl from Ipanema,” so Griffin shot him instead.


  [Posted by Michael Marshall Smith on 7/10/99]


  By the time Griffin made it back to his hotel, the gray-blue sheen of the last dawn he might ever see reflected off the glass doors of the lobby. He slunk past the concierge’s post and into the gift shop, where he bought a baseball cap to cover the nubs on his head. The skin and flesh had begun to separate from whatever was rising out of his skull. He bought a pack of gum, too, but even jamming all five sticks in his mouth at once could not rinse out the metallic taste of his own tongue.


  In the elevator and as he opened the door to his room, the letters racing across his vision threatened to blind him completely. They filled his eyes like swarms of literate flies. He moaned, slammed the door behind him, staggered to a chair. Placed the gun on the table next to him. After he had splattered the piano player’s brains against the club wall, he had almost kept on shooting, almost decided to massacre everyone to dull his rage. Except, in the aftermath of the gunshot, no one so much as flinched. Not even a blink. The unnatural calm had unnerved him, stopped him. A non-descript man in a blue blazer got up, pushed the dead man out of the way and began playing “The Girl From Ipanema” again. As he looked around him, really looked, he realized every last one of them was a terminally hacked case. He could smell the hack addicts and tell which ones had been screwed over without their knowledge. Each one of them had a name and an address and a telephone number and an email account. As his gaze had shifted from one to the next, the little box in his eyeballs had conveniently given him a mug shot, accompanied by the scrawled contact information. Dead. Dead. They’d all be dead soon. Like him. He’d laughed at them, raged at them. Went a little nuts and screamed at them. And left, his mind struggling just to process all the data brought in by his senses.


  Flash, flash of the telephone message button. He rose, punched the button, got two nondescript messages confirming the location and time of his afternoon meetings. He snorted, a guttural, animal sound. Architects! He’d give them architecture. He’d take off his fucking cap and greet them all with the architecture of cells gone wrong. Courtesy of his ex-wife.


  He started to think his way through the situation. There had to be a way to beat this . . . Sarah, gene hacker, woman, man. As he thought about Sarah and the gene hacker, both their mugshots appeared in his vision, accompanied by personal contact information. Now that was useful: the gene hacker’s home address. But thinking about the man and woman from the club produced not even a scrap of information. Not a name, not an area code.


  Back to Sarah, the one known quantity. Maybe he could still sweet-talk the bitch. Maybe he could pillow talk his way out of death, if she knew of an antidote. Or at least maybe he could frighten the shit out of her.


  The phone rang 12 times before her sleep-tinged voice blared in his ear.


  “Hello?”


  “It’s Bruce. Surprised to hear from me?”


  “Bruce? It’s five in the morning. I’ve got to go to work in three hours.”


  “Can’t talk to your dying ex-husband?”


  Sudden reluctant concern, sudden alertness. He could almost see her sitting up in bed, turning on the light as she said, “Yeah, right. What’s really wrong? Shouldn’t you be talking to my lawyer, not me?”


  “Why? He’s not the one murdering me.”


  “Murder. Isn’t that a melodramatic way to talk about alimony?”


  “Alimony? You bitch! You had me hacked! I’m sprouting horns here! You bitch!”


  “Call me that again and I hang up.”


  “Okay, okay. But don’t fuck with me. You had me hacked. I’m dying. I’ve got 24 hours.”


  Silence for a moment, then: “Are you on drugs, Bruce? Honestly, tell me. Maybe I can call someone. Get you some help.”


  Griffin experienced a sudden shiver of fear. This was a damn fine acting job. If it was an acting job.


  “Sarah,” he said. “You fucked me over. I fucked you over, but I never would have thought to kill you.”


  “Now you’re beginning to scare me, Bruce. Are you threatening me? I don’t know what kind of trouble you’re in but it doesn’t have anything to do with me. I don’t even think about you most days. Do you want me to call someone? Why don’t you call the police?”


  “I can’t.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because I . . .” Because he’d beaten up a bouncer and killed a piano player and been seen with the people who had killed a gene hacker.


  He smashed the receiver down, cracked the casing of the phone. He sat back down in the chair. She was telling the truth. He thought he could tell. As crappy as they had been together, he could almost always tell when she told him the truth. Even if she was lying, what did it matter? He couldn’t get to her in 24 hours. Which left him with nothing. Except for two things: he was the strongest motherfucker in the whole city and he had the gene hacker’s home address. And this: if the man and woman had lied to him once (twice?), maybe they’d lied to him about all of it. Maybe he wasn’t going to die in 24 hours. Maybe it was all just a joke. Maybe he’d be laughing about it in a year. (Except he’d smashed in a man’s face. Except he’d killed a man.)


  As he thought this, the nubs on the top of his head rotated, extended another half-inch, and the flesh surrounding them sloughed away like the husk off an ear of corn. Dry and dead. In sudden panic, he put his hands over the nubs, found them to be as cold and slick as metal. Were they metal? Shit, shit, shit.


  He was half-way to the bathroom mirror when the letters racing across his vision blanked out, replaced by numbers. 18:00:00. He didn’t understand what they meant until 18:00:00 became 17:59:59 then 17:59:58, 17:59:57, 17:59:56 . . . after which looking at his nubs in the mirror didn’t seem nearly as important as it had the second, the second, the second before . . .


  [Posted by Jeff VanderMeer on 7/18/99]


  17:38:22 Griffin had the concierge by the throat, up against the wall of the hotel lobby, heels drumming an inch off the ground.


  17:12:08 Griffin was in a cab, enduring the cabby’s swamp-like personal odour, heading downtown. Heading towards the address he’d read from the concierge’s sizzling synapses, the same address he’d hauled out of the gene hacker’s walking corpse. The gun in his jacket pocket and in his head the knowledge that he was at least partly responsible for fucking himself up.


  It had come to him while he’d been staring into the bathroom mirror, staring yellow-eyed through a sleet of tiny glowing letters at the horns which had pushed bloodlessly through his skin. He’d lifted the blurry drunk memories from the pop and crackle of his own mind, like a kid dredging a plastic toy from his breakfast bowl of milk and rice crispies.


  16:48:22 Griffin threw a twenty at the driver, threw himself across the wide sidewalk into the shadows of the building’s loading bay, slammed into the wall by a twin hydrant outlet. Dizzy and on fire from his muscles” brief overdrive, his senses suddenly flayed wide, as if everyone the city was screaming into his ears, letters and numbers flying like sleet in a gale.


  He threw up the minibar peanuts and pretzels he’d guzzled before setting out, wrapped his arms around his chest, shaking like an unbalanced fan motor as he tried to gather everything into himself again. The Slick Man had told him he had maybe three hours before everything went technicolour; if this attack was one of the trailers, he didn’t want to be around when the main feature lit up.


  Unbidden, a window opened in his sight and the little scene played over again. Memory TV. The jazz bar full of what he hadn’t know then were zombies, Griffin sitting at the corner of the bar counter, steadily putting away gibsons, feeling sorry and angry on what would have been his third wedding anniversary, and then the blonde woman sitting beside him, saying, “By the look of you I guess you really don’t like jazz.”


  He turned and liked what he saw, a cool slim blonde in a white dress. Told her that he was only here because a friend had recommended the place. Said boldly, “Let me take a turn guessing. I think you’d like a White Russian.”


  “Russian. Yes, that’s good.”


  The drinks came. They drank them. Made small talk, the woman letting Griffin think he had a chance with her. A man came over, the Slick Man. He briefly covered the woman’s hand with his, left without a word. The woman’s hand, still on the bar, was tented over something now.


  It was the package she’d sold him several drinks later. He paid for it out of his Florida winnings. He’d thought to check the envelope after the first time he’d endured this playback, and sure enough, half the money was gone.


  He’d been a mark, a chump, a fish. He’d actually begged for it when Marie told him that if he wanted to change his life she had just the thing for him, if he was man enough to take it. Maybe she’d put something in one of his drinks to unhinge him, but Griffin doubted that.


  He’d been led right to the hook, all right, but he’d swallowed it all by himself.


  He knew now it wasn’t Sarah who’d led him there. Pinning it on her had been part of the deal between the Slick Man, Marie, and the one person who’d want to fuck over both Griffin and Sarah. The bitch who’d told him about the bar after one of their little sessions in bed, the bitch who’d just come back into his life after her own divorce.


  16:41:02 The little playback window winked out. Griffin swore again that if he lived through this he’d get her back. If he lived. The other thing he’d figured out was that there were no good guys or bad guys in this. Just sharks, feeding off each other or any poor fish who swam into view. These people wanted what he had, all right, but they might simply kill him to take it.


  Griffin had two advantages. He was good at making deals, and he knew how this building was put together. He’d won the contract for its air conditioning system four years ago. It didn’t matter about the goons he’d scoped lurking in the foyer, security guards with hacked musculature and nervous systems, and mini-mac 10’s. It didn’t matter about the alarm going off when he kicked in the steel service door, because ten seconds later he was inside the main duct of the central air system, hanging in roaring cold air pushed by the big fans right below his feet as he endured another supersensory spasm, the baseball cap blown off his horns as he clung there in the roaring dark. The fit passed. His sight clicked to infrared; he scented a faint familiar odour; he found he could use the claws his fingernails had become to climb the aluminium sheeting.


  Following his nose to the tenth floor.


  16:26:54 Griffin kicked out the grill and squeezed through, tumbling into a corner of an open-plan office space filled with a maze of desks and dividers and rubber plants. His horns tingled sweetly, like the pressure which built in his balls just before orgasm. He could sense the idle shuttle of dozens of desktop computers mindlessly cycling their screensavers. And he could sense the crackle of the minds of the three live men in the lab beyond the offices. And smell the familiar blood and funk stink of the dead hacker they were working on.


  [Posted by Paul J. McAuley on 7/23/99]


  Then something occurred to Griffin.


  Both the concierge and the data he’d leeched direct from the hacker’s brain had said this was the hacker’s home address. Griffin quickly dipped back into the place in his augmented mind where this information coalesced, like a jumble of business cards. Yep, there it was—and coded for “Home.” But this building, despite the rubber plants and the pleasant colour scheme, didn’t look like anybody’s home. It was too damned tidy, for a start. People also tended not to have full-spec labs in their domiciles: wet bars and media rooms usually came higher up the list of residential priorities. Griffin hadn’t been possessed of the data-acquisition facility long enough to know whether it was completely trustworthy, or frankly how the hell it worked, but the data felt solid. He knew Sarah’s address already, so that information could just have been his mind using the new interface to present it. But he’d known nothing about the hacker. The data about him must have come from somewhere else, must have been coded into him in a way Griffin was now able to read.


  With this place marked as his home.


  Down the other end of the office, beyond the frosted glass door, the three men were still bent over their task. He could smell the concentration, hear the hum of their consideration. He tried to tune it out, so he could think. A tingling in his horns told him something important was just out of reach, that there was an idea hidden under all the pebbles of fact in front of him. It was just a case of turning the right one over.


  Griffin thought about the slick man and the cool girl. Still couldn’t divine any information about them whatsoever. But when he thought about the concierge in the right way, a slew of data rocketed past his inner eyes. He cast his mind back a little further, and brought to mind the cab driver who’d driven him to the jazz club: got the guy’s address, rates, credit rating and star sign. He quickly rolled his mind over other people he’d met in the last few days: people he’d seen, bought drinks from, bumped into in the street, been faced with en masse at the club, even the bouncer he’d punched in the face. His mind filled with numbers, letters, screeds of data flying into orderly records. With a very, very few exceptions, every single person he’d seen was a mountain of codified data, waiting to be accessed. And . . .


  Feeling like someone reaching a new level of a video game, one he didn’t know yet but had the basic skills to attempt, Griffin locked his mental position and shooed all the data to line up in rows. Some of it squirmed out of place, and Griffin knew it would take some practice before he could do this kind of thing first time. He also knew that time to practice wasn’t something he was likely to have. He bullied the data, and most of it lined up.


  He shot a query along one input line, looking for matches. By then he was expecting the result, but it still lit him up like a fire.


  Every single person had the same home address coded into them.


  This office block.


  He realised then that there was a kind of person who had a lab at home. Back in Mary Shelley’s time, that home would be a gothic pile, surrounded by mountains and trees and lit by thunder flashes. These days the Frankensteins had themselves nice, swish offices with water coolers and durable carpeting. He also realised that it wouldn’t just be the good Doctor who’d regard that place as home, but also the people who were born there—or who had been transformed there.


  He wondered how many real people were left in the city, how many still truly lived in this metropolis of the walking dead. A city of zombies, all hacked and stamped with an ownership code. The only loose cannons were the slick guy and the cool girl, and a couple of other people he’d not been able to glean information from.


  And Griffin himself. 16:22:04. Though not for much longer.


  Griffin crept through the office towards the lab, making an effort to be quiet. It wasn’t easy. He’d tried LSD once, a long time ago, and it had the same effect: his limbs felt absurdly long, his feet the size of small suitcases. All of the strength in the world turns to muscle-bound weakness, if you don’t know how to apply it—if you didn’t have a plan. For a moment he had a sensation of everyone in the city slowly turning, responding to a beamed message on a wavelength that only their genome could hear. They wouldn’t walk with their arms out-stretched. But they’d walk all the same. And some of them might even run. Back to the office. Back home.


  Griffin thought he’d better work out a plan real soon.


  He gathered himself just in front of the frosted-glass door, prepared to explode through it like a nuclear device. Then, just for the hell of it, he grabbed the knob and opened it quietly instead.


  [Posted by Michael Marshall Smith on 7/26/99]


  The man and woman from the jazz bar shot him as he came in the door, even as they backed away from the gene hacker’s body that lay splayed out on a surgical table. The bullets ripped into him and remained as strobes of pain centered around his left shoulder and right thigh. They didn’t stop him, though, as he stumbled forward into the sterile room with its fluorescent lights, white walls, and white chairs. In front of him lay the corpse of the gene hacker, transformed into a fraction of his former self. Chest and ribs had been cracked open, lungs exposed like twin wings. Eyes staring out of the flayed face dead but still imbued in Griffin’s imagination with a flicker of life. The smell of preservatives. Lights in steel casings shining down on the remnants of a man in such a way as to remove any doubt about the mortality of the subject.


  As he looked at the corpse, two more burning stars that were bullets entered his body, strafing his left side. The pain felt distant and obscure. He didn’t make a sound.


  And neither did the man and woman shooting at him—the only sound the thwack and crunch of bullets against his flesh. Followed by his own intake of breath as suddenly the clock in his head wound down from 14:54:48 to 1:00:00—time, hourglass-like, released like lost grains of sand, the nihilistic 00:00:00 held back only by a solitary “1.” The shock of it brought an unaccustomed calm to him as his gaze swept across the room.


  On the far side stood a door. Behind the door he could feel someone’s presence. On the surgical table, he could feel the gene hacker waiting for him. They still hadn’t found what the gene hacker hid . . .


  “David Larsen” he heard himself say, knowing now that this was the gene hacker’s name. “David Larsen.” An avid reader and family man by day, a genetically altered zombie by night. Did the name mean anything? No. But knowing the name made him feel he had more control over the situation.


  The man had run out of bullets, so Griffin killed him first with a kick to the chest that stopped his heart. He fell in a bundle in a corner of the room.


  The woman stepped in front of him, gun aimed at him.


  “They’ll take even the hour away if you don’t stop now,” she said.


  “I don’t care,” he said, and found that he didn’t. Not about an hour. Not about the woman. Not about the skulls of pain chattering away at four different spots in his body. Constellations of agony as irrelevant as a star-filled sky.


  “There’s someone in the next room. I want to know who.”


  “You can’t win, Griffin,” she said.


  “Probably not,” he said, “but I don’t care.” As he advanced on her like an angel of death.


  [Posted by Jeff VanderMeer on 8/05/99]


  Then suddenly Griffin was wet, rain falling in a soft spray all around him. It was the building’s fire system, hair-triggered by the cordite smoke in the air, filling the room with cool mist. Water washed down his face like tears, washing his fury away.


  Griffin hesitated. The blonde woman, Marie, just watched him, hair turning to rat’s tails. She was too afraid to run.


  For a moment Griffin saw himself as he really was. A bad man, but not a terrible one. A man who really just wanted to get on with his life, sell some air conditioning, and not have to see anyone’s blood. Maybe be happy once in a while. Most of all, as a man who didn’t want to kill anyone ever again. He knew this might be temporary, an effect of the countdown that still nagged in a corner of his sight, and waved his gun at the woman.


  “Get out of here,” he said.


  She ran.


  Griffin pushed open the door to the next room. It was raining in there too, water falling through a twilight cast by soft lamp glows in the corners. Someone was sitting in a big leather executive chair in the centre of the room.


  Not sitting, he saw, when he turned the chair around. Tied to it. And it was not the woman he had expected. Not his ex-mistress, Clarice, come to gloat over what she’d done. It was his ex-wife. It was Sarah. She flinched at the sight of the gun.


  “What are you doing here?” he whispered.


  He realised he should untie her. That would be the polite thing to do. And he might do it. But not immediately. A tiny bit of him was so pleased to see her that he wanted a few seconds more of it, didn’t want her to run from him just yet.


  Sarah said, her face half-turned away, “Griffin, I’m sorry. It got out of control.”


  “I phoned you,” Griffin said. “From the hotel. You were at home . . .”


  “No. I was right there in the same hotel. It was Clarice’s idea. She said we should see we got what we paid for. She fixed a redirect so the phone at home would ring through to my cellular.”


  Griffin remembered how the phone had rung and rung before Sarah had answered. He said, “You and Clarice did this? You hated me enough to get me turned into, into this?”


  A gene-hacked monster with a clock visibly ticking down toward zero and death.


  “We both did it,” Sarah said. “You fucked up our marriages, Griffin.”


  “Yeah. Mine too, as I recall.”


  “You didn’t seem to care much about that then. And I thought that she was still my best friend, no matter what she did with you. But it wasn’t supposed to turn out like this. You were supposed to just get hacked so your sweat smelt so bad you’d never get to fuck anyone again. Instead, they dosed you with a Russian military strain. For kicks, thinking we would never know. And when Clarice found out, she refused to pay. She ran out on me right after you phoned, and then they came and got me. I think they had someone working in the hotel, someone who traced your call.”


  “Probably the fucking concierge,” Griffin muttered. “I never liked him. At all.”


  Sarah’s head dipped. “And then they . . . they did it to me too.”


  She broke down, looking very young and afraid. Kind of like when Griffin had first met her, except for the afraid part. Sarah had never looked vulnerable before he’d made her that way.


  Griffin reached forward, wiped a tear from her cheek, pushed a lock of hair away from her eyes. And for the first time saw how yellow they were.


  He said: “Tell me this. Are we dying?”


  “No,” she said, quietly. “Well, yes. They say there’s a kind of death. It’s part of the change. You come out of it rewired, invulnerable, something new.”


  Griffin thought about the poor hacker lying cut open next door, of all the punishment he took before he died. He glanced over his shoulder, and saw without surprise that the man he’d shot, Marie’s partner, was gone. Obviously he’d fixed himself up with the military virus too. He’d have to worry about them later. In the distance Griffin could hear two kinds of sirens. Fire engines, the cops.


  He said: “We have to go.”


  He untied her and she stood up.


  “Come with me,” he said.


  Sarah sniffed hugely and glared at him. On her even the yellow eyes looked good, a kind of tiger eye. Strands of hair were caught around the nubs of horn pushing through her temples. “Why the hell should I go with you?”


  “Because I know what you’re going through. Because I can help you. Because you loved me once . . .” he said, taking a deep breath, “and because I’ve changed.”


  They were close, their faces only a few inches apart. She could see he was telling the truth, and for the first time in what seemed like years he saw her smile.


  “Okay,” she said.


  - THE END -


  [Posted by Paul McAuley & Michael Marshall Smith on 8/17/99]


  Naming the Dead


  “I want you to prove he killed my Emma,” the woman told me.


  “You realize, madam –”


  “I only want to know.”


  “– that the police will not use anything I find as evidence.”


  “I have to know.”


  “Perhaps you should talk with someone else first.”


  “My husband divorced me. My mother and father are dead. My Emma is dead. I am alone, Mr Carlyle.”


  She was wrong, of course. None of us are alone. Neither the living nor the dead. Even in my sanctuary there were the feeble ghosts of the silkmaker and his wife. And there was the thing clinging to my would-be client’s shoulder.


  Her hands tightened on the straps of her handbag. She said, “I know what you are. I know what you can do. I want you to help me find my Emma.”


  I said, in my very best soothing voice, “Perhaps you would like some more tea, Mrs Stokes? And perhaps one of the delicious chocolate bourbon biscuits.”


  “I am quite calm, Mr Carlyle. I have no need of the sovereign remedy, and I think that you have eaten all the biscuits.”


  I had to admit that Mrs Stokes was a formidable woman. Although she was made uneasy by the steady hiss of the gas mantles, the green wallpaper, the heavy walnut furniture and the crowded ranks of books, she tried not to show it as she sat bolt upright in the wing armchair, clutching her quilted blue handbag to her lap as if it contained her life. It was four o’clock on a dreary wet November day, darkness already lying deep in the narrow streets outside, made more sepulchral by a distant glimpse of the bright neon of the curry houses and Bangladeshi video shops of Brick Lane. The coal fire gave out a withering heat, but Mrs Stokes had kept on her gaberdine raincoat. She lived alone but she took trouble over her appearance out of habit, her lined face softened with pancake and blusher, her thin lips reddened with “Autumn Maple” lipstick, the white helmet of her hair stiffened by a new perm. When she leaned forward, she gave off an acrid little cloud compounded of the scent of face powder and Arpege. The thing at her shoulder glared at me with a mixture of spite and fear. It was her own ghost, but it had the heart-shaped face of her dead daughter, whose photograph lay on the walnut table between us. She had spent much money and more energy finding me. I knew I was her last hope. I am the last hope of all who manage to find me.


  Mrs Stokes – although she was divorced, she would never give up the “Mrs” – picked up the photograph. “He killed her, Mr Carlyle,” she said. “I know that he did. He cut off her face. That was how she was found, naked, without a face. Like his other victims. But he wouldn’t confess.”


  She said this quite dispassionately. Her eyes were hard and bright. She was long past crying. Years past. Emma had run away to London and been killed twelve years ago. Her body had been dumped in wasteland behind King’s Cross. A year later, Robert Summers had been caught in a burnt-out lock-up close by, wearing the face of his victim and doing something so unspeakable to her body that two of the three policemen who made the arrest took early retirement after the trial. He was found sane, was sent down for the one murder. There was no evidence – blood, DNA, fingerprints, fibre – to tie him to the other six murders, nothing but the method of killing, the strangulation and partial flaying of the victim s. His brief made a good case that he was a copycat killer. He had no previous criminal record, had held the same job, as an inventory clerk in one of the big Oxford Street department stores, for 15 years. He got the usual tariff, reduced for good behaviour. He spent his last year in an open prison, had been on the streets for three weeks.


  Emma Stokes’s mother had started to look for someone like me as soon as she knew that Summers would be released. She had sold the house her husband had been forced to give her after the divorce. She had rented a room in Dalston, amongst the sound systems and Turkish restaurants. Money meant nothing to her. She wanted nothing except to know. To know that he had done it. To purge any of Emma’s ghosts, if they still remained.


  I could cure her at once, of course, but I would not. I needed the money. Still, I felt sorry for her. I tried to explain again that anything I found could not be used in a court. There were still a few old-fashioned policemen who were sympathetic, but the system had changed.


  “In any event,” I said, “it is unlikely that any of Emma’s ghosts will remember anything useful, something I can give the police so they can find some piece of tangible evidence. Ghosts rarely do remember what happened when they were cast off.”


  “That doesn’t matter, Mr Carlyle. I have no faith in the police.”


  I knew a flat in one of the point blocks off Kingsland Road, not far from where she was renting a room, where you could hire a gun for £50 an hour, no questions asked. But I doubted that she wanted revenge. And it was none of my business anyway. My business was with the dead.


  I told her my terms. She had done her research. She had the money, and the other things. She handed over the money without a qualm, but it took a visible effort for her to give up the rest.


  “You will find her,” she said.


  “I will get in contact with you when it is over.”


  She started to tell me the number of the pay telephone in the rooming house, but I said, “I do not use the telephone, Mrs Stokes. But be assured that I will be in contact with you when it is over. Not before. It might take some time.”


  “I have been waiting twelve years, Mr Carlyle.”


  On the way out, she asked the question most of my clients have not dared to ask. “Why do you live like this?” She said it with a trace of her old prim, suburban judgmentalism. I said, “You will not need to come here again.”


  “I don’t mind it. But it makes what you do seem like . . . an act. I hope it is not, Mr Carlyle. I have put my Emma in your hands.”


  I went to King’s Cross first, but there was nothing of Emma Stokes there, nor anything of the other victims. There were plenty of other ghosts, of course, mostly scraps of spent lust mingled with sparks of rage from the clients of the whores who still work the station, despite the security cameras and the extra police patrols. I dispatched them all, and afterwards became aware of an old woman watching me amongst the weeds on the far side of a tangle of rusting tracks. Her long black dress and shawl looked to be Victorian, and I made a note to investigate once the case was over. Long-lived ghosts are rare, even in London. I thought that I knew them all, and I have a particular affinity for Victorian ghosts.


  Later, when I asked the Librarian about her, he smiled faintly and said, “There are many of us you do not know about, Carlyle. The living cannot know all the names of the dead.”


  “But you know who she was?”


  “As a matter of fact I do not. But I could make enquiries . . .”


  “Not now.”


  “Because you wish me to observe this murderer of young girls. How poorly you must think of me, Carlyle, for you always force me to associate with these unsavoury characters.”


  “You don’t have to do it.” I had the things Mrs Stokes had given me in the pockets of my trenchcoat. The Librarian knew that they were there; his eyes, faint stars in his pale face, kept straying towards them.


  “It is a living,” he said. “Where is he?”


  I told him, and he said, “Ah, the tea gardens, and the New River. I spent many a happy afternoon there in the bosky meadows.”


  There were no tea gardens there now. They had been built over long ago, and built over again with the interlocked decks of the Marquess Estate. Robert Summers had been given a one-bedroom flat there. I had watched him for most of the afternoon as he sat hunched on one of the benches in the triangular Green in Islington, at the junction of Upper Street and Essex Road, had waited outside the nearby branch Sainsbury’s while he spent an hour buying half a carrier-bag’s worth of groceries. A scrawny harmless man, unshaven, his iron-grey hair sticking up in a cowlick over a bland unlined face. He wore a new black suit and a dirty white shirt. People knew to give him a wide berth as he shuffled along.


  But no ghosts clung to him. Perhaps he had lost them in prison to someone more powerful. Most ghosts are unfaithful, short-lived things.


  The Librarian was one of the more persistent ghosts, the death shell of a man who had died in the mid-19th century. He was, like many ghosts, vague about the person who had cast him off. He had not been a librarian, but something to do with the book trade, perhaps a bookseller or a bookbinder or a printer. He had taken up semi-permanent residence in the reading room of the British Library, which was where I had come to consult with him, pretending to read a trade union history while conducting a whispered conversation. No one took any notice. A lot of the scholars and journalists who worked on the curved ranks of cubicles talked to themselves. It was raining, and the rain pattered on the high ceiling overhead.


  I said, “What will you do, when this place is closed?”


  “There are plenty of other accommodations. Or perhaps I will choose to pass over at last. The 20th Century is becoming tiresome, and I do not look forward to the millennium. Now, the stuff, if you please, and I will be gone as quickly as Puck or Ariel.”


  I took out the things Mrs Stokes had given me, and laid them on the reading desk. A square of blue nylon cut from one of Emma’s old sheets. An old lipstick, dried out. A pair of plain white Marks & Spencer knickers. A photograph, formally posed.


  The Librarian lowered his face to them, as greedy as an addict. He sighed, and said, “Yes, it is so strong, so good . . .” and then faded, the stars of his eyes going last of all. As I gathered up the material the electric bell rang. It was closing time.


  Like the Librarian, I find the late 20th Century tiresome. Because of my dress and the furnishing of my house, most people assume that I affect a late Victorian style to express this distaste, but that is not the case. It is simply a style I have never outgrown. And it was the time in which my family first gained influence over the dead.


  We had a long and honourable history as sin-eaters and scriers, but it was grandfather who began the trade in what is now known, inaccurately, as the paranormal. It was he who codified a systematic approach to the matter of the dead. I am the last of my line. My mother and father died when our house was destroyed by an ill-advised experiment, and when I had recovered I moved from Edinburgh to London, and bought a house in Spitalfields.


  It was a Georgian house in poor repair, and I have done nothing since to modernize it, or, like some of my neighbours, to restore it to its original state. (I have several times resisted visits from well-meaning members of the self-styled historical society, who give conducted tours of their restored houses dressed in Georgian costume; but my black suit, paisley waistcoat, homburg, walking stick and fob watch are not a costume.) There is no electricity, and no telephone, but those things are not necessary. As light attracts moths, so electricity attracts too many partial ghosts, and I do not need the distraction. I have gas mantles, and coal fires in the winter. And anyone who wants to find me will eventually do so, or they will discover in the process of trying to find me that they do not, after all, need my help.


  But the most important thing is that it is a quiet house, a quiet place, and well protected. How difficult that is to find in any large city! All who died here died natural deaths; they led content and happy lives. When I found it, there were no ghosts thrown off by hate or fear, by ecstasy or enlightenment. Ghosts of the original owners, a Huguenot silkmaker and his wife, sometimes drift through the rooms, and the ghost of the cobbler who lived and worked in the basement for more than 50 years can sometimes be heard, but they are all weak and harmless fragments, no more of a nuisance than the mice which rustle behind the walnut panelling. A few imps of delirium left by the hippies who squatted there in the early 1970s were easy to disperse, and other ghosts are kept at bay by soul catchers at doors and windows, and regular asperging with rosemary, moly, and rue.


  Such places are increasingly rare as ghosts multiply. Fewer people seem inclined to a quiet death, and the jostle of the city’s population fills its streets with malevolent ghosts cast off in moments of intense anger or fear. Traffic intersections are crowded with the remnants of motorists’ frustrations; I am unable to visit hospitals, or to travel on the Underground, or pass near casinos (although they do not know it, gamblers are quite right to use fresh decks of cards with each session, for the ghosts which cling to used cards strongly affect the laws of chance). Many churches are still peaceful, as are certain graveyards. After all, very few die in either place, and those mourning the dead do not shed ghosts for mourning is an emotional state akin to exhaustion, not a state of heightened awareness.


  The long-dead, such as the Librarian, find the press of ghosts as tiresome as I. And of course for them certain ghosts are dangerous. There are lions and tigers and bears loose in the world. More of them, it seems, every year, as if the millennium on whose brink we tremble will after all be the threshold of the pit. London is crowded with ghosts, imps and other revenants, but the truly long-lived manifestations are dwindling. They are being eaten by those of their kind which require the energy of others to sustain them.


  But that was not the immediate threat, which manifested itself as two men who materialized on either side of me as I was making my way through the crowded Spitalfields market the Sunday after Mrs Stokes had visited me. I had bought walnut bread at one stall, organic potatoes and cabbage at another, and a water-stained edition of Hick’s Death and Eternal Life, which promised to be amusing. It was difficult to disengage as the two men took me by the elbows and steered me into a corner by one of the gates.


  “We’ve been looking for you,” the smaller one said. He was sweating despite the cold, a slight, sandy-haired man with a narrow moustache, wearing an immaculate London Fog raincoat. There were imps clinging to his thinning hair, spiky black things that chittered like bats. He said, “You are a hard man to find.”


  “I am glad to hear it,” I said. “My house is protected.”


  “But you aren’t protected,” the smaller man said, and told his companion, “Show him what I mean.”


  The larger man opened his leather jacket to show me the jointed metal truncheon tucked into the inside pocket.


  “This is in the nature of a warning,” the smaller man said.


  “You have an infestation,” I said. “Who is it that marked you?”


  “Don’t play games. I was warned about you and I don’t believe in all that shit, all right?” The imps were whispering in his ears, and he said his piece defiantly, but his eyes glittered. He knew that he was trapped, although he did not understand how.


  “Then you are in great danger, my friend.”


  “You be quiet! Roddy here has a lot of toys, and he likes using them. We could go back to your house and he’ll give you a free trial.”


  “I do not think I could allow you to find my house. I expect that you have been looking for it all morning, and you have not found it. Nor will you. Give me the message, and leave.”


  The sandy-haired man handed me an envelope. “This will explain everything. You are threatening the interests of a powerful man, Mr Carlyle.”


  “And who would he be?”


  The imps chittered. The man said, “No names, no pack drill.”


  “Ah. One of those.”


  “You just stop. All right? Remember Edinburgh.”


  “What do you know about –”


  But the little man was already walking away, head down, the big man at his back, towards the black 500 series BMW parked on the double yellow lines just outside the gate. I watched as they got into the back of the car; someone was waiting inside, but I saw only a shadow before the door closed and the car drove off.


  There was a speck of an imp in the seal of the envelope, and I crushed it by reflex. It was designed to do but one thing, squeal that the envelope had been opened, and I gave it no chance to do that. It could have told me nothing more than its existence already told me, that the man who had sent the message knew something about the matter of the dead.


  Inside, the message was crude and shocking. I did not look at it again, but called upon an old friend.


  We met early the next morning near Smithfield Market, in one of the public houses which are licensed to open at 6.30 am. Superintendent Rawles looked at the photograph that had been inside the envelope and said that it was part of the crime-scene documentation.


  “I’ll look into how it was leaked,” he said. He was a tall, slender, upright man, with close-cropped white hair and a military bearing, and one of the most honest men I have ever met. He was working on his second pint of bitter while I ate the excellent full English breakfast – the pinnacle of the cuisine of this wretched country I have adopted – which the public house served.


  “It is not where the photograph came from which is important.”


  I described Mrs Stokes’s commission, the two men who had delivered the envelope, and my suspicion that this was the work of a would-be necromancer who believed that he had some use for the murderer, Robert Summers.


  “There’s an incident room already set up,” Inspector Rawles said. “Perhaps you can come in and look at the books, see if you can spot these bad boys. But that’s all I can let you do. It’s out of my hands, Carlyle.”


  “You know that they will not be amongst your mugshots.”


  “No, I suppose not. She was your client. What was she doing there?”


  “She had rented the room. I believe that she had sold her house.”


  “Keep away from Summers. We’re watching him. Your client is dead; you don’t have that job any more.”


  The Librarian was watching Summers. I said, “I do not need to go near him. Do you think he killed her?”


  “You look pale,” Rawles said. “Paler than usual, although I see that your appetite is as healthy as ever. You think this necromancer chap might actually be dangerous?”


  “Only if he is more ignorant than usual. It is not the thought of him which makes me uncomfortable, despite this excellent repast, but the proximity of the market.”


  Rawles smiled. “The ghosts of cows?”


  I used the last of the blood pudding – they served two kinds there, white and black – to wipe up the last of the egg yolk. “Animals leave no ghosts. It is not the meat market, but the public executions that were held here. Mary Tudor had 200 martyrs burned; before that heretics and witches were roasted, burned or boiled alive. Traces remain, even after all these years. Effluvia from the crowd rather than the ghosts the poor tormented victims cast off at the death. Still, it is not as bad as the public transport system.”


  “You’re too sensitive for this city, lad.” Rawles looked at the polaroid again. “It has your artist’s mark. But whoever did it didn’t know much about skinning. Summers used a proper flensing knife, and he has had practice using it. Unfortunately he used a different knife each time, which is why the forensic boffins couldn’t pin the full slate to him. But this wasn’t done with a flensing knife. We think this was done with the same combat knife that the murderer used to cut her throat. We found the weapon, no prints of course, and it could have been bought in any one of a hundred shops. We’re canvassing them, but I doubt if we’ll get anywhere. This is a professional hit.”


  “It was meant as a message, to me. Summers is more than he seems.”


  “You stay away. We can handle it.”


  “He has no ghosts. He murdered at least 15 girls and he has no ghosts at all.”


  “Is that strange? He was in prison a long time.”


  Rawles was a practical man; he had grasped many of the nuances of the matter of the dead instinctively.


  “Not strange, but it is unusual, given the interest in him.”


  Rawles drained his pint. “Perhaps this chap who put the heavies on you took Summers’s ghosts.”


  “Then why is Summers still of interest? You drink too much, Robert.”


  “And you have a healthy appetite. I have to see my chief in a couple of hours. A bloodless Ph.D in sociology who did about six hours on the beat before getting a desk job. He’s 15 years younger than me. He talks like a company executive, quotas and efficiency and targets. I’ll retire next year. They’ll probably put a computer in to replace me. This isn’t like the old days, Carlyle.”


  “As I am all too unfortunately aware.”


  As we parted, he added, “I hope that’s just a walking stick these days. If some eager young bobby thinks to take a look, he’ll do you for carrying a concealed weapon.”


  It was not the last warning I was to receive that day.


  My house is, as I have said, protected. There are not many streets at the heart of old Spitalfields, a brief grid with the market on one side and the exotic glamour of Brick Lane on the other, but for anyone searching for my house with malice in their hearts they can become impossibly tangled.


  But my next warning did not knock upon my door. Instead, it came roaring and gurgling out of the slate sink in the kitchen which took up the basement where the cobbler had once worked. The noise shook the whole house, but I was already coming down the stairs with a candle; I had felt the wind of its approach.


  The water spout had formed a thick column of water that shook and shivered as it spun around and around. It glowed with a faint, greenish light. It stank horribly.


  A face formed on its shivering surface, the kind of face you might imagine seeing on the trunk of a tree where a branch has been torn away, or the kind of face which rises towards you out of the scintillae you make when you press your fingertips against your closed eyelids. An approximation of a face. It had no eyes but I knew it could see me as it whirled around. It made a horrid gargling sound when it spoke.


  It spoke in Latin, and I knew at once what it was. The oldest of all the ghosts of London. At once, I made obeisance.


  He had never been a person, and that made him more terrible and powerful than any ordinary ghost. He was something like the effluvia which had made me uncomfortable near Smithfield Market, the accumulated bloodlust of the tens of thousands of men and women who had come to watch the executions for sport. Like that, but far more powerful and focused, for he had been formed and reinforced by the sacrificial ceremonies of those who had worshipped at the Temple of Mithras, founded by Ulpius Silvanus, a veteran of the II Legio Augusta during the Roman occupation of Britain. Archaeologists found a relief sculpture of a god killing a bull, a sculpture of a river god and other remains in the middle of the Walbrook, the long-buried tributary around which the Romans had built their original settlement, but only I knew precisely where the temple had stood, and the nature of the rituals. There had been sacrifice of bulls, but also human sacrifice: the victims had been sealed in the belly of a brazen bull, and fires lit beneath it.


  The thing which manifested itself through the drain of my kitchen sink was the remnant of the river god which worship and sacrifice had created. You might say that it was the echo of a collective mania so strong it had lasted for 2,000 years. It spoke only in Latin, but because of my long apprenticeship to my father I was not only fluent in Latin but knew (unlike all living scholars of that dead language) how to pronounce it correctly. I even knew that Mithras had a Spanish accent; Ulpius Silvanus, like many of the legionaries who had occupied Britain, had come from the Mediterranean shore of Spain.


  “You will not disturb the murderer,” Mithras said. “You will leave all alone, and all will be well.”


  “Why is that? What is your interest?”


  “I speak for all the dead.”


  “Then I am honoured that you should visit me.” I took a steak from the meat safe and threw it into the whirling unstable column of water. It vanished at once, shredding into pulp and blood. It was to have been my supper, but I felt that propitiation of the old god was more important. I had only ever seen Mithras once before, on an ill-advised expedition beneath London with the young engineer and Dr Pretorius, and that had been long ago, in my salad days.


  Mithras said, “The sacrifice is acceptable. You may ask a question.”


  Once, dozens of bulls had been slaughtered in a single day in his honour. Men drunk on the thick red wine called Bull’s Blood had run through the streets ahead of the animals before they had been sacrificed. The men who had fallen to the bulls had been as much sacrifices to Mithras as those roasted inside the brazen bull. Mithras had been very powerful. He had protected the Roman settlement from ancient indigenous ghosts of the wild lands outside the stockade walls. He survived only because he had once been so powerful. He was an echo, a revenant, but not without influence. I wondered how long it had been since someone had given him tribute.


  “One question,” he said again. “Ask!”


  “Is Robert Summers owned by a living man?”


  “There is no such person as Robert Summers.”


  “Then what is he?”


  “You have asked your question. It is answered. Ask no more. Seek no more. You have some protection here, but I could remove it all if I wished.”


  “Where is the Librarian? Bring him here and I will speak with him.”


  The speed of the revolving column of water increased. Greasy droplets dashed against my face. The whirling water made a high wailing sound, and out of it Mithras said, “He no longer exists.”


  “Did Summers kill him? Or the man who has taken control of him?”


  “Ask no more. Remember you live here upon my sufferance.”


  “Hmm. With respect, that is not quite true. This place lies to the east of the walls of your city.”


  “Some of my dead lie nearby. It is enough.”


  I remembered then that a Roman cemetery had been discovered 400 years ago, in the fields to the east of the priory of St Mary Spital. I opened my mouth to ask one more question, but the face dissolved or spread out across the glowing surface of the unstable column of water. The force which held the water together vanished.


  I stepped back and dropped the candle as the flood spun out in an splattering arc across the kitchen. I was alone in darkness.


  I could not let the mystery lie. Although my client was dead and the contract dissolved, it was clear that taking Mrs Stokes’s money had put me in danger. Oh, not yet, but if I let it go then the amateur who was meddling with the ghosts of Robert Summers would do something stupid. Better to stop it now, whatever Mithras said, than wait until it got worse.


  And besides, I had always liked the Librarian.


  As I mopped the flood of stinking drain water from the old linoleum, I thought of a ghost who might be able to help me. I finished the work and carefully sprinkled dried rue and wild garlic on the last of the water before pouring it down the drain. It would not keep out the river god, of course, but it would stop imps and other sprites from following his path.


  I made no other precautions. It would not do to attract attention.


  I ate lunch at one of the fine Bangladeshi restaurants in Brick Lane, and then set off north. I could not ride in public transport because I needed to keep my mind clear (and taxis were worse repositories of shed moments of anger than buses). It was cold, a sharp dry cold, the sky clear except for a few high strands of cirrus, darkening in the east.


  It took an hour to walk to the rooming house where Mrs Stokes had been murdered. I was happy to be alone with my thoughts. At one point I passed a mosque under construction, and wondered what ghosts it would add to the city, but for the most part I thought hard about what must be done.


  Mrs Stokes had rented a room in one of the houses in the Victorian terraces behind Ridley Road Market. They had been poor things when they had been thrown up to help accommodate the increasing population of factory labourers, and they had not lasted well. There were three lidless dustbins and a broken pram amongst the dead weeds in the mean little garden, and a bored young constable stood in front of the door, which had been sealed with blue and white crime-scene tape. The circus which accompanied any murder – and I do not mean the police, the forensic team, the ambulance and the crowd of morbid onlookers – had passed on.


  But something lingered.


  I had bought a slab of cheesecake in the 24-hour Jewish bakery, and I walked to the end of the road and ate it while I waited. The streetlights came on and the sky beyond them darkened. It was cold, and I wished that I had bought some coffee with the cheesecake.


  But at last I caught a faint scent of face powder and Arpege, and without turning around I knew that she had come to me.


  The ghost of Mrs Stokes was remarkably composed, but from my brief meeting with her when she had been alive I had expected nothing less. I had been counting on it, in fact. She knew that she was dead, although like all ghosts she did not remember dying. I remembered the photograph I had been given and thought it a mercy.


  When the traffic had thinned out – she found the rushing cars a terrible distraction, as if each promised to bear her away to paradise – I walked along Balls Pond Road. She was at my back, talking about her Emma. I think that she had become fused or mixed with the thing which had been at her back when she had come to see me, or perhaps this was the same ghost, strengthened by the death of the woman who had thrown it off.


  It would not matter soon. All that did matter was that it would do as I asked.


  “I will see her again. My Emma, just as she was.”


  “Yes, you will see her again.”


  I could have removed the ghost at Mrs Stokes’s back when she had first come to see me. She would have lost her obsession, and gone away. It was something I could have done with most of my clients, but I had needed the money. Now, I thought that it was fortunate that I had no scruples. For otherwise I would not have known what kind of creature Robert Summers was, and of the man who had an interest in him, until too late.


  But I knew that it would still be difficult to stop them.


  I tried to tell the ghost, but she babbled happily that it did not matter. “I know what I must do and I know I can do it. I can do it for my Emma. I know I can.” And, “I will take her to the arms of Jesus, Mr Carlyle. I will find the way.” And, “How strange everything looks! Some things so bright, the rest so dark. I had a television once which showed pictures like this. The thing controlling its picture had broken. It was all light or all dark. I had to take it back to the shop and there was quite an argument over replacing it, although I was fully within my rights. Is this how it looks to you, Mr Carlyle?”


  “Sometimes.”


  “No wonder you live the way you do. I know now why you have no electricity. I think I can see electricity now. Every car is a scrawled outline of electric wires, like the filaments in a light bulb.”


  No, she did not really understand. She seemed much younger. I think that she was assuming the form in which she remembered her daughter, but I did not dare look around to see.


  The big, black BMW was parked on double yellow lines on Essex Road, by the stairs which led to the first floor deck of the block of flats. Its motor was idling – a white plume of exhaust waved in the air from its tailpipe – but I could not see who was inside because the windows were tinted.


  Mrs Stokes knew that her Emma was not inside the car. I nearly lost her as she went gadding away towards Summers’s flat, light and limber as a young girl. It was all I could do to restrain her as I went puffing up the stairs, but the swirling graffiti helped divert her attention.


  At the top were the two men who had accosted me in Spitalfields Market. I had expected nothing less.


  “You’re not wanted here,” the sandy-haired one said sharply. “You clear off, granddad.”


  His boldness was a mask. I could smell his fear. His imps were a ruff of sharply angled black bodies tangled around his head, squeaking with fury.


  “My business is with your master,” I said. “I believe that he is in Robert Summers’s flat. Stand aside, sir.”


  I was afraid, of course, but determined to see this through. It occurred to me that Mrs Stokes’s obsession had transferred to me.


  The sandy-haired man raised a hand. He wore black leather gloves.


  I unlatched my cane and whipped it up. The cover flew off, revealing the short, double-edged blade.


  The sandy-haired man barked a brief laugh and took a step backwards. “Who d’you think you are? Zorro? Put it away or you’ll get hurt.”


  “Will you stand aside?”


  “Get him,” the sandy-haired man said. His hand was inside his London Fog raincoat and I knew that he had a revolver. But he did not want to use it because it would immediately attract attention.


  The big man stepped forward, his hands working, and I pointed the blade at his face so that he went cross-eyed as he tried to focus on it, then whipped it down and drew a line on the dirty rippled concrete of the walkway. The man’s eyes followed and stayed there, and something in him relaxed. It was a small trick, but effective. He would stare at the line I had scratched into the concrete until I released him. He would not be able to move his eyes from it at all, even if all the women he most desired paraded naked in front of him. Already he was trying to break free – I could see sweat gathering on his forehead, and tears swelling in his unblinking eyes – but I knew that he could not.


  The sandy-haired man drew his revolver with a convulsive movement when I pointed my sword at him. “You stay there,” he said. “Just keep still or you’ll regret it.”


  I was tired of his threats. I dismissed his retinue of chattering imps and he batted wildly at the air around his head and looked at me as if for the first time. His mouth opened, but there was nothing to put words into it.


  “Wait by the car,” I suggested.


  He nodded violently. “Yes. That’s what I should do. He wants to see you. And I’ll go and wait . . .”


  “In the car.”


  After he had gone, I went past the big man – who strained and failed to lift his eyes—to the door of Robert Summers’s flat. It had been painted pale blue a long time ago. Someone had sprayed a crude graffito of male genitalia on it in black touch-up paint. Someone else – or perhaps it had been the graffiti artist – had tried to kick in its lower panel, which was chipped and splintered around three smashed dents. It was ajar, and light spilled around it. As I raised my hand to push it open, a voice from inside said, “You are welcome to enter, ghost eater, but know that you do so of your own free will.”


  There was a short corridor with a kitchen on one side and a bathroom on the other. Both were unspeakably filthy. The light came from the room at the end, which was lit by the pitiless glare of an unshaded hundred-watt bulb. There were no carpets, only stained and cracked chipboard. The wallpaper, pink and silver stripes, had been sprayed with scribbled tags and obscenities. It smelt of urine and unwashed bodies, and mouldy dampness. It smelt of despair. It was the most evil place I had ever been in. If not for the ghost of Mrs Stokes clinging to my back I would have turned around and fled to the safety of my house, never to come out again.


  Robert Summers stood in the middle of the room, his hands laced before his crotch. He did not acknowledge my entrance. He was as still as the man I had charmed. The harsh light shone off the bald patch on the crown of his head. He wore his expensive black suit. There was something wrong with his face. It was more wrinkled than I remembered, and seemed to have slipped, so that its bottom part rested on the collar of his stained white shirt.


  Then I realized what it was. A mask. A mask made from the skinned face of Mrs Stokes.


  Behind me, a man said, “You should not have come here, Mr Carlyle.”


  I turned. A man of medium height, his face masked by a trimmed beard and mirrored sunglasses, sat on a plastic chair of the kind sold as cheap patio furniture. He wore an impeccably tailored chalk-stripe suit, a Turnball & Asser shirt, oxblood loafers. His shirt cuffs were fastened by onyx studs. There was a £10,000 oyster Rolex on his right wrist, and several heavy gold bracelets on his left. A circle had been drawn around him on the warped chipboard; even before I saw the black lamb dead in a corner I knew that the circle had been drawn with blood.


  “Oh, I am well protected,” the man said.


  He had a cultivated voice, salted with an Eastern European accent. Lithuanian, perhaps, or Slovak. Although he was immaculately dressed and manicured, there was something indescribably filthy about him, as if an invisibly thin film of excrement covered him.


  I held out my hand. “I am pleased to meet you, sir.”


  For a moment, I thought that he was about to stand up, but then he flattened his palms on the flimsy arms of the plastic chair and relaxed and smiled. “You know that I will not leave the circle.”


  “I do not know you.”


  The man’s smile broadened. He placed the tips of his forefingers to the end of his neat beard. “Ah, it is not so easy to learn my name.”


  “Yet I believe you know mine.”


  “Then I have the advantage. I see that you have a companion.”


  “Your creature did not eat all of her.”


  “Eat? Ah. I see. No, he does not do what you do. You have made a grave mistake, Mr Carlyle. You really should not have come here. Why did you come here?”


  “Mrs Stokes is my client.”


  “The poor thing which clings to you is not your client. It is merely all that is left of her.”


  I thought it better to say nothing. I could have walked out of the room. Mrs Stokes would stay, of course. In a way, she would become united with her daughter again, and so I would have fulfilled the conditions of my contract. Even now she was yearning towards Summers, as someone in the desert will stretch towards a handful of cool water. But if I let her go and left the room I knew that I could not stay in London. Perhaps there would be no place in the world which would be safe.


  The man said, “I shall tell you why you are here. You came because you believe that you are the self-appointed spiritual guardian of the city. You believe that things must be always as they are, not as they should be. You hate change as much as the ghosts you fondly believe are your charges. You came here because you are a fool who believes his own boasts. You are nothing but a tricked-out ghost eater who makes a living duping the bereaved. I am here because it is long past time for change. There are new things loose in the world, wonderful things.”


  I said unwillingly, “Lions and tigers and bears.”


  “Yes. Fierce wild creatures created by the unique pressures at the end of this century. It is not your century, Mr Carlyle. You do not belong here.”


  I said, “Summers is your creature.”


  “I found him.” The man could not resist boasting. It was his fatal flaw. It was the fatal flaw of all his kind. He said, “He was never really alive. A shell of a man, a bundle of habits. His work was trivial and meaningless. He had no personal life. On weekends he would sit on the edge of the sagging bed in his greasy bedsit staring at the patch of sky visible beyond the chimneypots and hoping for escape. That was his strongest desire, and at last it turned inward. He vanished into himself. He became as empty as his bedsit, and a new tenant arrived.”


  “It is lonely, is it not? That is why it kills.”


  “It has no human weakness, Mr Carlyle. It kills because that is what it is. That is its power.”


  He said this in such a gloating way that I felt physically ill. But I knew that he was wrong. If it killed only for the sake of killing, it did not need to wear the faces of its victims. And I knew then that the man did not fully understand his creature.


  He said, “What will you do, Mr Carlyle? Run away? But where will you run to? Try and hide? But your hiding place will not last forever. Join me? But I do not need your help. Try and run me through with that pigsticker of yours. Go on. I know that you want to.”


  “I want to, but I will not. You are protected. But I will give you what you want.”


  And I released the ghost of Mrs Stokes.


  She had been straining so hard to be released that it was a relief to let her go. She went with a joyful noise, as straight as an arrow.


  I do not think that the man saw her – I do not think that he could see ghosts. He was sensitive to their presence, but that is not unusual. He was not interested in the matter of the dead, but only in power. The problem is not that the people do not believe, but that they believe in the wrong things, in numerology, spiritualism, tarot, crystals, and so on. As Lewis’s devil remarked in The Screwtape Letters, the first step to damnation is to replace God with some other belief. The man’s weakness was that he believed in his own power, but it is easy enough to find enough of the matter of the dead to dabble. The old necromancers were vain enough to write down their knowledge, and their encryption systems are no match for modern computers.


  But knowledge and vain self-belief are not enough.


  If the man did not see the poor woman’s ghost, the Summers creature did. Its head snapped up and it yawned, showing stained false teeth, and gulped her down.


  For a moment, nothing happened. The man clapped his clean pink palms together in soft applause.


  Then Summers tipped back his head and howled, and I knew that Mrs Stokes had found her daughter.


  It was all she wanted; all that she had left behind was a single desire, hot and strong and vibrant. As sharp as a knife through cloth, she had cut through the ghosts the Summers creature had bound about itself, the ragged garment it had woven as a disguise or an attempt to become human. Now it burst apart.


  It was as if a magnesium flare had been exploded in a cave full of bats.


  For a moment the room was full of ghosts and other revenants. Behind me, the man screamed and screamed, but I hardly heard him. The light bulb blew in a flurry of brief sparks. Ghosts flew around me in the darkness. I like to think that I glimpsed Mrs Stokes and her daughter, but I cannot be sure. There were so many. And at the core of their whirling flight was the thing which had bound them, shaggy and black. It was not something new but something very old. I believe that it may have been prehistoric, some remainder of a shamanistic dream or ritual. How badly it wanted to be human! That is why it had killed, assembling a persona from fragments of the dead. I dispatched it and the ghosts fled in every direction.


  There is not much left to tell. The man had buried his face in his hands. Blood leaked between his fingers. I could smell the stench of his voided bladder and bowels. I left him sitting within his protective circle and walked home alone.


  In the next few days I learned from the newspapers of an increase in murders, suicides and other acts of violence. A man threw himself amongst the lions in Regent’s Park Zoo; a woman set herself alight and jumped from Hungerford Bridge; another woman was found chewing on the stringy corpse of one of the ravens of the Tower of London.


  It would pass, but I knew that things were changed. There were new and terrible things awake in the world, and not all of them belonged in the realm of the dead. For a very long time I had lived as if things had not changed, as if this great and terrible century was nothing more than a dream from which I would at last awake, free of the burden of my past, my own ghosts.


  I knew now that no one could free me but myself. It was time to take up my own life, and walk freely in the city, amongst the living and the dead.


  Author’s Note. In 1999, a year or two after the events of this story, the Reading Room of the British Library has been closed and emptied; more Roman graves have been found close to Spitalfield’s Market; and the Marquess Estate along Essex Road is being demolished.
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  2000


  Straight to Hell


  The bottles came sailing out of the roaring dark. One and then another and then too many to count. Beautiful for a moment as they tumbled lazily in the black air like so many spent rocket stages, catching glints and sparks of light from the spots as they fell towards us.


  Then the first shattered on the stage, a yard from where Vor slumped under the black puddle of his cloak, breathing loudly into his antique microphone, the one that looked like a miniature robot head. Glass splinters flying everywhere, and Vor too far gone to notice as more bottles fell, hitting Toad’s drum riser with percussive thumps, hitting everywhere amongst the cables that snaked across the stage, smashing against the speaker cabinets. One knocked a baby spot around, the light scything across upturned faces; another slammed into Davy’s keyboards and spun away into the wings. Davy’s ornamental arpeggios cut off as he stepped back, although the taped effects were still playing. I sidestepped a bottle, still strumming the lazy, circular riff we’d settled into when Vor had collapsed into his fugue a long five minutes ago, and felt a sharp bite in my calf where a shard cut through my leather jeans.


  The crowd’s blood was up, its roar like the ocean turning under a storm, and now more than bottles were flying through the air: plastic cups, programmes fluttering like wounded birds, shoes, a crutch. As if the crowd was tearing itself to bits in its fury. A cup heavy with greasy yellow liquid splashed at my feet: the sharp stink of piss.


  Someone darted past me – it was Koshchei, dodging as I swung the body of my guitar at him, smiling right at me for a moment, ropes of hair swinging around the pale blade of his face. He plucked a bottle from the air and hurled it back, then knelt over Vor and tenderly cradled him.


  I had stopped playing now; Toad had abandoned his riser.


  For a moment all you could hear was the sound of Vor’s wet, hoarse breathing, the birdsong on the tape loop, and the clatter and smash of breaking glass.


  Then the crowd’s roar rose up again as two bouncers came forward, big men bulging out of their T-shirts and jeans, hunched shyly under the barrage of noise and flying stuff, passes swinging from their necks as they got their hands under Vor’s shoulders and dragged him backwards, the heels of his boots bumping over cables. Koshchei scampered beside him, for all the world like a dog by its master.


  Davy stepped up to his mike, his black duster dripping beer, welder’s goggles gleaming blankly, and said, “Fuck you and goodnight.”


  I pulled the plug from my guitar and ran.


  Stockholm, 15 September 2001. The first and last gig of Liquid Television’s second European tour.


  It wasn’t the first time Vor had pulled shit like that. Even before he’d fallen under Koshchei’s spell, he’d played head games – with himself, with the crowd, with us. Turning away from the mike mid-song to watch us drive it home without him, arms folded and a little smile tucked into his face. Striding out at the opening of a concert and reading page after page of Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound, ignoring the crowd’s impatient heckling. Launching into a song only to suddenly bring it to a halt, starting another and stopping that too, as if searching for the perfect groove. Singing a chorus over and over until his voice gave out, then holding the mike out to the crowd and letting them take over. Davy and me, we put up with it, because although we’d brought the band together, this skinny little twenty-year-old kid, young enough to be my son, was the star.


  I never wanted to be anything other than a musician. I spent the seventies in a squat in Camden, the caretaker’s house of a disused school. I lived in one room with my guitar and a couple of reel-to-reel tape recorders, LPs in cardboard boxes, a bed made out of a couple of pallets. I was a sort of post-hippie hippie, doing a tab of acid every day, living on Mars bars and leftover fruit that I scrounged from the market. Drawing the dole, sometimes going down to Kent to make some easy cash apple– or hop-picking. And always playing, sometimes hooking up with one of the bands on the local pub circuit but mostly doing my own thing, using the two tape recorders to experiment with layering and splicing of sounds. In the mid-1980s I hooked up with Davy, a public-school drop-out and electronics genius whose best mate had started a record label, XYZ. Davy was tall, blond, and intensely serious, a perfect foil to my nervous unfocused energy. We made trance music before anyone knew what it was (we didn’t know either – we thought we were a kind of Fripp and Eno deal). We sold enough twelve-inch mixes to DJs to make a living, even had a minor chart hit, its riff lifted from the opening of Rachmaninov’s Piano Concerto No. 2. XYZ grew too fast, developed cash-flow problems and folded; Davy and I started our own label and set up a studio where we recorded our own stuff and mixed and re-mixed tracks for other people. We were famous in our own circle, but never hit it big until one day this scroungey kid who’d been hanging around the studio dumped a sheaf of papers on the mixing desk and said he’d just written twenty songs and we should quit fucking around and make him a star.


  That was Vor. That was two years ago.


  He got what he wanted in six months. Then he met Koshchei, and now he was tearing everything down.


  I don’t even remember when Koshchei appeared on the scene. Somewhere during our first European tour, between Berlin and Kiev. Vor always had people hanging around him, a gang within the gang that was our band. Davy and I tolerated it, but the heavy partying and the heavy-duty drugs were beginning to affect Vor’s performance. We were scheduled to record the crucial second album as soon as the tour ended, and as yet Vor had no new songs.


  “They’ll come,” Vor would say, whenever Davy pressed him. “They’ll come when I’m ready for them.” Once, he said, with the shy smile that girls fell for, “They’re all around us. You can just pluck them out of the air, once you know how.”


  My first memory of Koshchei is of seeing him talk with the army captain in charge of a border crossing. Our two coaches and three pantechnicons head-to-tail on a steep mountain road with pines crowding the slope above them, concrete blockhouses beside the toll gates, everyone standing in the road, shivering in the fresh cold wind and thinking about all the illegal shit stashed in their belongings, watching the very young and very nervous soldiers armed with machine guns walk up and down. And this tall man in a fur coat, greasy ropes of hair tumbling down his back, drawing the army captain aside, talking to him in a low soothing voice. Koshchei and the captain talking for about two minutes, then Koshchei coming over to the tour manager, who was standing with Davy and me, and saying that all was fine, we could go through, nothing to pay, no inspection.


  “I know that man’s family of old,” Koshchei said. His smile was as quick and sharp as an assassin’s knife.


  He looked about forty then. At other times he looked twice that; at others, he could have been Vor’s younger brother. He was even taller than Davy, wire-thin but immensely strong, his skin like paper, very white and coarsely textured, his eyes blue, with veins like little red ropes, his nose hooked. Although he doused himself in perfume, his personal odour was strong: spoiled butter, foul mud, fresh meat. I smelt it then, tainting the clean mountain air.


  After the border incident, I started to notice that Koshchei was always close to Vor. He was in Vor’s dressing room before gigs, stood in the shadows at the side of the stage and hustled away with him while the last chords of the last encore hung in the air; stood beside him at parties, stooping down to whisper something in our singer’s ear, or performing some conjuring trick for the amusement of Vor and his entourage. Card tricks, mind-reading stunts – Koshchei was good at them, and ate pebbles and light bulbs too, crunching the glass and letting people see the fragments on his red tongue before he swallowed them.


  Vor looked like hell. He was mixing coke and ‘hides and, I think, experimenting with heroin. And he was drinking heavily too, a bottle of Jack Daniel’s a day plus swigs from whatever the people around him were drinking. We bought a case of foul plum brandy in Albania; Vor got through it in a week. On stage he was still on fire, burning with messianic fervour.


  Off stage he looked drawn and weary, and he often fell asleep in some corner, Koshchei covering him with a fur wrap and tenderly rubbing his wrists.


  Towards the end of the tour, I learned from Normal Norman, one of Vor’s entourage, that Vor had given up snorting coke and heroin, was into this stuff Koshchei made. “Really thick and evil-smelling, like bad yogurt. Vor says it takes him to very strange places,” Normal Norman said, adjusting his thick glasses with a forefinger, “but I wouldn’t know where, because Koshchei doesn’t give it up for anyone but Vor.”


  Whatever it was, it didn’t stop Vor drinking, and he still looked terrible. He had a flare-up of acne, and permanent circles inked under his eyes, which he disguised with make-up before going on stage. He was throwing up a lot, too, blaming bad food and refusing all offers of medical attention, saying stubbornly that Koshchei was taking care of him.


  One time, in Bucharest, a roadie went into the backstage bathroom and saw Vor kneeling in front of Koshchei, who was pissing in his mouth.


  “It really creeps me out,” Davy said, after he had told me about it.


  “Different strokes,” I said, although I didn’t like it either.


  “If it was a sex thing I wouldn’t mind so much,” Davy said.


  “Maybe that’s all it is. An S&M deal.”


  “It’s more than that,” Davy said.


  I shrugged. Although Davy was terrific with any kind of electronic gear and drove his mixing desk with a subtle yet alert touch, he didn’t know shit about people. But just this once he was right.


  Koshchei was still with us when we finished the tour and went straight into the studios with no idea of what we were going to do. That didn’t worry us too much – Davy and I had been working together a long time, and we had a deep box of tricks to draw on. But while we developed a couple of basic tracks by noodling about, adding this, taking away that, Vor either nodded out on one of the couches of the control booth, with Koshchei beside him, or didn’t turn up at all. We racked up a couple of weeks of studio time and spent about a hundred thousand pounds, and still didn’t have a single lyric or hook from Vor, and that was when we went around to his house and told him to get his shit together, taking turns to talk while Vor looked at us with a kind of dazed bafflement.


  We were in the cavernous master bedroom, and Vor was stretched out under the canopy of his eighteenth-century four-poster, which he’d bought because Mozart was supposed have slept in it. He was bare-chested, and his thin white frame was marked with livid scratches and the knots of old cigarette burns. Someone was asleep under the heavy red velvet throw, curled up so that only a cap of dirty blond hair showed. Candles burned in front of mirrors, a glass half-full of thick white liquid stood on the bedside table, and there was a stack of dirty plates on the Turkestan carpet.


  “He is able to do what you want,” Koshchei said, when we had run out of breath. “More than that, you will be amazed by what he does.”


  “This is business,” Davy said sharply. He was exasperated by Vor’s dumb stoner act. “You keep out of it.”


  “This boy is my business,” Koshchei said. “I cannot keep out of it.”


  “Fuck you,” Davy said, and made to grab Koshchei’s wrist.


  It was three in the morning. The air was grainy and stale, and I had a headache from too much dope and nicotine and coffee, so maybe I only thought that I saw Davy’s hand pass right through the sleeve of Koshchei’s fur coat. Maybe he misjudged his reach, or maybe the man leaned back. That’s what I thought then.


  Davy swore, and shook his hand as if it had been burned. Vor giggled, and said, “He’s with me. I need him. You leave him alone.”


  “You need to get to work,” Davy said.


  “I don’t know if I’m ready to go down that road.”


  “You are ready,” Koshchei said.


  Davy ignored this, and said to Vor, “What happened to just plucking them out of the air?”


  Vor said quietly, “The stuff I did before isn’t even bad. It’s trivial. It’s nothing. I want to go deeper than that. I know I can go deeper, but it’s scary. Worse than scary.”


  Koshchei said, “You have it in you to do great things, Clint.”


  Clint was Vor’s real name: Clint Kelly. A half-Irish kid who’d grown up ragged and strange amongst the tower blocks of Hackney, a naive genius who’d taken his stage name from some old sci-fi novel.


  The boy looked at me, looked at Davy. He said, “You don’t know what you’re asking. Give me time.”


  “We have to get the album out before September,” Davy said. “That’s when the next tour starts, and we don’t even have a single track yet.”


  I said, “Maybe you should go away for a week. Rest up somewhere warm, away from all the pressure. Then come back and get started.”


  Vor laughed. “You don’t get it. It isn’t the contract. It isn’t the fucking rock-star thing. It’s in here,” he said, and pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes. “It’s in here. I want to go deeper than anyone ever has. I’m on the brink. I can feel it. But I can’t let go.”


  Koshchei said, “But you want to. I know that you do.”


  Vor looked at Koshchei, and something passed between them. He said, “Yes. Yes, I want it so much. But I’m so afraid.”


  “I will be with you,” Koshchei said, with such tenderness and such hunger that I shivered.


  Davy took off his glasses and knuckled his eyes and said, “Does this mean that we’re going to get to work?”


  Koshchei stood, very tall and very thin inside his black floor-length fur coat. His eyes seemed full of blood. “Leave now. He does not need you. I will help him. We will give you what you want.”


  Vor took his hands away from his eyes and looked up at Koshchei, and for the first time he seemed truly frightened of his strange friend.


  Vor was away for five days. He did not come to the studio; he was not at his house. He vanished. Davy was ready to cancel everything, convinced that Vor had run away, when the boy came into the studio and dumped a DAT cassette and a folder full of paper on the mixing desk. He was wide awake for the first time in months, very engaged and very serious, hovering at our shoulders while Davy and I read through the lyrics and listened to the voice guides that he’d laid down over a basic keyboard accompaniment. “Test Meat.” “Throw Me in the Fire.” “Nest of Salt.” “Spook Speak.” You know them all.


  “I want a heavy beat,” Vor said. “Something very fundamental, like the heartbeat of the world.”


  We got to work. Vor was on fire, roaring and wailing those extraordinary lyrics into his favourite antique microphone as if the studio was a stage in front of an audience of millions. He hardly ate, drank only a kind of tea that Koshchei made from aromatic bark, yet he exhausted us as he listened to the mixes over and over, making intense and detailed criticisms and suggestions as we layered drums and keyboards, guitar and orchestral and ambient effects. We did forty takes of the basic rhythm track for “King of Illiterature”, so many versions of “Close as Cancer” that even Davy lost count.


  And Koshchei was always there, watching Vor with an avid tenderness as the boy went deeper than did ever plummet sound.


  I ran straight through the backstage maze into a limo. I still had my guitar; its head bumped the roof every time the limo hit a pothole. I got to the hotel inside ten minutes and went up to the floor where we had our suites. Davy was already there, sucking on a Beck’s as he paced up and down outside Vor’s suite, stopping every third or fourth pass to slam the flat of his palm against the door. Dressed like me in a long black duster coat, leather jeans, leather vest, silver boots, his hair dyed white. It was our patent space-cowboy look.


  He saw me and thumped the door and yelled, “Come out, you fucker!”


  “Is he in there?”


  “He’s in there.”


  “And—”


  “He’s in there too, the piece of shit. Christ, he must have slipped Vor something bad this time.”


  “Vor didn’t ever need anyone to find bad shit.”


  Davy looked at me. He was still pumped up from the gig, his hair soaked in sweat, his eyes wide and staring. He said, “He was on another planet, man. He couldn’t even speak.”


  Roy Menthorn, our manager, came out of the adjoining suite – mine, as it happened. He was in shirtsleeves, his tie at half-mast. He saw us and said, “The promoter is going to sue us,” and might have said more, but then his cellphone rang and he disappeared back into the suite.


  Davy sucked down the last of his beer, and used the heel of the bottle to bang on the door of Vor’s suite.


  I said, because it had stuck in my mind, “Did you see when Koshchei came on stage?”


  “I saw it.”


  “He caught a bottle and threw it back.”


  “I don’t care if he’s Vor’s guardian angel, his lover, or his fucking muse. He has to go.”


  “Absolutely.”


  Our stares locked. We both knew then that we would do anything necessary to get rid of Koshchei.


  I said, “I’ll call the hotel manager.”


  “Get Roy to do it. That’s what we pay him for.”


  Roy Menthorn made the call and told us that the manager would be up in ten minutes, then retreated to one of the bedrooms to play dykes and little Dutch boys with his cellphone. Davy and I paced up and down, making a serious inroad on the rider. Toad stumbled in with two girls, snagged a couple of bottles of the Polish vodka he liked – Terminator, half battery acid, half rocket fuel – and vanished. Toad had a Ph.D. in astronomy, a bad coke habit and a salary, just like Roy Menthorn. We were a very post-twentieth-century band. In the beginning, Vor was one of our employees too, but when the royalties started pouring in they made his salary seem beside the point.


  “Remember those first songs,” Davy said.


  “Written in crayon.”


  “Yeah, all different colours.”


  “On newspaper.”


  “They’re still around somewhere.”


  “He said it was the only paper he could find.”


  “I guess they’re worth a fortune,” Davy said. He shucked his beer-stained duster coat and dropped it on a sofa. “Christ, this is so fucked up.”


  “Yeah. I feel like throwing a TV out the window.”


  Davy looked at me. Sweat had left a kind of tidemark of white dye along his hairline. He said, “Has the significance of this reached you yet, man?”


  I was working on my third or fourth beer. I said, “I mean it about the TV. If there was a swimming pool down there I’d do it.”


  Davy actually went to the curtains and parted them and looked down. “A car park,” he said. “We probably couldn’t get the windows open, anyway.”


  I said, “He was such a sweet kid. Crazy, but not insane.”


  “Do you think he is now? Insane, I mean.”


  “I don’t know. Maybe. That stuff Koshchei feeds him . . .”


  “The fucker offered it to me once,” Davy said.


  “Did you take it?” I was genuinely interested.


  “Fuck no. You’re the one who does drugs.”


  “That’s why he offered it to you.”


  “Probably. He makes it himself. Boils up these roots, chews them and lets them ferment.”


  “Chews them?”


  “He told me that saliva helps the fermentation.”


  “Some kind of Russian Masato,” I said.


  “Masato?”


  “Amazonian Indians make it from boiled manioc.”


  “Well, I never did think he was Russian.”


  “Wherever he’s from, I think he’s some kind of shaman. Remember the time he was caught pissing in Vor’s mouth? I read later that Siberian shamans get high by eating fly agaric mushrooms, and anyone who drinks their piss gets high too. Their bodies purify the drug, and it comes out in the piss.”


  Davy ignored this and said, “How much will it cost to get rid of him, do you think?”


  “No more than cancelling the rest of the tour, I suppose. Roy would know.”


  “It’ll be worth it.”


  The hotel manager came up with a couple of security people, and insisted on unlocking the door to Vor’s suite himself. Davy pushed past, and I was right behind him. The room was very dark, and stank of sweat and incense. The only light came from a lamp covered in a skull-and-crossbones scarf, and a sliver shining at the bottom of the bathroom door.


  Vor lay on a sofa under a heap of fur coats, naked and sweating. His eyes were rolled back, showing mostly white, but he was breathing normally. His face had lost all its baby fat and his skin was as bloodless as parchment – a skull with cheekbones by Dior. There was a glass half-full of a thick milky liquid on the floor; Davy picked it up between thumb and forefinger, sniffed, made a face. We both knew what it was, and what we had to do. Roy was still sweet-talking the manager as we closed and locked the door and went into the bathroom.


  Koshchei was wallowing in the huge scallop-shell bath, dreadlocks spread amongst a snow of iridescent bubbles. Their lavender scent didn’t do much to disguise his strong odour. He was watching a portable TV hooked up to an extension cable and tuned to CNN.


  Davy shut the door, leaned against it and said, “Where are the others?”


  “The others?”


  “The twins. Normal Norman. The rest of Vor’s . . . people.”


  “I have sent them away. They are gone back to the house, or they are gone to where they first came from. It does not matter to me.”


  “So now it’s just you and him,” Davy said. “Nice and cosy under those furs.”


  Koshchei said nothing, his narrow face still turned to the TV.


  Davy said, “We want to know what happened tonight.”


  “The boy is resting. When he wakes you ask him.”


  “He was as high as the moon,” Davy said. “He didn’t sing a note. Just howled through two numbers and then collapsed.”


  Koshchei smiled.


  “We want you to go,” I said.


  “I make him what he is,” Koshchei said. “You know that. So you also know you must put up with me.”


  “Not any more,” I said.


  “I think very much so. We are barely begun.”


  “You’re killing him with that shit,” Davy said.


  “You have what you want, and he does not yet die.”


  Davy started a rant about lawyers, restraining orders, illegal entry into the country. “We’ll get Vor into rehab,” he said. “We’ll get him away from you any way we can.”


  “I think not.”


  “Quit watching the fucking TV and look at me!”


  “I do not think you would like that.”


  Davy pushed away from the door and reached for the remote, which lay on the edge of the bath, but Koshchei snatched it and held it up for a moment before dropping it into the bubbles and smiling at us.


  “Fucker,” Davy said, and kicked the TV into the bath.


  A fat blue spark filled the room, filled the inside of my head. All the lights went out. A fire alarm started somewhere and a moment later one of the security men burst through the door, his torch swinging wildly across white tiles and the smoke which hung over the bubble-filled bath.


  Koshchei was gone. So was Vor.


  “They’re at the house,” Davy said.


  It was two weeks later. Vor had placed ads in the NME and Rolling Stone, a single line of tiny white type centred on an all-black page announcing the death of Liquid Television. Davy and I had a big fight about it – Davy wanted to sue for breach of contract, I wanted to let it go. I was in London, in my flat. It was the middle of the afternoon, and Davy’s phone call had woken me.


  I said, “I know. It’s over, Davy.”


  “No. No way is it over. We have a number one album in five countries. We have a video in heavy rotation on MTV.”


  “I still feel bad about that video.”


  “It saved us, man.”


  I had known that Vor wouldn’t or couldn’t handle a video shoot, so I had surreptitiously filmed him at work in the studio, using a couple of cheap web cameras. The director of the video for “Spook Speak” – fresh from an award-winning ad campaign for some Belgian beer – had used computer trickery to patch footage of Vor’s face over a Pinocchio-like puppet.


  Davy said, “I need more of your foresight. I need your help to get him away from that creature.”


  “You tried to kill Koshchei. If he wanted, he could press charges.”


  “He won’t, for the same reason Colonel Tom never let Elvis tour outside the States. Because he isn’t supposed to be here.”


  My flat was a penthouse overlooking Tower Bridge. I looked down twenty floors at the Thames’s brown waters and said into the phone, “We have a number one album. We had a number one single for two weeks, before that boy band knocked us out. We had a good run. We should leave it. Move on.”


  “So why have you been keeping tabs on him?”


  “I don’t want Vor to get hurt,” I said. It was a confession.


  “Neither do I. And he’s going to die if we don’t get rid of Koshchei. So what are we going to do?”


  “I’m seeing Toad tomorrow. Come with me.”


  “What does Toad know?”


  “He’s been hired on for Vor’s new project. And he’s been hanging around the house.”


  Davy laughed. “You never cease to amaze me, man. When and where?”


  We met in a restaurant at Chelsea Harbour. Davy gave Toad the third degree, and Toad answered every question with his usual amiability. He told us that being in the house was like being on the set of the remake of Performance as directed by Aleister Crowley, that the Twins were down in the basement and never came up, that Normal Norman had snuck a drink of the white stuff and thrown a fit and then disappeared.


  “People come and go all the time, auditioning for this mysterious big project, and Vor just lies there on the bed. Stuff disappears. He buys more.”


  Davy said, “And Koshchei is there.”


  While Toad and I ate our steaks, he was working his way through a bottle of Chablis.


  “He comes and goes,” Toad said. “I think he got all he wanted from Vor.”


  “What did he get?” I said.


  Toad shrugged. “I dunno. But he isn’t as attentive any more. I know he doesn’t think much of Vor’s big project. They had a fight about it.”


  Davy said, “Call me when Koshchei is there. We need to talk.”


  “I don’t think it’ll help,” Toad said. “Like I said, him and Vor aren’t so close any more.”


  Vor’s house was a big, white neo-Palladian pile in Belsize Park, screened from the road by tall chestnut trees. The gravel drive was covered in their wet, hand-shaped leaves; the house seemed dark and deserted. I parked the ancient Escort van (Davy had bought it that morning from a dealer in High Barnet, cash, no names, no pack drill) and, carrying the tool bag between us, Davy and I slouched through the front door, which stood wide open.


  The entrance hall and its marble staircase went up three storeys. The huge chandelier lay in ruins on the floor; the air was dark and freezing, and stank foully. Something moved in the far corner, and Davy swung the beam of his torch around, spotlighting the Twins. They hunched together, naked, in a matted caul of their own hair. They were sucking each other’s fingers down to the bones, and whimpered and mewed until Davy turned the light away from them.


  I whispered, “I have a bad feeling about this.”


  “Just back me up,” Davy said, and called out loudly, asking if anyone was home.


  No sound came back except for the echo of his voice.


  I said, “He isn’t human. No one lives through having a TV dumped in their bath.”


  “It was a trick,” Davy said.


  “We should wait for Toad.”


  “It’s all a trick. Sleight of hand. Come on.”


  We started up the stairs.


  Toad was on the second-floor landing.


  He lay on his back in a circle painted with his own blood. A drumstick protruded from each eye socket. When I saw him, I dropped my side of the tool bag, and things clattered noisily down the stairs. Davy grabbed what was left and went on. I took a deep breath, and followed.


  Vor’s bedroom was lit only by a big lava lamp shaped like a space rocket, bubbling redly in one corner. Vor was lying in the four-poster, under a sheet stained with urine and spilled food. He must have been there for days. Incense tapers were burning in bunches, layering the air with veils of acrid blue smoke, but the stink from the bed was overpowering.


  The windows were tented with heavy black drapes, the glass painted with thick silver paint. When I tried to pry one open, I found that it had been nailed shut.


  Perhaps the noise woke Vor. He giggled and said, “I’m dreaming. He wouldn’t let you in here.”


  “He’s gone,” Davy said. “He took what he wanted and now he’s gone.”


  “Not quite,” Koshchei said.


  He stood in the doorway to the bathroom, thin as a Live Aid extra, piss-elegant in an electric-blue shaitung silk suit and sequinned cowboy boots. Smoke eddied around him in the gloom as, with a conjuror’s grace, he plucked a live chick from his tangle of dread-locks. For a moment, he allowed it to stand on his open palm – a yellow ball of fluff that cheeped hopefully as it looked around with bright black eyes – then he stuffed it into his mouth and devoured it with a wet crunching noise. A thin rill of blood ran down his chin when he smiled.


  He said, “I always come back. I always finish what I begin. I like to think of it as a duty.”


  Davy said, “We’re taking him away from you.”


  Koshchei dabbed chick blood from his chin with a black handkerchief and shook it into nothingness – or into the dark, smoky air. He said, “I’ll stay, I think. The boy deserves nothing less.”


  “We’re taking him to hospital,” I said. My mouth was dry, burning with the taste of the incense smoke, and I was getting a headache.


  “Oh, I think not. You see, you have come at just the right moment.”


  Davy said, “You fuck people up, you drain them of everything they have – and then what? You walk away? Not this time. We saw what you did to Toad. You can’t walk away from murder.”


  “The Twins killed him,” Koshchei said calmly. “They have grown very protective. As for this boy, I admit that I used him – but then, so did you. You’re not interested in the boy, only in what he can do for you. You’re jealous of me because I went to the source directly. And without me, he would not have gone where he did. Without me, he would have been no more than one more silly, vainglorious child with a talent for delivering bad poetry with utter conviction. With me, he has been to a place few have even glimpsed.”


  “I could have got there by myself,” Vor said.


  His voice seemed to come from a pit far beneath the bed. The room was so full of smoke now that the walls were disappearing. My sight throbbed with headachy red.


  “You could not have gone there without me,” Koshchei told him. “And I could not have gone there without you. That’s the deal. That’s always the deal.” He stared at Davy and me through the gathering murk. “I get so little, compared to what I give. Surely you two gentlemen do not begrudge me.”


  Vor said, “I chose to do it. I wanted it so much, and he showed me how. Fuck off, both of you. You don’t know what he did for me.”


  “You’re too stoned or ill to know what you want,” Davy said.


  “I don’t want anything any more,” Vor said, and closed his eyes and drew the sheet over his face. His bed was like a catafalque, receding through red-lit smoke.


  “You see,” Koshchei said. “There is nothing you two gentlemen can—”


  Davy shot him. The muzzle flash lit up the room, made everything solid and distinct for a moment. Koshchei slammed into the door and Davy shot him again and he sat down, blood on his white face and blood on his hand when he took it away from his chest. He looked up at Davy, smiling, and Davy shot him five more times and threw the gun down. He’d bought it that morning, too, in a pub in Dalston.


  Koshchei coughed a little spray of blood, brought his hand to his mouth and coughed again. Something moved in his white throat and he spat the bullets into his palm and held them up and dropped them to the floor and laughed.


  We both went for him then, driven by anger and fear and desperation. Davy stabbed him so hard that the blade of the hunting knife went through his shoulder and stuck in the door frame; I hit him a roundhouse blow with the lump hammer, and that laid him out.


  We looked at each other, both of us breathing hard, both of us speckled and spattered with Koshchei’s blood. Then I turned away and was sick.


  “We should finish him off,” Davy said, without conviction. “Cut his throat. Smash his skull.”


  “I’m not up for it,” I said. “Besides, shooting him didn’t work, so stabbing him probably won’t work either.”


  “Yeah. So we’ll try Plan B.”


  We worked the knife out of Koschei, got him onto the bed and wrapped him in a sodden red velvet throw, binding it tightly with electrical cable. Smoke swirled around us; we choked on its acrid fumes. Davy threaded the hose down Koschei’s oesophagus and jammed the plastic funnel between his teeth; I poured in the mixture of weedkiller and bleach until it ran back out of his nose, mixed with bloody chyme. Then we finished wrapping him in black plastic sheeting and rolled the heavy bundle downstairs.


  The damp cold air outside began to clear my head. As we were lifting our victim into the back of the van, I said, “We should go back for Vor.”


  “I’ll call an ambulance,” Davy said. He dialled 999 as I started the van, gave Vor’s address as I tore out of the driveway, threw the mobile out of the window as we cut through the heavy traffic at Swiss Cottage. We kept the windows down as we drove, and my head began to clear as I navigated stop-go traffic along the Euston Road. “The ambulance men will find all the blood,” I said. “And they’ll find Toad. They’ll find his body.”


  “A break-in. A struggle, the villains long gone.”


  “Vor saw us.”


  “Vor is out of his head. Nothing he says will be believed. When we get back I’ll start damage control, get Roy on the case. But first we have to dump this sack of shit.”


  We headed east across Shoreditch, through the City (there was a horrible moment when a policeman on duty at one of the checkpoints stared hard at our van, but he let us past), and along the A13, the four-square tower of Canary Wharf pirouetting past tangles of slip roads and Georgian terraces, traffic heavy on the sodium-lit dual carriageway and roundabouts of Dagenham, growing lighter after we passed the Blackwall Tunnel and the blister of the Millennium Dome.


  We talked, reliving the moment of the attack, joking about putting everything behind us, although we knew that Liquid Television was over, and knew that our partnership was probably over too. The man-sized bundle of black plastic sheeting rolled heavily back and forth behind us, like a punked-up Egyptian mummy. We drove through Hornchurch and turned down a service road that stretched across the heaths of Rainham Marshes, drove past grim depots fenced with tall wire to a lonely jetty at the inshore edge.


  The river was flat and dark under low clouds still underlit by the dying glow of sunset. By the van’s headlights we wrestled the heavy bundle to the end of the concrete jetty and let it drop into the water.


  It splashed, sank, and floated back up, turning in the current. And then the trapped air that buoyed it blurted out, and the black plastic wrapping fell away from the corpse’s face as it sank.


  It was not Koshchei. He had played his final trick. The pale face that blurred and faded as it sank into the black water was Vor’s.


  Davy and I drove back in silence. We abandoned the van near Bow Tube station, the keys left in the ignition for the benefit of any teenage joyriders who might be about, rode into town in silence, parted in silence.


  I have not seen Davy since.


  I have been holed up in my flat for more than a month now, living on groceries and booze ordered over the Internet and delivered to my door. I ventured out only once, to a local corner where I bought every wrap of coke and heroin that the kiddie dealers were carrying.


  I don’t think I’ll outlast my stash.


  I’ve seen Koshchei twice.


  Once while idly flicking through TV channels, on an MTV news segment about a hot new folk singer. He was standing to one side of the pub stage, solitary amongst the press of the girl’s eager audience.


  And once yesterday, on the terrace of my flat, the security lights shining on his white face as he smiled at me before stepping away into the darkness beyond the rail.


  I know he’ll be back. He always comes back to finish what he has begun.


  Danger—hard hack area


  “Sequence your genome at home, and set science free!” cry the biopunks.


  Many people predicted that VirCon 2010, the first open meeting of the biopunk movement, would end in a riot. In truth, it was as privately exciting and as publicly dull as any science conference. From their besieged underground culture, the clandestine surfers of the new wave in biology are emerging blinking into the daylight and, dare one say, into respectability.


  But VirCon 2010, held in a dilapidated midtown New York hotel, was not without friction. Despite the rule that no biological material could be brought in, there was a ruthless but futile inspection by officers of the Food and Drug Agency. Several people suspected of being undercover federal agents or snoops from biotech companies were summarily ejected, and the press was barred, which led to strange scenes outside the hotel as TV journalists were videoed typing into a laptop to communicate with conference delegates just inside the lobby.


  I was allowed to cover the event from the inside because of personal contacts made while covering the pursuit and arrest of Kevin ‘Freaky-Deaky’ Miles, the man who claimed to have turned the Amazon rainforest luminescent—and because I’m a science fiction writer, and biopunks love SF.


  The delegates were mostly young, white males under 25, dressed in everything from baggies and T-shirts, through goth black and multiple piercings, to business suits. All had self-inflicted gene hacks: feathers or scales instead of hair; bands of chromatophores on their foreheads; motile tattoos. And of course, unlike the pasty-faced, overweight cliche of computer hackers, the biopunks were bursting with health, their skin and eyesight perfect, their muscle definition superb, their energy seemingly boundless.


  That energy was needed: the convention operated on a 24-hour basis, and no one slept. The biopunks took over the hotel, talking over laptops displaying DNA source codes; poking through half-dismantled sequencers; and attending workshops on resetting metabolic clocks, overwriting junk DNA, perturbing quantum effects in microtubules, and, of course, meme viruses.


  In many ways it was like a science meeting in the so-called Golden Age, before research was taken over by big business and commercial confidentiality strangled the exchange of ideas. Biopunks are, of course, scornful of secrecy. They are pathological braggarts; their culture is based on the idea of open source, from pirated genomes placed on servers from Cuba to Finland, to hacks disseminated in philes and e-zines with titles like Triplet Threat and They’re Made Out Of Meat. The only difference is that their published work stands not by peer review but by utility, and that almost everyone uses their hacker handle rather than their real name.


  One major exception to the last was the grey eminence of biopunk, Professor Jack Lovegrove, who became a legend after he was fired from the University of Kansas for teaching a practical course in evolution and jailed for distributing pirate DVDs containing the sequence of the entire human genome.


  “Garage science is the wave of the future for biology,” he told me in a brief interview. “The big companies are tied down by classaction suits and vicious regulations imposed by frightened, short-sighted politicians. But anyone can isolate DNA in their kitchen, and sequence it rapidly with cheap, modern RNA chips. Twenty years ago, DNA had to be cut by expensive enzymes and sequenced one base pair at a time. Now, the sequencers found in any physician’s surgery can be modified to run in parallel, so copyrighting the human genome is a joke. Anyone here could sequence it in a couple of days, starting with one of their own cells.”


  Lovegrove’s keynote address, “Posthumanism and how to achieve it”, was packed, but he was at pains to point out that most of his ideas were at the ‘golden vaporware’ stage. “We’re interested in radical ideas, not frost-proofing strawberries, but the rumours that these kids have found the cure for cancer, the key to immortality or boosting intelligence are a crock. Anyone who’d done any of those things would have boasted about it by now, set up his own company, or sold out to Cytex or Dow.


  “Of course, people are trying out radical techniques on themselves, but medicine has a long history of self-experimentation. This is no secret society of hyperintelligent supermen—just idealistic kids who love science and believe that information should be free, not locked up by copyright and litigation. All our ideas are discussed openly, although not everyone will be able to understand them.”


  As for the idea that biopunks are using meme viruses to modify human behaviour, Lovegrove was scathing. “The meme thing is mostly over. Sure, there were pranks. People had fun injecting their victims with pseudo-religious visions of Elvis or Princess Di. But now the drug cartels have muscled into memes, the craze has died down. Besides, changing belief systems is a hard hack. I’d say that the virulent campaigns against genetic modification died out from natural causes, not from infection by some imaginary supermeme.”


  He’s right. There are limits to what kids in home-made labs can do. But in the heady atmosphere of the convention, with biopunks partying to the limit or deep in jargon-ridden conversation, their tattoos and chromatophore bands flashing and blushing, it’s hard to believe that some of their more fantastic claims won’t remain science fiction.


  Paul McAuley was a biology lecturer at the University of St Andrews until he became a full-time writer in 1996. His latest novel is Shrine of Stars (Gollancz).
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            ‘The drama’s done. Why then here does any one step forth?’


            Herman Melville, Moby Dick

          
        

      
    

  


  one


  I believe that I first saw Demi Lacombe at the gala reopening of the theatre. She had arrived in Paris, Dione a week before, but I am sure that, had I passed her in one of the gardens or arcades of the diplomatic quarter, or glimpsed her at one of the receptions or soirees or cocktail parties or conversations, I would have remembered her, for in an age where beauty could be cheaply bought, hers was a rare and natural wonder, and not easily forgotten.


  So I am certain that we first met that night, at the touring company production of Don Giovanni. The theatre of Paris, Dione, was one of the first buildings in the city’s main dome to have been restored after the end of the siege. Although the gala performance that marked its reopening was an overt symbol of the occupation force’s power, it was the first time many of the force’s executives and officials had ventured outside the diplomatic quarter. It was preceded by speeches made more to the media (represented by a single journalist and a dozen remotes) than to the audience, for it was the kind of event that politicians fondly believe will enhance their status, but which usually wins not so much as a footnote in the pages of history.


  The theatre was a roofless bowl modelled in miniature on Rome’s ruined Colosseum. Tiers of seats and private boxes rose steeply all around the circular stage to the rim, where armoured troopers and angular killing machines patrolled, tiny shadows against the artificial night. The colonists, who had fought to the death for freedom from Earth’s rule, had kept to the twenty-four hour diurnal cycle of their home planet; the panes of the dome, high above, were polarised against the wan light of Dione’s midday, and the suspensor lamps were turned down to mere stars.


  On the stage’s glowing dish, the cast flitted and swarmed through a web of wires and stays like a flock of gaudy birds, freezing in emblematic tableaux during the great arias. The lacklustre production had been foolishly gussied up in modern dress, with the Commendatore a robot, Don Giovanni a dispossessed captain of a Kuiper Belt habitat driven mad by a bioweapon symbiont, his servant Leporello an ambitious neuter who borrowed something of Iago’s malevolent glee at the ordinary human weaknesses of its extraordinary master. From the vantage of my fifth tier box, I paid as much attention to the audience as I did to the familiar allegory of the priapic Don’s damnation, and two people in a box on the same level as mine quickly caught my eye. One was someone I had come to know well, Cris DeHon, head of the team that was reconstructing the city’s information network; DeHon’s companion was as breathtaking as she was incongruous. After the statue of the Commendatore had sprung to life and consigned the Don to his doom amidst flares of flame and writhing, red-skinned demons, after the ritual of applause and encore, DeHon found me at the post-performance party which, in truth, was more important to most of the audience than the opera’s choreographed histrionics.


  ‘Dr Lacombe has an interest in history,’ DeHon told me, after it had made the introductions. Like Leporello, the Don’s servant, Cris DeHon was a neuter, one of the few people in the room who could not be affected, except in a purely aesthetic sense, by Dr Lacombe’s beauty. And like Leporello, it was consumed by a feverish delight in fomenting intrigue. Perhaps intrigue was to it as sex was to most men and women. It was a brilliant and vicious gossip, and a generous source of unreliable information.


  ‘Indeed,’ I said, helplessly, foolishly smiling at DeHon’s companion. I confess that, like most men in the chamber, and not a few women, I could not take my eyes from her. She was so unspeakably lovely, swaying gracefully in the low gravity about the anchor point of her sticky shoes like a nereid on some sea’s floor. When I dared to lift her gloved right hand by the tips of her fingers, and bent over her knuckles, the gorgeous creature actually blushed. She was young, and seemed to have not yet grown into her beauty, for she wore it as carelessly as a child costumed in some fabulously antique robe, and was simultaneously embarrassed and amused by the reactions she provoked. Perhaps even then she had a presentiment that it would be the cause of her death.


  She said, so softly I had to lean close to hear her, ‘I am no more than an amateur of history. But of course I have heard of your work, Professor-Doctor Graves.’


  Her Portuguese had a soft, husky lilt. A subtle perfume, with a deep note of musk, rose from the cleft between her breasts, which were displayed to their advantage by the blood-red folds of her spidersilk blouson. A wide belt of red leather measured the narrowness of her waist; red silk trousers, cuffed at the ankles, gathered in complex pleats around her long, slim legs. Her hair was silver and frost; her eyes beaten copper flecked with green.


  ‘Demi is too modest,’ DeHon said. ‘Her monograph on the conceptual failures in design of early orbital habitats is something of a classic.’


  I noted that the ghost of a double chin appeared when Demi Lacombe dipped her head in quiet acknowledgement of DeHon’s compliment, and that her bare arms were plump and rosy. I thought then that if she ever had children the natural way, she would have to take care not to grow fat, and it was a relief to realise that her beauty was only mortal.


  She said, ‘Cris is probably the only one, apart from myself and my thesis supervisor, who has read all of it.’


  ‘I like to keep up with our cultural guests,’ DeHon said.


  ‘I’m really more of an engineer,’ Demi Lacombe told me. ‘What they did here, with the city parklands, that was true artistry.’


  I learnt that she was an environmental engineer, brought to Dione by the Three Powers Occupation Force to survey Paris’s damaged ecosystem and to suggest how it could be reconstructed.


  When I expressed interest, she deflected it automatically. ‘I am not here to do anything radical. Just to figure out the best way to make the city habitable again. But for a historian to find himself right at the centre of history in the making must be tremendously exciting.’


  ‘The war is over. This gala performance was deliberately staged to make the point. I’m merely picking over its ruins.’


  ‘Is it true that you go out into the city without any guards?’


  ‘I have a guide. I need to talk to people when they are at their ease. Bringing them to the diplomatic quarter has unfortunate implications.’


  ‘Arrest,’ DeHon said, with a delicate, refined shudder. ‘Interrogation.’


  I said, ‘I do carry a weapon, but it’s as unnecessary as the guards who patrol the perimeter of the theatre. The survivors of the siege are by now quite inured to their fate. It’s true that many areas of the city are still dangerous, but only because of unrepaired damage and a few undiscovered booby traps.’


  ‘Do you believe,’ Demi Lacombe asked, boldness making her eyes shine, ‘that he still lives?’


  I knew at once who she meant, of course, as would anyone in Paris. I said, ‘Of course not.’


  ‘Yet I’m told that many of the survivors think that he does.’


  ‘It is a frail and foolish hope, but hope is all they have. No, he willed his death from the beginning, when he assassinated the rest of the emergency committee and despoiled the diplomatic quarter, and he sealed his fate when he killed his hostages and the diplomats sent to bargain for peace. He was not the kind of man to run away from the consequences of his actions and so, like most of those he briefly commanded, he would have been killed in the siege. His body has not yet been identified, but the same can be said for more than half of those killed.’


  ‘You are very certain.’


  ‘I have studied human nature all my life.’


  ‘And would you classify him as one of your great men?’


  ‘I’m flattered that you know of my work.’


  Demi Lacombe said, ‘I wouldn’t lie for the sake of politeness, Professor-Doctor Graves.’


  ‘Please, Mademoiselle, I think we might be friends. And my friends call me Fredo.’


  ‘And so shall I, because I don’t really get on with this false formality. I know it’s the fashion in the Pacific Community, but I’m a hick from Europe. So, Fredo, is he a great man?’


  The delicate suffusion of her soft cheeks: alabaster in the first light of morning.


  I bowed and said, ‘The corporados think so, or they would not have sponsored my research. However, I have not yet made up my mind.’


  As we talked, I was aware of the people, mostly men, who were watching Demi Lacombe from near and far. The architects of the cities of the moons of the outer planets, imaginations stimulated by the engineering possibilities of microgravity, made their public spaces as large as possible, to relieve the claustrophobia of their tents and domes and burrows. The theatre’s auditorium, a great crescent wedged beneath the steep slope of the seats, could easily have held two thousand people, and although almost everyone in the diplomatic quarter had come to the gala opening, we numbered no more than three hundred, scattered sparsely across the vast, black floor, which our shoes gripped tightly in lieu of proper gravity. Diplomats, executives and officials of the ad hoc government; novo abastado industrialists, sleek as well-fed sharks, trailed by entourages of aides and bodyguards as they lazily cruised the room, hoping to snap up trifles and titbits of gossip; officers of the Three Powers Occupation Force, in the full dress uniforms of half a dozen different armies; collaborationists in their best formal wear, albeit slightly shabby and out of fashion, mostly en famille and mostly gorging themselves at the buffet, for rationing was still in force amongst Paris’s defeated population.


  There was a stir as, in full costume and make-up, Don Giovanni and Leporello escorted Donna Anna and Donna Elvira into the huge room. The actors half-swam, half-walked through the web of tethers with consummate ease, acknowledging the scattering of applause. At the centre of the auditorium’s crescent, one man, sleek, dark-haired, in an immaculate pearly uniform, had not turned to watch the actors but was still staring openly at Demi Lacombe. It was Dev Veeder, the dashing colonel in charge of the security force. When Demi Lacombe looked up and saw him watching her I thought I heard the snap of electricity between them.


  DeHon nudged me and said loudly, for the benefit of everyone nearby, ‘Our brave colonel is smitten, don’t you think?’


  two


  I should not have allowed myself to become involved, of course. But like Cris DeHon (although I was neutered by age and temperament rather than by elective treatment), I had a bystander’s fascination with human sexual behaviour. And, frankly, my assignment, although lucratively paid, was becoming tiresome.


  I had been in Paris, Dione for two months, commissioned by a consortium of half a dozen Greater Brazilian corporados to write an official history of the siege of the city, and in particular to contribute to a psychological model of Marisa Bassi, the leader of the barricades, the amateur soldier who had kept off the forces of the Three Powers Alliance for twenty days after the general surrender which had brought an end of the Quiet War elsewhere in the solar system.


  I knew that I had been chosen because of my position as emeritus professor of history at Rio de Janeiro rather than for my ability or even my reputation, tattered as it was by the sniping of jealous younger colleagues. Historians cannot reach an agreement about anything, and most especially they cannot agree on the way history is made. Herodotus and Thucydides believed that the proper subjects of history were war and constitutional history and political personality, times of crisis and change; Plutarch suggested that history was driven by the actions and desires of exemplary characters, of great men. The Christians introduced God into history, a kind of alpha great man presiding over a forced marriage of divine and human realms, and when the notion of an epicurean God was shouldered aside in the Renaissance, the idea that history was shaped by forces beyond the control of ordinary men remained, although these forces were no longer centred on extraordinary individuals but were often considered to be no more than blind chance, the fall of a coin, the want of a nail. Like a maggot in an apple, chance lay at the heart of Gibbon’s elegant synthesis of the philosophical studies of Voltaire and the systematic organisation of facts by rationalists like Hume and Montesquieu; it was the malignant flaw in Leopold von Ranke’s (a distant ancestor of mine) codification of history as a neutral, non-partisan, scholarly pursuit; and it was made explicit in the twentieth century fragmentation of the history of ideas into a myriad specialities and the levelling of all facts to a common field, so that the frequency of dental caries in soldiers in the trenches of the First World War was considered as important an influence of events as the abilities of generals. Great men or small, all were tossed alike by society’s tides.


  It was not until the restoration of history as a species of literature, by deployment of virtual theatre and probabilistic clades, that the idea of the worth of the individual was restored. Who can say if this view of history caused the collapse of democratic republicanism, or if republicanism’s collapse changed our philosophy of history? But it is certain that the rise of nationalism and the restoration of half-forgotten monarchies, aided by supranational corporados which found it convenient to divide their commercial territories into quarrelling kingdoms and principalities, paralleled the return of the theory of the great man in history, a theory of which I, in my time, was an important champion.


  In my time.


  I had hoped that by coming to Paris, Dione, in the midst of reconstruction of a war scarcely ended, I would be able to secure my reputation with a final masterwork and confound my jealous rivals. But I soon discovered that the last days of the free collective of Paris, and of its leader, Marisa Bassi, were a tissue of echoes and conflicting stories supported by too few solid facts.


  Those few surviving collectivists who believed that Marisa Bassi was dead could not agree how or where he had died; the majority, who foolishly believed that he had escaped during the hours of madness when special forces of the Three Powers Alliance had finally infiltrated the city, could not agree on how he had escaped, nor where he had escaped to. No ship had left Dione in those last desperate days except the cargo scow that, its navigation system driven mad by viral infection, had ploughed into Saturn’s thick atmosphere and had either burned up or now floated, squashed to a two-dimensional profile by crushing atmospheric pressure, near the planet’s metallic hydrogen core.


  If history is a story told by winners, then the winners have the unconscionable burden of sifting mountains of dross for rare nuggets of pure fact, while the losers are free to fantasise on what could or should have been.


  My commission should have been simple, but I found the demands of my employers, who did not trouble to supply me with assistants, were stretching my methodology to its breaking point. The corporados wanted to capture the psyche of a great rebel leader in a heuristic model, a laboratory specimen of a troublesome personality they could study and measure and define, as doctors begin to fight a disease by first unravelling the genetic code of the virus, bacterium or faulty gene that is its cause. By knowing what Marisa Bassi had been, they thought that they could prevent another of his kind gaining power in the half-ruined colonies.


  After two months, I had a scant handful of facts about Marisa Bassi’s life before the Quiet War, and a horrible knot of evasions and half-truths and lies about his role in the siege, a knot that became more complex each day, with no way of cutting through to the truth. I confess, then, that in the days following my first meeting with Demi Lacombe, I was more interested in the rumours and gossip about her and Dev Veeder than in my own work.


  It was, you must understand, an interest born of concern for her safety: an almost paternal concern. There was our age difference – almost fifty years – and my devotion to the memory of my dear dead wife. No matter what others may say, I had only pure motives in taking an interest in Dev Veeder’s assault on the heart of the young and beautiful environmental engineer.


  At first, much of my information came from Cris DeHon, who told me how our head of security personally escorted Demi Lacombe as she surveyed and catalogued the ruined wildernesses and parklands and farms of the city, assiduously transporting her to wherever she desired, arranging picnics in a sealed house or in a bubble habitat laboriously swept clear of booby traps and biowar beasties by squads of troopers. And like everyone else in the claustrophobic shark-pool of Paris’s diplomatic quarter, I saw how closely Dev Veeder attended Demi Lacombe at every social gathering, even though she spent most of her time with the science crews while he stood by impotently, unable to participate in their impenetrable, jargon-ridden conversations.


  ‘It’s a purely one-sided affair,’ DeHon told me, when it caught me watching her at a party held by one or another of the corporados, I forget which, on the huge lawn at the centre of the diplomatic quarter, part of the parkland that both penetrated and surrounded the built-up area inside the quarter’s pyramidal tent. As always, most of us were there, scattered across an oval of brilliant green grass webbed with tethers, the dozens of faint shadows overlapping at our feet cast by brilliant lamps hung from the high ridge of the quarter’s roof, Saturn’s foggy crescent tilted beyond like a fantastic brooch pinned to a sky as black as jeweller’s velvet. In the shade of the efflorescent greenery of a sweet chestnut tree, that sprawled like a banyan in the low gravity, Demi Lacombe was talking earnestly with a couple of techheads; Dev Veeder stood close by in his dress uniform, watching her over the rim of the wine bulb from which, every now and then, he pretended to sip.


  Cris DeHon said, ‘She’s such an innocent: she really doesn’t see how badly she is humiliating Dev. You’ve heard how he’s increased the number of security sweeps in the general population? I do believe that it is a reliable index of his growing frustration. I think that soon there will be more public executions, unknowing sacrifices on the altar of our gallant police chiefs unrequited love.’


  I said, perhaps a trifle sharply, ‘What do you know of love?’


  ‘Love or lust,’ the neuter said, ‘it’s all the same. Love is merely the way by which men fool themselves that they have nobler motives than merely spending their urges, a game sprung from the constant tension between the male’s blind need to copulate and the female’s desire to win a father who will help provide for her children. Our security chief is parading like a peacock because he knows he is competing against every potential suitor of the delicious Mademoiselle Lacombe. And how many suitors there are!’ DeHon bent closer and whispered, ‘I hear she takes long night walks in the parkland.’


  Its breath smelt of milk and cinnamon: a baby’s breath.


  ‘That’s hardly surprising,’ I said. ‘She is an environmental engineer. The gardens must fascinate her.’


  ‘I’ve heard she has a particular interest in the gardeners.’


  I laughed. ‘That would be obscene if it were not so ridiculous.’


  Cris DeHon’s smile showed small pearl-white teeth. ‘Perhaps. But perhaps poor beautiful Demi seeks simple relief from the strain of being the focus of a killer’s desire.’


  I suppose the epithet was not an exaggeration, although it shocked me then, as no doubt DeHon hoped it would. Dev Veeder had had a good war, and had risen quickly through the ranks of the Greater Brazilian Army. He was a war hero, although like many heroes of the Quiet War – at least, on the winning side – he had never engaged in combat. His speciality was debriefing; I suppose a more liberal age might say that he was a torturer, although his methods were as much psychological as physical. He once confided to me that showing a prisoner the instruments he proposed to use often had as much effect as application of the instruments themselves – especially if the prisoner had been forced to listen to the screams of others suffering hot questioning. Early in the war, Dev Veeder had interrogated an entire mining community on Europa, some fifty men, women and children; the intelligence he had wrung from them had helped bring a swift and relatively bloodless end to the siege of Minos. This and other exploits had won him his present position of head of security of Paris, which he prosecuted with diligence and vigour.


  Dev Veeder was young, the youngest son of a good family with connections in both industry and government. He was fiercely ambitious and highly intelligent. He had a sharp black impatient gaze. His hair was combed back in waves from his high forehead and aquiline nose; his make-up was discreetly but skilfully applied. A dandy from the pages of a seventeenth century novel, but no fool. I knew him well from the conversations we had had about history. He was very interested in my theories, and believed, like many middle-ranking military men, that he himself had something of the attributes of a great man. This vanity was his single serious weakness, although it was true that, like all tyrants, he believed himself both benevolent and pragmatic.


  ‘If only I had had the chance to really prove myself,’ he said to me more than once, showing that he really misunderstood my theory. For great men of history do prove themselves; the will to succeed, not luck or circumstance, is what makes them great. They rise to the occasion; they seize the day; they mould themselves to be all things to all men. Dev Veeder was too proud to realise this, and perhaps too cruel. He could only be what he was, and perhaps that is why I feared for Demi, and why I crossed him.


  three


  Each day, I left the safety of the diplomatic quarter for the ruins of the city to interview the survivors of the siege, to try and learn what they knew or claimed to know about Marisa Bassi. In spite of my reputation and the letters of commission I carried, Dev Veeder did not think that I was important enough to warrant a proper escort – an impertinence for which I was grateful, for one cannot properly conduct interviews amongst a defeated population in the presence of troopers of the force that now occupies their territory. And so, each day, armed only with the blazer that I kept holstered at my ankle, I set out to pursue my research in the refugee warrens.


  It was my custom to wait for my guide in a small café at the edge of the small plaza just outside the diplomatic quarter. The place had once been the checkpoint for the quarter, with cylinder gates to control access and human guards on duty in case there was a problem the computer was not authorised to handle. On the night of the revolution, a mob had stormed the guardhouse and killed the guards, fried the computer and associated security hardware with an industrial microwave beam, and blown the gates. The diplomatic quarter had already been evacuated, but a small detachment of soldiers and minor executives had been left behind as caretakers; no one had expected the revolutionary committee to violate the diplomatic quarter’s sovereign status. The soldiers killed half a hundred of the mob before they were themselves killed, the surviving executives were taken hostage, and the buildings looted.


  After the war, the quarter was the first place to be restored, of course, and a memorial had been erected to the murdered soldiers and martyred hostages, virtually the only casualties on our side. But the ruins of the gates still stood to one side of the plaza on which half a dozen pedways and escalators converged, tall hollow columns gutted of their armatures, their bronze facings scorched and ghosted with half-erased slogans.


  The guardhouse’s airy teepee was slashed and half-collapsed, but an old married couple had set up a tiny kitchen inside it and put a scattering of mismatched chairs and tables outside. Perhaps they hoped to get the custom of those collaborators who had clearance to get past the security things, half dog, half bear, knitted together with cybernetic enhancements and armour, that now guarded the diplomatic quarter. However, I seemed to be their only customer, and I suspected that they were relatives of my assiduous guide; for that reason I never left a tip. That day, two days after the party, I was sitting as usual in a wire frame chair, sipping from a bulb of dark strong coffee and nibbling a meltingly sweet pain au chocolat, looking out across the vista of Paris’s main dome while I waited for my guide.


  Before the Quiet War, Paris, Dione, was one of the loveliest cities in the solar system, and the largest of all the cities on Saturn’s moons. Its glassy froth of domes and tunnels and tents straddled a ridge of upthrust brecciated basalt between Romulus and Remus craters. Since the twin craters are close to the equator of the icy moon’s sub-Saturnian hemisphere, Saturn stood almost directly overhead, cycling through his phases roughly every three days. The city had been renowned for its microgravity architecture, its wide, tree-lined boulevards and parks – much of its population was involved in the biotech industries – its café culture and opera and theatres, and the interlinked parkland blisters that stepped down the terraces of Remus crater along the waterfall-filled course of what had been renamed the Proudhon River during the revolution and now, after the end of the Quiet War and the fall of the barricades, was the Little Amazon – or would be, once the pumps were fixed and the watercourse had been cleared of debris.


  The main dome, like many others, had been blown during the bloody end of the siege. It was two kilometres across, bisected by a dry riverbed from east to west and by the Avenue des Etoiles, so-called because of the thousands of lanterns that had hung from the branches of its trees, from north to south, and further divided into segments by boulevards and tramways. Clusters of white buildings stood amongst the sere ruins of parks, while warehouses and offices were packed around its circumference. Although the civic buildings at its centre were superficially intact, their windows were shattered and their white walls were pockmarked to the third storey by the bullet-holes of the bitter hand-to-hand fighting of the bloody day in which eighty thousand citizens died defending their city from invading troops of the Three Powers Alliance. Every scrap of vegetation in the parks had been killed by exposure to vacuum after the blowout, of course, and now, with the restoration of atmospheric pressure, it was all rotting down to mulch. The air of the plaza where I sat, high above it all, held a touch of that cabbagey stink.


  I was woken from my reverie by a light touch on my shoulder, the musk of roses. Demi Lacombe fell, light as a bird, into the wire chair on the other side of the little café table and favoured me with her devastating smile. She wore loose white coveralls; I could not help but notice that her breasts were unbound. I scarcely saw Dev Veeder scowling a dozen metres away, or his squad of burly armoured troopers.


  Demi Lacombe’s left wrist was wrapped in a pressure bandage; when I expressed my concern, she explained that she had fractured it in a silly accident. ‘I overestimated my ability to jump in this lovely light gravity, and took a bit of a tumble. The clinic injected smart bacteria that will fix up the bone in a couple of days. I’ve seen this place so many times,’ she added, ‘but I didn’t know that you were its patron, Professor-Doctor.’


  ‘Please, my name is Fredo. Won’t you join me in a coffee? And you too, perhaps, Colonel Veeder?’


  ‘There’s no time for that,’ Veeder said brusquely. ‘You’re a fool to patronise these people, Graves.’


  Inside the guardhouse’s half-collapsed shroud, the old couple who ran the makeshift café shrank from his black glare.


  I said boldly, ‘The psychologists tell me that enterprises like this are a healthy sign, Colonel. Even though it is, admittedly, on a microeconomic scale.’


  ‘You’re being scammed,’ Veeder said. ‘I think I ought to re-examine the credentials of your so-called guide.’


  ‘History shows us, Colonel, that those defeated benefit from subsequent cultural and economic fertilisation. Besides, my sponsors would be unhappy if you disturbed my work.’


  Demi Lacombe said, ‘I think it’s a nice thing, Dev. A little sign of reconciliation.’


  ‘Whatever. Come on. It’s a long way to the tramhead.’


  ‘The trams are working again?’


  ‘One or two,’ Dev Veeder said.


  ‘Dev restored the tram lines which pass through some of the parklands,’ Demi said. ‘It really does help my surveys.’ For a moment, she took my hand in both of hers. ‘You’re a kinder man than you seem, Fredo,’ she said, and floated up out of her chair and took Dev Veeder’s arm.


  I watched them cross the plaza to the escalators. Demi had only been in Paris a couple of weeks, but she had already mastered the long loping stride which worked best in Dione’s low gravity. Only when they had descended out of sight did I look at the scrap of paper she had thrust into my palm.


  I must talk with you.


  My guide arrived hardly a minute later; I suspected that he had been watching the whole thing from a safe vantage. I suppose I should tell you something about Lavet Corso. The most important thing was that I never entirely trusted him, an instinctive reaction to which I should have paid more attention. But who does like collaborationists? They are despised by their own people for being traitors, and for the same reason are distrusted by those they are so eager to please.


  Lavet Corso had once been something in the lower echelons in the city’s government, and was studiedly neutral about Marisa Bassi. Although he had arranged many interviews, I had never tried to interview him. He had been widowed in the war and had to support a young daughter in difficult circumstances. While interviewing survivors of the siege, I had to endure the squalor of the warrens in which they lived. On my first visit, Corso had had the temerity to complain about the noise, lack of privacy, dirt and foul air, and I had told him sharply, ‘You and your daughter are lucky. Fate saved you from a horrible death. If not for a chance which separated you from your wife, you could have been aboard that scow too. You could have fallen inside a tin can into Saturn’s poisonous atmosphere, choking and boiling and flattened in the calorific depths. But you, Mr Corso, were spared, as was your daughter. Life goes on.’


  I don’t think he took my little homily to heart, but he didn’t dare complain again.


  Corso was a tremendously tall man, with a pock-marked face, dark eyes and black hair slicked back from his pale face with heavy grease. He was efficient and smarter than he mostly allowed himself to appear; perhaps too smart, for his flattery never seemed sincere, and he was too ready to suggest alternatives to my plans. That day, for instance, after I had told him where I wanted to go, he immediately proposed visiting another sector that was both easier to reach and in a far safer condition.


  ‘It is my life if you are hurt, boss.’


  ‘I hardly think so, given the waivers I had to sign in order to do my field work.’


  ‘And you have been there already, boss. Several times. Very badly damaged it is, not safe at all. And there are still many booby traps.’


  ‘I do remember, Mr Corso, and I also remember that on each occasion you tried to dissuade me. But I will go again, because it is important to me. If we do get into trouble, the machines of the security force claim to be only five minutes away from any spot in the city.’


  ‘It’s certainly what we’re told,’ Corso said. ‘Perhaps it’s even true.’


  ‘Then lead on, Mr Corso. I want to see this place today.’


  A few minutes later, the whole of the main dome was spread beneath us. I sat behind Corso as he laboured at the pedals of the airframe, beneath the central joint of its wide, vivid yellow bat wings. I found this mode of travel quite exhilarating, for Corso was an expert pilot, and in Dione’s meagre gravity we could fall a hundred metres and escape with only bruises and perhaps a broken bone or two.


  We swooped out above the cankerous, rotting tangles of parks, above streets dotted with half-cleared barricades, above white buildings and the blackened shells of buildings set afire in the last hours of the siege. One reason for the blowout had been to save Paris from its crazed citizens (riding behind Corso, with cold cabbagey air blowing around me, I could imagine the dome’s blister filling with swirling fumes, a smoky pearl that suddenly cleared when its integrity was breached; its huge diamond panes were still smudged with the residue of the suddenly snuffed fires). And then the little flying machine stooped and we bounced once, twice, and were down, taxiing across a wide flat roof above an avenue lined with dead chestnut trees.


  I had come here on my second day in Paris. I had insisted, and Dev Veeder had, with ill-grace, provided an escort. I had returned several times since, for here were the ruins of the office building, like a broken tooth in the terraced arcades of this commercial sector, from which Marisa Bassi had run his revolutionary committee. Since I had first visited the place, I had learned much more about those desperate, last days. From one of these terraces, bareheaded and in shirt-sleeves, Bassi had made his crucial speech to the crowds who had packed the stilled pedways and empty tram tracks. It was at an intersection nearby that he had organised the first of the barricades, and inaugurated the block captain system by which the building and defence of each barricade was assigned to platoons of a dozen or so citizens. How proud the survivors still were of their token efforts, singing out the names of the barricades on which they had served like captains recalling the names of their ships.


  Place de la Concorde.


  The Killing Field.


  The Liberty Line.


  For a long time, I stood at the remains of that first barricade and tried to imagine how it had been, that day when Bassi had made his speech. To insert myself, by imaginative reconstruction built on plain fact, into the life of another, is the most delicate part of my work. As I stood there, I imagined the plane trees in leaf, the heat and brilliant light of hundreds of suspensor lamps beneath the roof of the dome, like floating stars against the blackness of Dione’s night, the restless crowd in the wide avenue, faces turned like flowers towards Marisa Bassi.


  An immigrant, he was half the height of most of the population of Paris, but was broad-shouldered and muscular, with a mane of grey hair and a bushy beard woven through with luminescent beads. What had he felt? He was tired, for he had certainly not slept that night. I was certain that he had had a direct hand in the deaths of his former government colleagues, and perhaps he was haunted by the bloody scenes. Murder is a primal event. Did the screams of his murdered colleagues fill him with foreboding, did his hands tremble as he grasped the rail and squared his shoulders and prepared to address the restless crowd? He had showered, and his hair was still wet as he let go of the rail and raised his hands (I had a photograph of his hands which I looked at often: they were square-palmed, the fingers short and stout, with broken nails – a labourer’s rather than a murderer’s hands) to still the crowd’s noise, and began to speak. And in that moment changed history, and condemned most of his audience to a vainglorious death. Had he planned his speech, or did it come unprompted? Several of those I had interviewed had said that he had seemed nervous; several others that he had spoken with flawless confidence; all said that he had spoken without notes, and that he had been cheered to the echo.


  I walked about for an hour, every now and then dictating a few words to my notebook, impressions, half-realised ideas. Bassi did not yet stand before me fully-fleshed, but I felt that he was growing closer.


  One of the killing machines that patrolled the repressurised parts of the city stalked swiftly across a distant intersection, glittering and angular, like a praying mantis made of steel, there one moment, gone the next. I wondered if it or one of its fellows had caught the man who had painted the silly slogan, He Lives!, across the sooty stone of the building’s first setback; I would have to ask Dev Veeder.


  I told Corso, ‘I’m pleased to see that our angels of mercy are afoot.’


  ‘They might reassure you, boss, but they scare the shit out me. I’ve seen what those things can do to a man.’


  ‘But not to you, my dear Corso. Not while you are under my protection.’


  ‘Not while I have the stink of occupation upon me.’


  ‘That’s putting it crudely,’ I said.


  All of the occupation force and certain of its favoured collaborators had been tweaked so that their sweat emitted specific long-chain lipids that placated the primitive brains of the security things and killing machines.


  ‘I’m sorry, boss. This place weirds me out.’


  ‘Bad memories, perhaps?’


  I was wondering if Corso had been there, that day, but as usual, he did not rise to the bait. He said, ‘I was on corpse detail, right after they repressurised this part of the city. The bodies had lain in vacuum at minus two hundred degrees Centigrade for more than two months. They were shrivelled and very dry. Skin and flesh crisp, like pie crust. It was hard to pick them up without a finger or a hand or a foot breaking off. We all wore masks and gloves, but flakes of dead people got in your skin, and pretty soon all you could smell was death.’


  ‘Don’t be so gloomy, Corso. When the reconstruction is finished, your city will have regained its former glory.’


  ‘Yeah, but it won’t be my city any more. So, where do you want to go next?’


  ‘To the sector where he lived, of course.’


  ‘Revisiting all your old favourites today, boss?’


  ‘I feel that I’m getting closer to him, Mr Corso.’


  We climbed back up to the roof, took off with a sudden stoop, and then, with Corso pedalling furiously, rose high above roofs and avenues and dead parkland.


  ‘I don’t understand why you aren’t grateful for the reconstruction, Mr Corso. We could quite easily have demolished your city and started over. Or pulled out entirely, and brought you all back to Earth.’


  ‘I was born here. This is where I was designed to live. Earth would kill me.’


  ‘And you will live here, thanks to the generosity of the Three Powers Occupation Force, but you will live here as part of the human mainstream. The high flown nonsense about colonising the outer limits of the solar system, the comets and the Kuiper Belt, all of that was sheer madness. I have a colleague who has demonstrated that it is economically impossible. There will be a few scientific outposts, perhaps, but the outer system is too cold and dark and energy poor. It’s no place to live. Here though, will be the jewel of Earth’s reconciliation with her children, Mr Corso. I believe that the Quiet War will mark the beginning of the first mature epoch of human history, a war to end wars, and an end to childish expansionism. In its place will be as fine a flowering in the sciences and the arts as humanity has ever known. We are lucky to be alive at this time.’


  ‘The Chinese might disagree. About an end to war.’


  ‘Such disagreements as there are between the Democratic Union of China and the Three Powers Alliance will be settled by diplomacy and the intermingling of trade and culture. Men live for so long now that their lives are too valuable to be wasted in war.’


  Pedalling hard, Corso said over his shoulder, ‘Old men have always used that as an excuse to send young men to war.’


  ‘You are a cynic, Mr Corso.’


  ‘Maybe. Still, it’s funny how the war started because we wouldn’t repay our debts, and now you’re pouring money into reconstruction.’


  How do wars start? I suppose you could graph the rise in government debt against public resentment at the colonies funded by Earth’s taxes until a trigger point was reached, a crisis which had finally forced the governments of the Three Powers Alliance to act. That crisis was generally agreed to be the refusal by certain colonies to pay increased rates of interest on the corporate and government loans that had funded their expansion, an act of defiance which coincided with the death of the president of Greater Brazil close to an election, and the need by his inexperienced and unpopular vice president to be seen to act decisively. By that view, the Quiet War was no more than an act of debt recovery. Or perhaps one might suggest that the Quiet War was an historical inevitability, the usual reaction of colonies that had chafed under the yoke of an over-stretched and underfunded empire until they could not help but demand independence: there were dozens of precedents for this in Earth’s history.


  And yet the colonists had lost. The Three Powers Alliance had the technological and economic advantage, and superior access to information; the colonies, fragile bubbles of air and light and heat scattered in the vastness of the outer solar system, were horribly vulnerable. Apart from a few assassinations and acts of sabotage, almost no one had died on Earth during the Quiet War, but hundreds of thousands had died in the colonies on the moons of Jupiter and Saturn, in orbital habitats and in spacecraft.


  Satre wrote that because of technology we can no longer make history; instead, history is something that happens to us. It is an irony, I suppose, that Marisa Bassi’s spark of defiance was extinguished because the very technology which sustained his city made it so very vulnerable.


  And yet certain important corporados were sufficiently worried about the futile resistance led by that one man, in one city on one of Saturn’s small icy moons, to have sent me to profile him, as a police psychologist might profile a mass murderer.


  Was Marisa Bassi a great man who had risen from obscurity to fame but had failed? Or was he a fool, or worse than a fool – a psychopath who had hypnotised an emotionally vulnerable population and made them martyrs not for the cause of liberty, but for gratification of his inadequate ego?


  I still had too little material to make that judgment, and I confess that on that day, as I returned to places I had already trawled over, my mind was as much on the implications of Demi Lacombe’s note as my work, and to Lavet Corso’s undisguised relief I brought an early end to my labours.


  four


  It was not easy to arrange a private meeting with Demi Lacombe, for the diplomatic quarter was small, and Dev Veeder’s already keen eye was sharpened further by jealousy. I took to walking in the parkland after dark, even though I gave little credence to Cris DeHon’s gossip, but I met only tame animals and, once, one of the gardeners, who for a moment gazed at me with gentle, mild curiosity before shambling away into the shadows beneath the huge, shaggy puffballs of a stand of cypress trees.


  I spent the next few days within the diplomatic quarter, interviewing wretches caught up in Dev Veeder’s latest security sweep. They were either sullen and mostly silent, or effusively defiant, and in the latter case their answers to my questions were so full of lies or boasts or blusters that it was almost impossible to find any grain of truth. One wild-eyed man, his face badly bruised, claimed to have seen Bassi shot in the head in the last moments of the resistance, after the invading troops had blown the main dome and stormed the barricades. Several said that he was sleeping deep beneath one of the moon’s icefields, and would waken again in Paris’s hour of need – something I had heard many times already, unconsciously echoing the Arthurian legend just as the Bassi’s revolution had so very consciously echoed the Parisian communes of the 19th Century (in our age, all revolutionaries worth their salt must pay fastidious attention to precedent).


  All worthless, yet I felt that I was growing near to understanding him. Sometimes he was in my dreams. But suddenly my work no longer mattered, for I contrived my rendezvous with Demi Lacombe.


  It was at another of the receptions with which the small community within the diplomatic quarter bolstered its sense of its own worth. It was easily done. By an arrangement I was later to regret, Cris DeHon diverted Dev Veeder into a long and earnest conversation with a visiting journalist about the antireconstruction propaganda that was circulating in the general population (in truth no more than a few scruffy leaflets and some motile slogans planted more to irritate the occupying troops than rally the vestigial resistance, but how Dev preened before the journalist’s floating camera). I exchanged a glance with Demi Lacombe, and she set her bulb of wheat frappe on a floating tray and set off past the striped tents erected in the airy glade into the woods beyond. I followed a minute later, my heart beating as quickly and lightly as it had when I had set off on romantic assignations half a century ago.


  Ferns grew head-high beneath the frothy confections of the trees, but I glimpsed Demi’s pale figure flitting through the green shadows and hurried on into the depths of the ravine which split the quarter’s parkland. We soon left the safety of the trees behind but still she went on and I had to follow, although my eagerness was becoming tempered with a concern that we would be spotted by one of the security things.


  Yet how wonderful it was, to be chasing that gorgeous creature! We flew down a craggy rock face like creatures in a dream, over vertical fields of brilliantly coloured tweaked orchids, along great falls of ferns and vines and air-kelp. Birds lazily swam in the air; beyond the brilliant stars of suspensor lamps, beyond the diamond panes of the quarter’s tent, Saturn blessed us with his pale, benign gaze.


  The chase ended in a triangular meadow of emerald-green moss, starred with the spikes of tiny red flowers and backed by the tall, ferny cliff of black, heat-shocked basalt down which we had swum. There was a steep drop to the dark lake at the bottom of the ravine at one edge, and a dense little wood of roses grown as tall as trees at the other. The wild heady scent of the roses did nothing to quieten my heart; nor did the way Demi pressed her hands over mine. The bandage on her left wrist was gone; those smart bacteria had worked their magic.


  ‘Thank you, Fredo,’ she said. ‘Thank you for this. If I couldn’t get away from him now and then I swear I would go crazy.’


  How can I describe what she looked like in that moment? Her silvery hair unbound about her heart-shaped face, which was mere centimetres from my own. Her pale, gauzy trousers and blouson floating about her body. Her scent so much like the scent of the wild roses. The viridescent light of that little meadow, filtered through ferns and roses, gave her pale skin an underwater cast; she might have been a nereid indeed, clasping a swooning sailor to her bosom.


  ‘Dev Veeder,’ I said stupidly.


  ‘He’s declared his love for me.’


  ‘You must be careful how you respond. You may think him foolish, but it will be dangerous to insult his honour.’


  ‘It’s so fucked up,’ the gorgeous creature declared. She let go of my hands and strode the width of the meadow in four graceful strides, came back to me in four more. ‘I can’t work, the way he follows me around everywhere.’


  ‘His devotion is exceptional. I take it that you do not reciprocate his infatuation.’


  ‘If you mean do I love him, do I want to marry him, no. No. I thought I liked him, but I knew better than to sleep with him because I know what a big thing it is with you Greater Brazilians.’


  I thought then that it might have been better if she had slept with him as soon as possible, since it would have instantly devalued her in Dev Veeder’s eyes. She would have become his mistress, but never his wife.


  Demi said, ‘I think he’s been out here too long. I’ve heard dreadful stories about him.’


  ‘Well, we have been at war.’


  ‘That he tortures his prisoners,’ she said. ‘That he enjoys it.’


  ‘He is a soldier. Sometimes it is necessary to do things in war that would be unforgivable in peacetime.’


  I did not particularly want to defend Dev Veeder, but I did not yet know what she wanted of me, and I was feeling an old man’s caution.


  ‘He enjoys it,’ she said again.


  ‘Perhaps he enjoys carrying out his duty.’


  ‘A Jesuitical distinction if ever I heard one.’


  ‘I was educated by them, as a matter of fact.’


  ‘So was I! Just outside Dublin. A horrible grey pile of a place that smelled of damp and floor polish and cheap disinfectant. Brr,’ she said, and shuddered and smiled. ‘I bet you had to endure that lecture on damnation and eternity. The sparrow flying from one end of the Universe to the other . . .’


  ‘On each circuit carrying away in its beak a grain of rice from a mountain as tall as the Moon’s orbit.’


  ‘In our lecture the mountain was made of sand. And I guess your priests were men, not women. I still remember the punchline. Even when the sparrow had finished its task not one moment of eternity had passed. They knew how to leave a mark on your soul, the Jesuits. I learned to hate them because they scared me into being good.’


  ‘I am sure that you needed little tuition in that direction, Dr Lacombe.’


  ‘Demi, Fredo. Call me Demi. Quit being so formal.’


  ‘Demi, then.’


  ‘They gave me a strong sense of duty too, the Jesuits. I came here to do a job. An important job.’


  I began to understand what she wanted. I said, ‘Dev Veeder’s attentions are interfering with your work.’


  ‘He’s an impossible man. He says that he wants to help me, but he won’t listen when I try to tell him that he could best help by letting me get on with my work on my own.’


  ‘He is from a good family. Very old-fashioned.’


  ‘Right. He insists on going everywhere with me, and insists that I stay locked up in the quarter when he can’t spare the time to escort me. So I’m way behind in my survey. I mean, I knew it would be a big job, but Dev is making it impossible. And it’s so important that it gets done. This was such a wonderful place, before the war.’ She made a sweeping gesture that took in the roses, the falls of ferns, the viridescent moss. ‘It was all like this, then.’


  ‘The restoration is an important symbol of political faith.’


  ‘Well, there’s that. But this city was a biotech showpiece before the war. It had more gene wizards than any other colony, and they exported their expertise to almost everywhere else in the outer system. There’s so much we can learn from what’s left, and so much more we can learn during the reconstruction.’


  ‘And of course you want to play a part in that. It would set the cap on your career.’


  ‘It was like a work of art,’ Demi Lacombe said. ‘It would be a terrible sin not to try and restore it. There’s a man I need to see. Away from Dev.’


  ‘One of the survivors.’


  ‘Yani Hakaiopulos. He was a gene wizard, once upon a time. As great a talent as Sri Hong-Owen or Avernus. He retired a long time ago, but he helped entrain the basic ecological cycles that underpinned everything else. I can learn so much from him, if I’m given the chance.’


  ‘But he won’t talk if Dev Veeder is with you.’


  ‘The Parisians think that Dev is a war criminal.’


  ‘If they had won the war, perhaps that’s what he would have become. But they did not.’


  ‘Will you help me, Fredo? You go out into the city alone. You interview the people there.’


  ‘And you want me to interview this man about the city’s ecosystems? I would not know where to begin.’


  ‘No,’ Demi Lacombe said, her gaze bright and bold. ‘I want you to take me with you.’


  ‘Without Dev Veeder’s knowledge.’


  ‘Under his nose.’


  ‘He is the chief of police, Demi. No one can come and go without his knowledge.’


  ‘I think I’ve found a way,’ Demi Lacombe said. She stepped back and put two fingers between her blood-red lips and whistled, a single shrill note so loud it startled me, and disturbed a flock of small brown birds which had been perching in the ferns overhead. As they tumbled through the air, a man stepped out of the roses on the other side of the little meadow.


  My heart gave a little leap, tugged by guilt, and I was suddenly aware of how much like illicit lovers Demi Lacombe and I must have looked. But the man was no man at all, merely one of the gardeners, the tutelary spirits of the parkland.


  Before the revolution, before the Quiet War, the government of Paris, Dione was an attempt to revive the quaint notion of technodemocracy, an experiment in citizen participation that on Earth had been dismissed long ago as just another utopian idea that was simply too unwieldy in practice. But it had briefly flourished in the little goldfish bowl of the colony city; every citizen could put a motion to change any aspect of governance providing he could enlist a quorum of supporters, and the motion would be enforced by the appropriate moderating committee if a sufficient majority voted it through.


  It was a horrible example of how lazy and misguided rulers, who should have been elevated above the mob by virtue of breeding or ability, devolve their natural obligations to ignorance, prejudice and the levelling force of popular taste. Imagine the time wasted in uninformed debate over trivial issues, the constant babble of prejudices masquerading as opinion or even fact! It had been a society shaped not by taste or intelligence but by a kind of directionless, mindless flailing reminiscent of Darwinian evolution. We have mastered evolution, and we must be masters of the evolution of our civilisation, too. Yet Paris’s nascent technodemocracy had thrown up one or two interesting ideas, and one of these was its method of capital punishment.


  Like all democracies, it mistakenly believed in the essential perfectibility of all men, and so practised rehabilitation of its criminals rather than punishment. But even it had to admit that there were some criminals who, by genetic inheritance, parental conditioning or choice, were irredeemable. As thrifty as the rest of the energy- and resource-poor colonies of the outer solar system, Paris did not waste material and labour in constructing prisons for these wretches; nor did it waste their potential for labour by executing them. Instead, they were lobotomised and fitted with transducer and control chips, transforming psychopaths into useful servants, meat extensions of the control system that maintained the parklands and wilderness and farms of the city.


  The gardener Demi had summoned from his hiding place had obviously been an untweaked immigrant, for he was no taller than me. Like the gardener I had encountered when wandering the parkland like a lorn, lovesick fool, hoping to encounter Demi Lacombe, he was sturdy, bare-chested and barefoot, his white trousers ragged, his shaven head scarred by the operation which had transformed him, encircled by a coppery headband into which was woven a high-gain broad band antenna. Through this he was linked to both his fellows and the computers which controlled the climate of the parkland, its streams, its hidden machines, and even its animals, which all were fitted with control chips too. Several of the small brown birds that had fallen from the ferns fluttered about his head, calling in high excited voices, unnervingly like those of small children, before flying away over the edge of the meadow. With a rustling and snapping of canes, a pygmy mammoth emerged from the roses, its long russet hair combed straight and gleaming with oils, its trunk flexed at its broad forehead as the sensitive pink tip snuffled the air. Tools and boxes hung on its flanks, attached to a rope harness.


  The gardener scarcely glanced at me; his attention was on Demi Lacombe. I thought I saw a look pass between them, crackling with a shared emotion. Desire, I thought, and in that moment unknowingly sealed her fate, for I was suddenly, violently, unreasonably jealous of the poor child of nature she had summoned, believing that Cris DeHon’s malicious insinuations may have been right all along.


  ‘He knows me,’ Demi Lacombe said softly. ‘I can speak with him.’


  ‘Anyone can speak to them,’ I said. ‘I understand they are programmed to understand a few simple commands. But mostly they keep away from the people they serve. It’s better that way.’


  Demi Lacombe smiled and touched her left temple with her forefinger. ‘I mean that I can truly talk with him. I have an implant similar to his, so that I can access the higher functions of the machines which control the habitat. Through them, I can talk with him. Watch, Fredo! I can send him away as easily as I summoned him.’


  She made no signal, but the gardener turned and parted the canes of the roses and vanished into them. The mammoth turned too and trotted after him. It was unnervingly like magic, and I briefly wondered how else she might have commanded the brute, before crushing the vile image as a man might crush a loathsome worm beneath the heel of his boot.


  Demi said, ‘He showed me a way out of here that Dev and his troopers don’t know about.’


  I laughed, a trifle excessively I fear. I was not quite myself. Roses in a wild garden, a woman trapped by her own beauty, a compliant monster. I said, ‘Really, Demi. A secret passage?’


  ‘A stream was diverted when the layout of the parkland was redesigned twenty years ago. Its sink pipe wasn’t sealed up because it lies at the bottom of the lake, down there.’ She stepped gracefully to the edge of the meadow. A light wind blew up the face of the cliff, stirring her long, silvery hair as she pointed downwards; she looked like a warrior from some pre-technological myth.


  I shuffled carefully to her side, and looked down at the long, narrow sleeve of black water that was wedged at the bottom of the ravine, between the base of the cliff on which we stood and the wall of bare sheetrock that rose in huge bolted slabs towards the foot of one of the tent’s diamond panes, high above us.


  Demi said, ‘The pipe is flooded, but the gardeners can give me one of the air masks they wear when they clean out the bulk storage tanks. There’s a pressure gate that must be opened – it fell closed when the main dome was blown. Then I’ll be outside.’


  ‘It sounds dangerous. More dangerous than Dev Veeder.’


  ‘I’ve tested the pressure gate. I know it works. But I need help getting across the main part of the city.’ She had turned to me, her face shining with excitement. How young she was, how lovely! Her scent was very strong at that moment; I could have drowned in it quite happily. She said, ‘I need your help, Fredo. Will you help me?’


  For a moment, I quite forgot my loathsome spasm of jealousy. ‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Of course I will, my dear Demi. How could I refuse the plea of a maiden in distress?’


  five


  We made our plans as we walked back through the shaggy exuberances of the cypresses towards the lights and noise of the party. We took care to return to it separately, from different directions, but still my heart gave a little leap when I saw Dev Veeder moving purposefully through knots of chattering people, hauling himself hand over hand along one of the waist-high tethers that webbed the lawn. He was making straight for Demi, and when he reached her she put her hand on his shoulder and her lovely, delicate face close to his and talked quietly into his ear. He nodded and smiled, and she smiled too, my cunning minx.


  ‘Now you can tell me all about it.’


  I swung around so quickly that I would have floated above the heads of the chattering party-goers if Cris DeHon had not caught my wrist. The neuter’s fingers were long and delicate, and fever-hot. It wore a white blouson slashed here and there to show flashes of scarlet lining, as if it were imitating the victim of some primitive and bloody rite. Its hair was dyed a crisp white, and stiffened in little spikes.


  ‘Tell me all about it,’ DeHon said. ‘What plot’s afoot? Is it love?’


  I smiled into the neuter’s sharp pale face. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’


  ‘A marriage of summer and winter is not unknown. And if you’re half the distinguished scholar you claim to be, you’d be quite a catch for a struggling academic from the most backward and impoverished country of the Alliance.’


  ‘She was showing me some of the wonders of our gardens,’ I said, shaking free of DeHon’s hot grasp. ‘This city is famous for its gene wizards.’


  DeHon smiled craftily, looking sidelong through the crowd at Demi Lacombe and Dev Veeder. ‘I don’t believe it for a minute, but I won’t spoil the fun. The curtain has risen; the play has commenced. For your sake, I hope Dev Veeder will be in a good temper when he discovers your little plot.’


  The night passed in a daze of half-sleeping, half-waking. I had never slept well in Dione’s light gravity, and what sleep I had that night was full of murky dreams coloured by fear and desire.


  The next morning, I drank an unaccustomed second cup of coffee at the makeshift café and, when Lavet Corso finally arrived, I instructed him to fly us to the coordinates that Demi Lacombe had given me.


  He stared at me insolently, the seams in his face tightening around his mouth. ‘That’s nothing but a park, boss.’


  ‘Nevertheless, that is where we will go.’


  And so we did, after a brief argument which I quite enjoyed, and which did more to wake me than the coffee did. I was beginning to suspect that Corso’s protests were ritual, like the bargaining one must do in a souk when making a purchase. Now that the game was afoot, I was in a careless mood of anticipation, and did not complain at the pitch and yaw of the airframe as Corso slipped it through updraughts, spiralling down to the brown and black wreckage of the park.


  We swooped in low over the tops of skeletal trees which raised their white arms high above a wasteland of deliquescing vegetation. The stink was horrible. An eye of water gleamed in the shadow of a low cliff of raw basalt, and a small figure stepped from a cleft at the foot of the cliff and semaphored its arms. A flood of relief and renewed desire turned my poor foolish heart quite over. I tapped Corso’s shoulder, but he had already seen her. The wings of the airframe boomed as they shed air, and we skidded across a black carpet of mulch.


  Demi Lacombe floated down from the cleft, from which a little water still trickled into what had once been a lake, and ran to us with huge loping strides, sleek in silvery skinthins that hugged every contour of her slim body. An airmask and a small tank dangled from one hand. Her wet hair was snarled around her beautiful face, made yet more beautiful by the brilliant smile she turned on me.


  Corso gave a low whistle, and I said sharply, ‘Enough of that. Remember your poor dead wife.’


  ‘You’re late,’ Demi said breathlessly.


  ‘My guide has a bad sense of time.’


  ‘It doesn’t matter. Well, I’m ready. Let’s go!’


  ‘You have not brought . . . more suitable attire?’


  Demi laughed, and cocked her hip. The silvery material was moulded tightly to every centimetre of her body. ‘What’s wrong? You don’t like this?’


  I liked it very much indeed, of course, and it was obvious that Corso did too. He was cranking up the prop, to give enough kinetic energy to assist takeoff. When I told him sharply to hurry up, he mumbled something about overloading.


  ‘Nonsense. You hardly expect my passenger to walk. Look lively! Every moment we stay here risks discovery.’


  ‘I didn’t sign up for adventure,’ Corso said. He straightened, with one hand to the small of his back. ‘Maybe you better tell me what this is all about, boss.’


  ‘You just get us to the warrens,’ I said.


  ‘No,’ Demi said, ‘he’s right.’ She stepped up to Corso and touched his arm and said, ‘You’re Lavet Corso, aren’t you? Professor-Doctor Graves has told me so much about the help you’ve given him.’


  ‘And who are you?’


  ‘Dr Demi Lacombe. I’m here to help reconstruct your wonderful ecosystem, and I want to talk to Yani Hakaiopulos.’


  ‘Really,’ Corso said, but I could see that he was weakening. ‘Why not have your boyfriend haul him in?’


  ‘My boyfriend?’


  ‘Colonel Veeder. You are the woman he’s been escorting everywhere.’


  ‘Well, that’s true, but he isn’t my boyfriend, and that’s why I need your help.’


  Corso locked the prop’s winding mechanism and said, ‘You can try and talk to Yani if you like, but you’ll find he’s immune to your charms. Climb on board now, both of you. Let’s see if I can get this higher than the trees.’


  Demi looked at the flimsy airframe and said, ‘I thought it would be safer to walk.’


  ‘Not at all,’ I said. ‘It would take several hours, and we would be bound to encounter more than one of the killing machines, and they would report straight back to the security forces. But no one bothers to watch where we go-’


  ‘You had better be right, boss.’


  The airframe jinked across the rotten black carpet and bounded into the air. Demi, seated behind me, screamed loudly and happily. She had put her arms around my waist; the pressure of her body against my back, and her musky scent, almost as strong as the cabbage-stink of the rotten vegetation, awakened a part of me that had been sleeping for quite some time.


  Although Corso was pedalling hard, the airframe clambered through the middle air of the dome with the grace of a pregnant dragonfly. I leaned back and pointed out to Demi the remains of barricades across the avenues, the ruined hulk of the Bourse, like a shattered wedding cake, where the last of those citizens who had been in or near to pressure suits when the dome had been blown open had made their final stand. Once, I saw the silver twinkle of a killing machine stalking down the middle of the Avenue des Etoiles; Corso must have seen it too, for he veered the airframe away, scudding in towards one of the flat rooftops clustered around the edge of the dome.


  The place was an automated distribution warehouse of some kind, and although it would have been cleared of any bodies, the red-lit echoing emptiness of its storage areas and ramps was eerie. Demi kept close to me as Corso led us down a narrow street. I told her about Marisa Bassi’s early days in Paris, Dione, when as an immigrant he had worked in one of these warehouses, rising quickly to become its supervisor, then moving on to become a partner in an import-export business of dubious legality, where he had made enough money to buy his citizenship.


  ‘And two years after that he became a councillor, and then the war came. The rest will be history, once I have written it.’


  ‘Your history, maybe,’ Corso said.


  ‘All history belongs to the winners,’ I said, ‘so it will be your history too. If you know anything about Bassi, now’s the time to tell me.’


  ‘Nothing you need to know, boss,’ Corso said, with his maddening disingenuousness.


  Marisa Bassi had been living in this semi-industrial sector when the war began. Imagine his small, sparsely furnished room that evening, the sounds of the street drifting up through a window open to catch any stray breeze: a tram rattling through a nearby intersection; the conversation of people strolling about as the suspensor lights dimmed overhead; the smell of food from the cafés and restaurants. Bassi was sitting in a chair, flicking through page after page on his slate – he hated the paperwork that went with his job, and was especially impatient with it now that the first move towards independence had been made – when he heard a distant thump, like a huge door closing. At the same moment the suspensor lights flickered, came back on. Bassi looked out of the window and saw people running, all in one direction, running with huge loping strides like gazelles fleeing a lion’s rush. His heart felt hollow for a moment, then filled with a rush of adrenalin. He called out to someone he recognised, and the man stopped and shouted up that it was the parliament building, someone had blown it up.


  ‘It’s war!’ the man added, holding up a little scrap of TV film. Let’s say that he was a Sicilian too, Bep Martino or some such rough hewn name, a construction worker. He and Bassi played chess and drank rough red wine under the chestnut trees in the little park at the end of the street.


  ‘Wait there!’ Bassi said. ‘I’m coming with you!’


  It seemed that most of the population of Paris had converged on the ruins of the parliament building. It had neatly collapsed on itself, its flat roof draped broken-backed across the pancaked remains of its three storeys. People had organised themselves into teams and were carefully picking through the wreckage, chains of men and women passing chunks of fractured concrete from top to bottom, stopping every now and again while someone listened for the calls of those who had been buried. Living casualties were carried off to hospital; the dead lay in a neat row under orange blankets on the trampled lawns.


  Followed by his friend, Marisa Bassi restlessly stalked all the way around the perimeter of the building. Five killed, eighteen injured, a doctor told him, and probably more still to be found in the rubble.


  Bep Martino appraised the ruins with a critical eye and said that it was a professional job. ‘Charges placed just so, the walls went out and the floors fell straight down. Boom!’ Every so often, he flattened out the TV on his palm and gave a report on what it was saying. Earth’s three major powers had made good their threat, and were sending out what they called an expeditionary force to quell revolutionary elements in their outer colonies.


  ‘Note the possessive,’ Bassi said.


  ‘Well, we voted to suspend payments,’ Martino said, ‘so I guess we’re all revolutionaries now.’


  ‘This is our moment,’ Bassi said.


  He stopped to talk with another councillor, a third generation tweak, very tall, and thin as a rail. Stooping, he told Bassi that the air conditioning had failed because of a virus, and software faults had shut down the fusion reactors; the city was running on battery power.


  ‘We expected all this,’ Bassi said impatiently. ‘It is only a warning. We will get the systems back on line, we will clear this up. We will bury our dead and swear on their graves that they will not have died in vain.’


  He said this last loudly, for the benefit of the people who were gathering around the two councillors, felt a gleeful kick of adrenalin, and added, because he liked the phrase, ‘This is our moment.’


  ‘We did not expect them to send soldiers,’ the tall councillor said gloomily.


  ‘We’ll fight if we have to,’ Bassi said, his face burning with a sudden self-righteous anger. ‘We built this city; no soldiers can take it from us.’


  People were clapping and shouting all around him now. The councillor took his elbow and said quietly, ‘Be careful of the mob, Bassi. It’ll eat you up, if you let it.’


  Surely someone would have told him something like that, but with the taste of concrete dust in his throat and his blood up, Marisa Bassi would have shrugged off any advice. It was not a time for moderation or conciliation. That was what he told the city’s prime committee a day later, as they debated their response to the threats made by the Three Powers Alliance, and on that day at least, the council was with him, for it agreed to declare a state of war.


  The stage was set. Soon, Marisa Bassi would dominate it.


  The sector where he had lived was dead now; his entire city was dead. Corso, Demi Lacombe and I crept like mice in a deserted house along a walkway that plunged through the dome’s rocky skirt (its diamond panes arching high above us as if we were microbes trapped in a fly’s eye). It was one of the many ways into the warrens where the survivors of the city’s siege had hidden, walkways and passages and shafts linking insulated dormitories or hydroponic tunnels. One of the walkways actually ran a little way across the naked face of the ridge, and gave views to the northwest of the dark, rumpled floor of Romulus crater. The moon was so small that the far side of the crater was well below the horizon, and we seemed to be standing on a high, curved cliff looking out across a sea frozen in the midst of a violent tempest. Saturn’s banded disc of salmon and saffron was tipped high in the black sky, the narrow arc of his rings shining like polished steel.


  There was the landing platform, two shuttles standing on top of it like toys on a cakestand. There were the orange slashes and dashes and squiggles, like ribbons of cuneiform code, of the vacuum organism fields. As I pointed these out to Demi, a huge trembling and translucent jellyfish rose up from the sharply drawn line of the close horizon, its skirts glittering in the harsh sunlight even as it began to lose shape and fall back towards the plain. It was where many of the surviving population of Paris had been put to work, excavating fragments of the iron-rich bolide whose impact had formed the twin craters. I had not finished explaining this when another jellyfish rose, writhing, into the sunlight, and a moment later the tremor of the first explosion passed through the walkway.


  I told Demi, ‘It is an open-cast mine. They must be making it wider or deeper. The ice is so cold it is hard as rock, and that’s why they must use explosives.’


  ‘Means two or three more people will die out there today,’ Corso said. ‘Or get badly hurt.’


  ‘Don’t be impertinent,’ I told him. ‘It’s important work, necessary work. The metals will aid in the reconstruction of your city.’


  ‘I only mean that Yani might suddenly be too busy to have time to talk to the young lady, boss,’ Corso said.


  ‘Keep a civil tongue in your head, Mr Corso, or you might find yourself working in the mines. Or back on corpse detail.’


  ‘It would most likely be the mines,’ Corso said, ‘seeing as they’ve mostly cleared away the dead.’


  We passed through an antiquated airlock, a sequence of diamond slabs which had to be cranked open and shut by hand, into the noise and squalor and stink of refugee town. It had once been part of the city’s farm system, first growing raw organics in the form of unicellular algae, and then, after vacuum organisms had been developed, cultivating fruits and vegetables for the luxury market.


  Now, the wide, low-roofed tunnels, mercilessly lit by piped sunlight, divided by panels of extruded plant waste or pressed rock-dust, by blankets or sheets hung from wires and plastic string, were the crude dormitory quarters of the thousand or so surviving Parisians. Although many were off working two- or three-day shifts at the mines or helping to restore the vacuum farms (the city’s vacuum organisms had been killed by prions that had catalysed a debilitating change in their photosynthetic pigments, and were slowly being stripped out and replaced), the wretched place seemed noisy and crowded. Everything was damp, and the hot, heavy air was ripe with the smell of sewage and body odour. A dubious brown liquid trickled under the raised slats of the walkway down which Corso led Demi and me. He walked several paces ahead of us, with a self-consciousness I’d not seen before, as he led us to the hospital where Yani Hakaiopulos worked.


  People were sitting at the openings of their crudely partitioned spaces. A few looked up and, with dull eyes, watched us go by. Old men and women mostly; one crone dandled a fretting baby whose face was encrusted with bloody mucus.


  ‘Poor thing,’ Demi whispered to me.


  War is cruel, I almost said, but her look of compassion was genuine and my sentiment was not. I had been here many times before to interview the unfortunate survivors about Marisa Bassi, and I confess that my heart had been hardened to the squalor to which their reckless actions had consigned them.


  The hospital was another converted agricultural tunnel, beyond yet another set of tiresome mechanically operated doors. The reception area, where a dozen patients waited on stretchers or a medley of plastic chairs, was walled off by scratched and battered transparent plastic scarred with the lumpy seams of hasty welds. Corso talked with a weary woman in a traditional white smock, and was allowed through into the main part of the hospital, where beds stood in neat rows in merciful dimness – in there, the piped sunlight was filtered through beta cloth tacked over the openings in the low ceiling.


  Most of the medical orderlies were missionary Redeemers, grey-skinned, tall and skinny, wrapped in bandages like so many of their patients, or Egyptian mummies come to life. They all had the same face. There were many badly burned patients, immobilised inside moulded plastic casings while damaged skin and muscles were reconstructed. A few people shuffled about, often on crutches; many were missing limbs. Corso passed between the beds into the obscure dimness at the far end of the hospital, and within a minute returned, leading a stooped old man in a white smock spattered with bloodstains. As they came into the reception area, I understood what Corso had meant when he had said that Demi’s charms might not work, for Yani Hakaiopulos was blind.


  The old gene wizard was congenitally sightless, in fact, having been born with an undeveloped optic chiasma, but he could see, after a fashion. Corso commandeered the hospital’s single office, and stuck three tiny cameras to its walls; Yani Hakaiopulos had an implant which transmitted the camera pictures as the sensation of needles on his skin, and so gave him a crude analog of vision. All this Yani Hakaiopulos explained while Corso set up the cameras.


  ‘It hurts to see,’ he said, smiling at us one by one when the system had been switched on, ‘which is why I do not use it most of the time. Also, I see little more than shapes and movement, and so for my work it is more convenient to use my other senses.’


  ‘A blind doctor!’ I exclaimed. ‘Now I have seen everything.’


  ‘I am not a qualified doctor, sir,’ Yani Hakaiopulos said, ‘but in these terrible times even I may be of some help.’ He turned his face in Demi’s direction. ‘I understand that you have come to talk with me, my dear. I’m flattered, of course.’


  ‘I’m honoured that you would interrupt your work to talk with me,’ Demi said.


  ‘There’s not much to be done now, except try and keep those well enough to recover from dying of an opportune infection, and to nurse those who are too ill to recover through their last days. And the Redeemers are far better at that than I am. You,’ he said, turning his face approximately in my direction, ‘I believe that you are the historian. The one who goes around asking people about Marisa Bassi.’


  ‘Did you know him?’


  ‘No, not really. I had been long retired and out of the public eye when the war began, and I could hardly help in the defence of the city. I did meet him once, after his escape from the invaders, in the last hours of our poor city. He came to the hospital – not this one, but the one which lies in ruins in the main dome – to be treated for the gunshot wound he had received, but he was only there for a handful of minutes. A good voice he had. Warm and quiet, but it could fill a room if he let it.’


  ‘He was wounded in the side,’ I said.


  ‘Yes,’ the old man, Yani Hakaiopulos said, and touched the left side of his stained white smock, just under his ribs. The dark, mottled skin of his face was tight on the skull beneath, his teeth large and square and yellow, his white hair combed sideways across a bald pate. He had an abstracted yet serene air, as if he was happy with the world just as he found it.


  I said, ‘Some claim that he later died of his wound.’


  ‘I would not know, Professor-Doctor Graves, for I did not treat him.’ He turned his smile to Demi and added, ‘But I believe you have come here to talk of the future, not the past. I am afraid that I do not give much thought to the future – there’s very little of it left for me.’


  ‘I am here to learn,’ Demi said, and suddenly knelt down in front of him like a supplicant, and took his hands in hers. She said, in a small, quiet voice, ‘I do want to learn. That is, if you will allow it.’


  The old man allowed her to bring his fingers to her face. He traced her lips, the bridge of her nose, the downy curve of her cheek. He smiled and said, ‘I haven’t had a pupil for many years, and besides, I am long out of practice. My small contribution to the greening of the city was made long ago.’


  ‘Knowledge of the past can help remake the future,’ Demi said, with fierce ardour.


  ‘Many of my people would say that the city should be destroyed,’ Yani Hakaiopulos said.


  ‘They certainly did their best,’ I said.


  ‘Yes, indeed. At the end, many were possessed by the idea that they should destroy their city rather than let it fall into the hands of their enemies. They knew that the war was lost, and that if the city survived it would no longer be their city.’


  ‘But it will be,’ Demi insisted, ‘once it has been rebuilt.’


  ‘No, my dear. It will be like a doppelganger of a dear dead friend, living in that dead friend’s house, wearing their clothes.’


  Demi sat back, and I was aware once more of the way her slim, full-breasted body moved inside the tight fabric of her silvery skinthins. She said, ‘Do you believe that?’


  ‘I do not believe that the great, delicate systems we engineered, the animals and plants we made, can be brought back as they once were. Perhaps something equally wonderful might rise in its place, but I wouldn’t know. I’m an old man, the last of the gene wizards. All of my colleagues are dead, from old age, from the war . . .’


  ‘I have studied the parkland in the diplomatic quarter,’ Demi said. ‘I have talked with its gardeners, walked its paths . . . I think I understand a small part of what this city once possessed.’


  Yani Hakaiopulos breathed deeply, then reached out and briefly caressed the side of her face. He said, ‘You truly want to do this thing?’


  ‘I want to learn,’ Demi said.


  ‘Well, if you can endure an old man’s ramblings, I will do my best to tell something of how it was done.’


  They talked a long time. An hour, two. I sat outside the office while they talked, and drank weak, lukewarm green tea, with Corso fretting beside me. He was worried that Dev Veeder would learn about our little escapade.


  ‘Go and see your daughter,’ I suggested at last, tired of his complaints.


  ‘She’s in school, and her teacher is this fierce old woman who does not like her classes disturbed. It’s okay for you, boss. Veeder can’t touch you. But if he finds that I brought his girlfriend here –’


  ‘She isn’t his girlfriend.’


  ‘He thinks she is.’


  ‘Well, that is true. She is cursed by her beauty, I think.’


  ‘She’s dangerous. You be careful, boss.’


  ‘What nonsense, Mr Corso. I’m nearly as old as your friend Yani Hakaiopulos.’


  ‘He’s a great man, boss. And she got him telling her his secrets almost straight away. It’s spooky.’


  ‘Unlike most of you, I think he wants the city rebuilt.’


  ‘Spooky,’ Corso said again. ‘And she said she was talking with the gardeners.’


  ‘Oh, that. She has had transducers or the like implanted in her brain.’ I touched my temples. The knife-blade of a headache had inserted itself in the socket of my left eye. The air in the warrens was bad, heavy with carbon dioxide and no doubt laced with a vile mixture of pollutants, and the brightly lit reception area was very noisy. I said, ‘She told me that she can interface with the computers that control the climate of the parklands and so on. And through them, she can, in a fashion, communicate with the gardeners. There is no magic about it, nothing sinister.’


  ‘If you say so, boss,’ Corso said. He fell into a kind of sulk, and barely spoke as he led us back through the warrens to the main part of the city, and the rooftop where he had left the airframe.


  six


  Dev Veeder found me the next morning at the café, where I was waiting for Lavet Corso to make an appearance. The colonel came alone, sat opposite me and waved off the old man who came out of the half-collapsed guardhouse to ask what he wanted. He seemed amiable enough, and asked me several innocuous questions about the progress of my work.


  ‘I find this Bassi intriguing,’ he said. ‘A shame he’s dead.’


  ‘I hope I might bring his memories to life.’


  ‘Hardly the same thing, Professor-Doctor Graves, if you don’t mind my saying so.’


  ‘Not at all. I am quite aware of the limitations of my technique, but alas, there is no better way.’


  ‘It’s interesting. He was a fool, an amateur soldier who chose to stand and fight in a hopeless situation, yet he was able to rally the entire population of the city to his cause. But perhaps he was not really their leader at all. Perhaps he was merely a figurehead raised up by the mob.’


  ‘He was certainly no figurehead,’ I said. ‘The assassination of his fellow members of the government showed that he was capable of swift and ruthless action. He was tireless in rallying the morale of those who manned the barricades – indeed, when the invasion of Paris began, he was captured at an outlying barricade.’


  ‘The sole survivor amongst a rabble of women and old men. They were fighting against fully armoured troopers with hand weapons, industrial lasers and crude bombs.’


  ‘And he escaped, and went back to fight.’


  Dev Veeder thought about that, and admitted, ‘I suppose I do like him for that.’


  ‘You do?’


  Dev Veeder was staring at me thoughtfully. His dark, almost black eyes were hooded and intense. I had the uncomfortable feeling that he was seeing through my skin. He said, ‘Marisa Bassi didn’t have to escape. He didn’t have to fight on.’


  ‘He would have been executed.’


  ‘Not at all, Professor-Doctor. Once captured, he could have sued for peace. If he truly was the leader of the mob, they would have obeyed him. He would have saved many lives; some might have even been grateful. The Three Powers Alliance wouldn’t have been able to install him as head of a puppet government, of course, but they could have pensioned him off, returned him to wherever it was on Earth he was born.’


  ‘Sicily.’


  ‘There you are. He could have opened a pizza parlour, become mayor of some small town, made a woman fat and happy with a pack of bambinos.’


  ‘The last is unlikely, Colonel.’


  ‘But he stuck to the cause he had adopted. He went back. He finished the job. He may have been an amateur and a fool, Professor-Doctor Graves, but he had a soldier’s backbone.’


  ‘And caused, as you said, many unnecessary deaths, and much unnecessary destruction.’


  I gestured at the devastation spread beyond the foot of the plaza’s escalators: the rotting parks; the streets still choked with rubble; the shattered buildings. Dev Veeder did not look at it, but continued to stare at me with a dark, unfathomable intensity.


  I made a show of peering at the empty air above the rooftops of the city and said, ‘My wretched guide is late.’


  ‘He’ll come. He has no choice. This talk interests me, Professor-Doctor. We haven’t talked like this for a while.’


  ‘Well, you’ve been busy.’


  ‘I have?’


  ‘With your new prisoners. And of course, escorting Demi.’


  ‘Dr Lacombe?’


  I felt heat rise in my face. ‘Yes, of course. Dr Lacombe.’


  ‘Tell me, Professor-Doctor Graves, do you think that Marisa Bassi was one of your great men?’


  ‘His people – those who survive – think that he was.’


  ‘His people. Yes. Do you know, many of them cry out his name in the heat of questioning?’


  ‘I don’t see –’


  ‘Usually, those subjected to hot questioning scream for their mothers at the end. When they’re emptied, when they’ve given up everything. Huge bloodied babies shitting and pissing themselves, unable to move because we’ve broken every major bone, bawling for the only unfailing comfort in all the world. But these people, they cry out for Bassi.’ Dev Veeder’s right hand made a fist and softly struck the cradle of his left. He wore black gloves of fine, soft leather. One rumour was that they were vat-grown human skin. Another that they were not vat-grown. He said, ‘Can you imagine it, Professor-Doctor? You’ve been broken so badly you know you’re going to die. You’re flayed open. You’ve given up everything you’ve ever loved. Except for this one thing. Your love of the man who led you in your finest hour. You don’t give him up. No, in your last wretched moment, you call out to him. You think he’ll come and help you.’


  ‘That’s . . . remarkable.’


  ‘Oh yes. Remarkable. Astonishing. Amazing. What do you think you would call out, if you were put to the question, Professor-Doctor Graves?’


  ‘I’m sure I don’t –’


  ‘Nobody knows,’ Dev Veeder said, ‘until the moment. But I’m sure you’d call for your mother, eh?’ His smile was a thing of muscles and teeth, with only cold calculation behind it. ‘Was Marisa Bassi a great man? His people think so, and perhaps that’s enough.’


  I said, eager to grasp this thread, ‘He lost his war. Great men are usually remembered because they won.’


  ‘It goes deeper than winning or losing,’ Dev Veeder said. ‘The important thing is that Bassi took responsibility for his actions. He was captured; he escaped and returned at once to the fight. Technology makes most men remote from the war they create. At the end of the Second World War, which was, as you know, the first truly modern war, neither the crew of the American aircraft Enola Gay nor most of the technicians and scientists who built the atomic bomb, nor even the politicians who ordered its use, none of them felt any guilt over what they did. Why not? The answer is simple: the destruction was remote from them. In the Quiet War, most people were killed by technicians millions of kilometres away. Technicians who fought the war in eight hour shifts and then went home to their spouses and children. Remoteness and division of labour induces both a diminished sense of responsibility and moral tunnel vision, so that men see the task of killing only in terms of efficiency and meeting operation parameters. In my line of work it is different, of course. That is why I am despised by so many, but I believe that I am a more moral man than they for at least I know exactly what I do. I see the fear in my victims’ eyes; I smell their sweat and their voided bladders and guts; I get blood on my hands. And I am often the last person they see, so I do not stint my sympathy for their plight.’


  I said, ‘It must make breaking their bones difficult.’


  ‘Not at all. I do it with a clear conscience because they are the enemy, because it is necessary. But at no time do I reduce them to ciphers or quotients or statistics. They are not targets or casualties or collateral damage. They are men and women in the glory of their final agony. People hate me, yes. But while they think they hate me because of what I do, in fact they hate me because they see in me what they know is lacking in them. Nietzsche had it right: the weak mass always despises the strong individual.’


  I was sure that Nietzsche had said no such thing, and told Dev Veeder, ‘Nietzsche tried to erase moral responsibility and went mad doing it. On the morning when they finally had to haul him off to the asylum, he rushed out of his lodgings, still wearing his landlord’s nightcap, and tearfully embraced a carthorse. The amoral philosophy which the Nazis would adopt as their own in the Second World War, the creed which would shatter Europe, had already shattered his mind.’


  ‘Do you fear me, Professor-Doctor?’


  ‘Fear? What a question!’


  ‘Because, you know, you should. This place, where you play-act the role of conqueror of the world, it will have to go. It endangers security. I will see to it,’ Dev Veeder said, and stood up and bowed and loped away.


  I knew that Cris DeHon had betrayed me, but when I returned from my research in the ruins of the city and confronted him, the neuter denied it with an uncomfortable laugh.


  ‘Why should I spoil all the fun?’


  ‘Fun?’


  ‘The plot. The play. The unfolding mysteries of the human heart.’


  ‘You have no right to talk of such things, DeHon. You opted out of all that.’


  DeHon clutched its breast dramatically. ‘A cruel cut, Graves. I may be desexed, but I’m still human, and part of life’s great comedy. If nothing else, I can still watch. And I do like to watch.’


  ‘Nevertheless, you told him.’


  ‘I won’t deny that our gallant love-struck colonel asked me if I knew where his sweetheart had been while I was talking with him at that party. You still owe me for that, by the way.’


  ‘Not if you told him.’


  ‘Perhaps I did let a little something slip. Please, don’t look at me that way! I didn’t mean to, but our colonel is very persistent. It is his job, after all.’


  The small, bright-eyed smile with which this admission was delivered let me know that DeHon had deliberately revealed something about the assignation to Dev Veeder. I said, ‘It was innocent. Quite innocent.’


  ‘I do not believe,’ DeHon said, ‘that Demi Lacombe is as innocent as she likes people to think she is.’


  This was at a reception held by the Pacific Community’s trade association. Several of its companies had just won the contract to rebuild Dione’s organic refineries. Most of us were there. Dev Veeder was standing to one side of a group of biochemists who were talking to Demi Lacombe. He saw me looking at him, and raised his bulb of wine in an ironic salute.


  When I had returned to the plaza that afternoon, I had found that Dev Veeder had been true to his word. The café was gone, its mismatched chairs and tables and the shell of the half-ruined guardshouse cleared away. Later, I discovered that the old man and woman who had run it had been sent to work in the vacuum organism fields, a virtual death sentence for people their age, but I did not need to know that to understand that Dev Veeder had made his point, and I managed to have a brief word with Demi at the buffet of sushi, seaweed, and twenty varieties of bananas stewed and fried and stuffed – exotic food shipped from Earth at God knows what expense for our delectation.


  As I transferred morsels I would not eat from the prongs of their serving plates to the prongs of my bowl, I told Demi, ‘He knows.’


  ‘He doesn’t know. If he did, he would have done something.’


  ‘He has done something,’ I said, and told her about the café. Had I known then about the fate of its proprietors I would not have dared to even speak with her.


  She said, ‘I’m going again tomorrow. If you are too scared to help me, Professor-Doctor Graves, I will find my own way across the city.’


  With a pang of jealousy, I thought of the way that Yani Hakaiopulos’s fingers had caressed her face. The two of them sharing secrets while I waited outside like a court eunuch. I said, ‘Colonel Veeder will be watching you.’


  ‘He has to make a presentation about security to company representatives, and I’ve told him that I will be working in the diplomatic quarter’s parkland.’ She touched her temple. ‘If his men do try to follow me in there, and so far they have not, I’ll see them long before they see me. And I know you won’t tell him, Fredo. But we shouldn’t talk any more, or at least, not here. I think Dev is getting suspicious.’


  ‘He is more than suspicious,’ I said. My cheeks were burning like those of a foolish adolescent. ‘And that is why, I am afraid, I can no longer help you.’


  I did not go into the city the next day, for if I did I knew that I would have to go back to that ruined park and wait for Demi to emerge from the cliff, like Athena stepping new-born from the brow of Zeus. If nothing else, I still had my pride. She will need my help, I thought, and I was wounded when, of course, she did not seek me out.


  The day passed, and the next, and still she did not come. I discounted the third day because she was taken out into the city by Dev Veeder; but on the morning of the fourth, hollow, anxious, defeated, I summoned Lavet Corso and ordered him to fly me straight to the ruined park.


  He knew what I was about, of course; I made no pretence about it. We landed on the black slime of the lawn, and I saw a rill of water falling from the cleft in the black basalt cliff and felt my heart harden.


  ‘Take me back,’ I told Corso.


  ‘Sure, boss, but I’ll have to wind the prop first.’


  While he worked, I said, ‘You knew all along, didn’t you?’


  ‘A woman like that coming down to the warrens, well, she’s hard to miss, boss.’


  ‘I suppose that she is talking with that gene wizard. With Yani Hakaiopulos.’


  ‘I don’t like it either, boss.’


  ‘You were right about her, Mr Corso. She uses men. Even old fools like me and your Mr Hakaiopulos. There was a school of thought in the late Twentieth Century that men – even great men – were ruled by their genitals. They couldn’t help themselves, and as a result they either treated all women like prostitutes, or the women who were involved in their lives had an undue influence on them. It’s long been discredited, but I wonder if there isn’t some truth to it. We can never really know what is in the hearts of men, for after all, most refuse to admit it to themselves. At least your own great man, Marisa Bassi, was not troubled by women. The sector where he went looking for sex . . .’


  ‘The Battery?’


  ‘Yes, you took me there. One must admire, I suppose, the meticulousness of city planners who would design a neighbourhood where men can go to find other men, free of class, driven only by desire.’


  ‘It wasn’t really designed, boss. It sort of grew up. And it wasn’t just gay men who went there.’


  ‘Do you think he went there while he was organising the resistance to the siege?’


  ‘I wouldn’t know, boss.’


  ‘No, of course not. You did not know him, as you keep reminding me, and you are a family man. But I expect that he did. Leaders of men are almost always highly sexed. We can’t condemn such impulses.’


  Corso locked the crank of the prop and stood back, dusting his hands. ‘You’re not just talking about Marisa Bassi now, are you?’


  ‘No. No, I suppose not. It’s all part of the human comedy . . . or tragedy.’


  ‘We can go now, boss. It’s all wound up and waiting.’


  ‘Of course. Then take me back to the quarter, Mr Corso. I think I must tell Colonel Veeder about this security problem.’


  Corso paused, halfway through swinging into the pilot’s sling. One hand was raised, grasping a support strut of the airframe’s wide canary yellow wings, and half his face was in shadow. He gave me a level, appraising look and said, ‘Are you sure you want to do that?’


  ‘The security of the diplomatic quarter is at risk. It’s not only Demi Lacombe who could be using that way in and out of the parklands.’ When Corso did not reply, I bent and touched the bulge of the blazer, holstered at my calf. ‘Get me back, Mr Corso. I insist.’


  ‘You will get more people than her into trouble, boss.’


  ‘I will tell Colonel Veeder that your part in this was blameless. That you were under my orders.’


  ‘I’m not just thinking of myself.’


  ‘Yani Hakaiopulos will have to take his chance. I shudder to think what Demi must have done, to gain his secrets.’


  ‘I think it’s more a question of what she did to him,’ Corso said.


  ‘I have had enough of your impertinence, Mr Corso. Look sharp, now. I want to get this whole unfortunate business over with.’


  ‘I don’t think so, boss.’


  ‘What?’


  He let go of the strut and stepped back and said flatly, ‘It won’t take you long to walk back, even if you have to use the stairs to climb up to the quarter. And as you always like to remind me, you have your blazer to protect you.’


  ‘Corso! Damn you Corso, come back here!’


  But he did not look back as he. walked away across the blackened ruins of the lawn, even when I drew the blazer and blew a dead tree to splinters. I hoped that the shot might attract one of the killing machines that patrolled the city, but although I waited a full ten minutes, nothing stirred. At last, I climbed out of the airframe and began the long walk home.


  seven


  Dev Veeder took my revelation more calmly than I had thought he would, even though I had taken the precaution of having arranged to meet with him in the presence of Colm Wardsmead, the nominal director of the diplomatic quarter and, therefore, of the entire city. Wardsmead was a shifty, self-satisfied man; although he liked to think of himself as a Medici prince, the effectiveness of his native cunning was limited by his laziness and contempt for others. I knew that Dev Veeder despised Wardsmead, but also knew that he would not dare lose control of his temper in the director’s presence.


  ‘This is all very awkward,’ Wardsmead said, when I was done. ‘Perhaps you would care to make a recommendation, Colonel Veeder. I am sure that you would want this matter handled discreetly.’


  During my exposition, Dev Veeder had stood with his back to the egg-shaped room, looking out of the huge window towards the shaggy treetops of the parkland. Without turning around, he said, ‘She’s supposed to be doing research out there. It would be the best place for an arrest.’


  ‘Away from the excitable gaze of the diplomatic community,’ Wardsmead said. ‘I quite understand, Colonel.’


  He was unable to hide his satisfaction at Dev Veeder’s discomfort. Veeder was a war hero and so difficult to discipline, but now Wardsmead believed that he had a stick with which to beat him.


  Perhaps Veeder heard something he did not like in Wardsmead’s tone. He turned and gave the man a hard stare and said, ‘I always do what is best, Mr Wardsmead, not what is convenient. My men are tracking her as she makes her way back across the main dome. They will allow her to enter the back door to the quarter’s parkland, and I will arrest her when she arrives.’


  Wardsmead swung to and fro in the cradle of his chair, hands folded across his ample stomach, and said, ‘I suppose the question is, once you have arrested her, has she done anything wrong?’


  ‘Consorting with the enemy without permission is a crime,’ Dev Veeder said promptly. ‘Failing to reveal a weakness in the security of the diplomatic quarter is also a crime. Both are betrayals of trust.’


  ‘Well, there we have it,’ Wardsmead said.


  ‘There will have to be a trial,’ Dev Veeder told him.


  ‘Oh, now, that would be an unnecessary embarrassment, don’t you think? One of the shuttles is due to leave in a couple of days. We can ship her off-’


  ‘There will be a trial,’ Dev Veeder said. ‘It is a security matter, and the crime was committed outside the diplomatic quarter, so it falls under martial law. She will be tried, and so will the old man.’


  I said, ‘You have arrested Yani Hakaiopulos?’


  For the first time, Dev Veeder looked directly at me. I confess that I flinched. He said, ‘The old man was not at the hospital, but there are only so many places he can hide. Your guide, the man Corso, has also vanished. I must assume that he is also part of the plot.’


  I said, ‘Yani Hakaiopulos was simply helping Demi understand how the parklands and wilderness had been put together. Surely that’s not a crime?’


  Using her first name was a mistake. Dev Veeder said coldly, ‘You have admitted, Professor-Doctor Graves, that you did not know what they talked about. I have not arrested you only because stupidity is not a crime under either civil or martial law.’


  Wardsmead said, ‘I don’t much care what happens to the two tweaks, but even if I allow you your trial, Colonel Veeder, I want an assurance that Dr Lacombe will be deported at the end of it.’


  Despite his amiable tone, his forehead was greasy with sweat. He scented a scandal, and did not want its taint to sully his career.


  Dev Veeder said, ‘That depends on what I discover during my interrogation. And I can assure you, gentlemen, that it will be a very thorough interrogation. You will come with me, Professor-Doctor Graves.’


  ‘I have already told you –’


  ‘You will come with me,’ Dev Veeder said again.


  He wanted his revenge to be complete.


  eight


  Camelot, Mimas fell; Baghdad, Enceladus fell; Athens and Spartica on Tethys surrendered within days of each other, blasted into submission by singleship attacks; the vacuum organism farms of Iapetus’s carbonaceous plains were destroyed by viral infection; Phoebe, settled by the Redeemers, and the habitats which had remained in orbit around Titan, had all declared neutrality at the beginning of the war, and were under martial law.


  Within two months of the arrival of the expeditionary force from Earth, the war was almost over. Only Paris, Dione remained defiant to the end. Singleships had taken out most of the city’s peripheral installations. Its vacuum organism farms were dying. And now new stars flared in its sky as troop ships took up their eccentric orbits. The emergency committee of Paris voted to surrender, and the same night were assassinated by Marisa Bassi’s followers. Bassi rallied the citizens, organised the barricades and the block captains, killed a party of negotiators in a fit of fury and killed his hostages too.


  It was an unforgivable act, a terrible war crime, yet for Marisa Bassi and the citizens of Paris it was deeply necessary. It was an affirmation of their isolation and their outlaw status. It united them against the rest of humanity.


  I believe that Bassi was tired of waiting, tired of the slow attrition of the blockade. He was bringing the war right into the heart of his city and, like the people he led, was eager to embrace it.


  Imagine that last day, as lights streaked across the sky as the troop ships launched their drop capsules. A battery of industrial X-ray lasers tried and failed to target them; a troop ship came over the horizon, pinpointed the battery, and destroyed it with a single low yield fission missile, stamping a new crater a kilometre wide on Remus crater’s floor.


  Marisa Bassi felt the shock wave of that strike as a low rumbling that seemed to pass far beneath the ground, like a subway train. He was in the street, organising the people who manned one of the barricades. It was mid-morning. He had been awake for more than forty-eight hours. His throat was sore and his lips were cracked. His eyes ached in their dry sockets and there was a low burning in his belly; he had drunk far too much coffee.


  The scow had gone, and those citizens too old or too young to fight had been moved into the tunnels of the original colony. There was nothing left to do now but fight. The people knew this and seemed to be in good heart. They still believed that the Three Powers Alliance would not dare destroy their beautiful city, the jewel of the outer system, and perhaps Marisa Bassi believed it too. He felt that he carried the whole city in his heart, its chestnut trees and cafés, trams and parklands, the theatre and the Bourse and the lovely glass cathedral, and he had never loved his adopted home as fiercely as he loved it now, in its last hours.


  The barricade was in one of the service sectors near the perimeter of the dome, with diamond panes arching just above the rooftops of the offices and warehouses. It commanded a good view of a wide traffic circle, and on Bassi’s orders men and women were cutting down stands of slim aspens to improve the fire lanes. Bassi was working with them, getting up a good sweat, when the tremor passed underneath. One of his young aides came running up, waving a TV strip like a handkerchief.


  ‘They got the lasers,’ she said breathlessly. She was fifteen or sixteen, almost twice Bassi’s height, and trembled like a racehorse at the off. Like everyone else, she was wearing a pressure suit. The bowl of its helmet was hooked to her utility belt.


  ‘We expected that,’ Bassi said, staring up at her. He had shaved off his beard, cut his hair to within a millimetre of his scalp. His hands, grasping the shaft of his diamond-edged axe, tingled. He said, ‘What else?’


  ‘They’re down,’ the girl said, ‘and coming along both ends of the ridge.’


  ‘Any message from their command ship?’


  ‘No sir.’


  ‘And we won’t send one. Get back to headquarters. Tell them I’ll be back in twenty minutes.’


  ‘Sir, shouldn’t you –’


  Bassi lifted the axe. ‘I’ve a job to finish here. Go!’


  They were mostly old men and women on that barricade, and knew that they would be among the first to engage the invaders. Why did Bassi stay with them? Perhaps he was exhausted. He had brought the whole city to this point by sheer force of will, and perhaps he saw nothing beyond the moment when the fighting started. Perhaps he knew then that defeat was inevitable, and wanted to make a last heroic gesture rather than face the ignominy of surrender.


  In any case, he stayed. Once the aspens had been cleared, he went back with the others to the barricade. It was no more than a ridge of roadway that had been turned up by a bulldozer and topped with tangles of razor wire. They closed up the wire and started checking their weapons – machine pistols and blazers stamped out by a rejigged factory, an ungainly machine that used compressed air to fire concrete-filled cans.


  Someone had a flask of brandy and they all took a sip, even Bassi’s remaining aide. The flask was going around the second time when there was a brisk series of bangs in the distance, and a wind got up, swirling foliage broken from the aspens high into the air.


  The invaders broke into the main dome of the city at nine points, breaching the basalt skirt with shaped charges, driving their transports straight through, and then spraying sealant to close the holes. At that point, they thought they could take the city without inflicting much damage.


  While some of the people at the barricade latched up their helmets and checked their weapons, others were still looking at TV strips. Bassi ripped the TVs from their hands, told them roughly to watch the street. The motor of the compressor gun started up with a tremendous roar and at the same moment sleek shining man-sized machines appeared on the far side of the traffic circle.


  The killing things moved very quickly. It is doubtful that anyone got off a shot before the machines had crossed the traffic circle and leaped the razor wire. Bassi’s aide ran, and a killing thing was on him in two strides, slicing and jabbing, throwing the corpse aside. The others were dispatched with the same quick ruthlessness, and then only Bassi was left, drenched in the blood of the men and women who had died around him, his arms and legs pinned by one of the killing things.


  Once the barricade had been cleared, a squad of human troopers in sealed pressure suits came forward. Their sergeant photographed Bassi, cuffed him, and ordered one of his men to take him back for what he called a debriefing. Bassi knew then that he had been selected by chance, not because he had been recognised; shaving off his trademark beard had saved him. He smiled and spat on the sergeant’s visor. The squad and the killing things moved on; the trooper marched Bassi at gunpoint across the traffic circle towards the command post at the breached perimeter.


  No one knows how Bassi got free, only that he was captured at a barricade in the first minutes of fighting and then escaped. Certainly, he never reached the command post. Perhaps the trooper was killed by one of the snipers which infested the city, or perhaps Bassi got free on his own; after all, he was a very resourceful man. In any case, it is known that he reached the Bourse two hours after the barricade fell, because he made a brief, defiant television transmission there.


  I have watched this speech many times. It is the last sighting of him. He was wounded when he escaped, and the wound had been patched but the bullet was still inside him; he must have felt it, and felt the blood heavy and loose inside his belly as he spoke, but he showed no sign that he was in pain. He spoke for five minutes. He spoke clearly and defiantly, but it was a poor, rambling speech, full of allusions to freedom and idealism and martyrdom, and his steady gaze had a crazed, glittering quality.


  By then, most of the outlying tents and domes of the city had been captured by the invaders; even Bassi’s headquarters had been taken. The citizens of Paris had fallen back to the central part of the main dome. Most of the barricades had been overrun by killing things. Thousands of citizens lay dead at their posts, while the invaders had incurred only half a dozen casualties, mostly from snipers. The battle for Paris was clearly over, but still its citizens fought on.


  ‘I warn the commander of the invaders,’ Marisa Bassi said, ‘that we will fight to the end. We will not let you take what we have built with our sweat and our blood. Paris will die, but Paris lives on. The war is not over.’


  A few minutes later, the main buildings of the city were set on fire, filling the dome with smoke. A few minutes after that, the commander of the invasion force gave the order to breach the integrity of the main dome.


  By then, no doubt, Bassi was already at one of the last barricades, armed with the carbine he had taken from the dead trooper, his pressure suit sealed. A great wind sucked fire and smoke from the burning, broken wedding cake of the Bourse; smoke rushed along the ground in great billows that thinned and vanished, leaving the eerie clarity and silence of vacuum. And then a shout over the radio, doubling and redoubling. Killing things were running swiftly across the wide lawns towards the last barricades, puffs of earth jumping around them as people started to fire.


  Bassi drew himself up to face his enemy, no longer the leader of the free government of Paris, his fate no more significant now than any of the last of its citizens. He thought that he was only moments from death. He was wrong.


  nine


  Demi Lacombe had stapled a nylon rope to a basalt outcrop at the edge of the mossy, emerald-green meadow; its blue thread fell away to the trough of black water a hundred metres below. Dev Veeder squatted on his heels and ran a gloved finger around the knot doubled around the eye of the staple, then looked up at me and said, ‘I could loosen this so that she would fall as she climbed back up. Do you think the fall would kill her?’


  ‘I think not. Not in this low gravity.’


  He stood. ‘No. I don’t think so either. Well, she’ll be here soon. We’d better keep out of sight.’


  I dabbed sweat from my brow with the cuff of my shirt. I had been marched quickly through the parkland by Veeder’s squad of troopers, as if I had been under arrest, with no chance until now of talking with him, of trying to change his mind. I said, ‘Are you enjoying yourself, Colonel?’


  ‘You want revenge too. Don’t deny it. She used us both, Graves.’


  ‘This seems so . . . melodramatic.’


  ‘History is made with bold gestures. I want her arrested in the act of returning through a passageway which presents a clear and present danger to the security of the diplomatic community. I want you to be a witness.’


  ‘No bold gesture can be based on so petty a motive as revenge.’


  Dev Veeder moved closer to me, so close that when he spoke a spray of saliva fell on my cheek. ‘We’re in this together, Graves. Don’t pretend that you’re just an observer like that thing, DeHon. Be a man. Face up to the consequences of your actions.’


  ‘She was only trying to do her work, Colonel. Your crazy jealousy got in the way –’


  ‘We are both jealous men, Graves. But at least I did not betray her.’


  Veeder shoved me away from him then, and I went sprawling on the soft, wet moss. By the time I had regained my feet, he was on the other side of the little meadow, showing the four troopers where to take cover. As they concealed themselves amongst the exuberant rose briars, the sergeant of the squad took me by the arm and pulled me into the shade of the ferns that cascaded down the basalt cliff.


  It was hot and close inside the curtain of fern fronds. Sweat dripped from my nose, my chin, ran down my chest inside my shirt. Tiny black flies danced about my face with dumb persistence. In the meadow, huge, sulphur-yellow butterflies circled each other above the bright green moss, their hand-sized wings flapping once a minute. The sergeant, a muscular, dark-eyed woman, hummed softly to herself, watching the screen she had spread on her knee. It showed a view of the lake below the meadow, transmitted from one of the tiny cameras the troopers had spiked here and there. Time passed. At last, the sergeant nudged me and pointed.


  Centred in the screen, Demi Lacombe’s silvery figure suddenly stood up, waist-deep, in black water. She stripped off her airmask and hooked it to her belt, waded to the gravelly shore and grasped the rope and swarmed up it, moving so quickly, hand over hand, that it seemed she was swimming through the air.


  I looked up from the screen as she pulled herself over the edge of the meadow and rolled onto the vivid green moss. As she got to her feet, Dev Veeder stepped out of his hiding place, followed by his troopers; the sergeant shoved me roughly and I tumbled forward, landing on my hands and knees.


  Demi looked at Dev Veeder, at me. For a moment I thought she might jump into the chasm, but then Dev Veeder crossed the meadow in two bounds and caught her by the left wrist, the one she had broken soon after arriving in Paris. She turned pale, and would have dropped to her knees if Dev Veeder had not held her up.


  ‘All right,’ he growled. ‘All right.’


  The brilliant light of the suspensor lamps hung high above dimmed. I felt a few fat rain drops on my face and hands, congealing rather than falling from the humid air.


  The pathetic fallacy made real by Demi Lacombe’s implants, I thought, and Dev Veeder must have had the same idea, because he said, ‘Stop that, you bitch,’ and delivered a back-handed slap to her face while still holding on to her wrist.


  Demi’s cry of pain was cut off by a roll of thunder; I think I must have shouted out then, too, for the sergeant grasped my arm and shook me and told me to shut the fuck up. Those were her words. A sheet of sickly light rippled overhead and the air darkened further as a wind got up, blowing clouds of raindrops as big as marbles. They hissed against the curtain of ferns above, and drenched me to the skin in an instant.


  Someone was standing at the edge of the rose thicket.


  It was one of the gardeners. I was sure that it was the one that Demi had summoned before – their shaven heads and blank expression effaced individuality, but he had the same stocky immigrant build and wary manner. At his side was a pair of tawny panthers; a huge bird perched on his upraised arms, its gripping claws digging rivulets of bright blood from his flesh.


  With a sudden snap, like playing cards dealt by a conjuror, the four troopers formed a half circle in front of Dev Veeder and Demi Lacombe. Their carbines were raised. The rain was very thick now, blown up and down and sideways by the gusting wind; water sheeted down the closed visors of the troopers’ helmets, the slick resin of their chestplates.


  The gardener made no move, but the panthers and huge bird suddenly launched themselves across the meadow. Two wild shots turned every drop of rain blood red; the scream of air broken by their energy echoed off the ferny cliff. Dev Veeder was struggling with Demi Lacombe, a horrible, desperate waltz right at the edge of the cliff. One trooper was down, beating at the bird whose wings beat about his head; one of the panthers had bowled over two more troopers and the second took down a trooper as he fled. The trooper struggling with the bird took a step backwards, and fell from the edge of the meadow; a moment later, the bird rose up alone, wings spread wide as it rode the gust of wind that for a moment blew the rain clear of the meadow.


  The sergeant raised her carbine. I saw that she had the presence of mind to aim at the gardener, and threw myself at her legs. The shot went wild. She kicked me hard and in the light gravity her legs flew from beneath her and she sat down. I fell flat on sodden moss, and was trying to unholster my blazer, although I do not know who I would have shot at, when the sergeant hauled me half-around by one of my arms – fracturing a small bone in my wrist, I later discovered—and struck my head with the stock of her carbine.


  Then the bird fell upon her.
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  I was dazed and bloodied and far from the meadow when Lavet Corso found me. I did not remember how I had gotten away from the troopers – perhaps the gardener had led me to my former guide – nor did I remember seeing Dev Veeder and Demi Lacombe fall, but their drowned bodies were found a day later, lying together on a spit of gravel at the far end of the dark little lake, like lovers at the end of a tale of doomed romance. Although, of course, they were never lovers. Of that, at least, I am certain.


  Corso told me that Demi Lacombe had been in the habit of using a pheromone-rich perfume to befuddle men from whom she wanted some favour or other. ‘A kind of hypnotic, Yani Hakaiopulos said. It does exactly what other perfumes only claim to do. He recognised it at once, and confirmed his suspicion using the hospital’s equipment. He was amused at her presumption, and rather admired her ambition.’


  We were crouched under the billowing skirts of a cypress, while the gale blew itself out around us. The gardener sat on his haunches a little way off, staring out into the rainy dark.


  ‘Hakaiopulos wanted his gardens rebuilt,’ I said dully. My head and wrist ached abominably, and I felt very cold.


  Corso said, ‘He’ll get his chance, but not here. You know, you’re a lucky man. Lucky that Veeder didn’t kill you when he had the chance; lucky that I don’t kill you now.’


  ‘You should get away, Mr Corso. Go on: leave me. If Colonel Veeder finds you here –’


  I did not know then that he was dead.


  ‘I’m leaving Paris,’ Corso said. ‘I’m going to join my wife.’


  For a moment, I thought he meant that he was going to kill himself. Perhaps he saw it in my face, because he added, ‘She’s not dead. None of the people who left on the scow are dead.’


  ‘It fell into Saturn.’


  ‘The scow did, yes. But before it took its dive, it travelled most of the way around the planet within the ring system, long enough to drop off its passengers and cargo in escape pods. There are millions of ice and rock bolides in the rings. Sure, most of them have been ground down to gravel and dust, but there’s a sizeable percentage of bodies more than a couple of kilometres across – something like half a million.’


  ‘This is fantasy, Mr Corso.’


  ‘My wife and the other people who escaped have made their home on one of them; that’s where I’m taking my daughter and a couple of other people. I would have gone sooner, but I had work to do here, and I couldn’t justify the risk of stealing a shuttle until now.’


  ‘You’re saving Yani Hakaiopulos.’


  ‘Him too. We can always use a gene wizard. But there’s someone else, someone more important to us than anyone else.’


  I said, ‘It was you who painted those slogans, wasn’t it? You could move freely about the city because you smell right to the killing machines. He lives. Another silly fantasy, Mr Corso. He died with the fools he was leading.’


  Corso shook his head. ‘After he escaped, he made his way back to the main dome and rallied the last of the barricades. We still thought then that if enough soldiers died while attempting to take Paris, we might carry the day. We were giving our lives for the city, after all, but the soldiers were dying for no more than the redemption of a loan. But you sent in killing machines, and then you blew the dome. Like most of the people at the barricades, Marisa Bassi was wearing a pressure suit, and he continued to fight until he ran out of air. In his last moments of consciousness he hid amongst the dead who lay all around him. The suit saved his life by chilling him down, but lack of oxygen had already caused brain damage. After one of the corpse details found him, he was carefully resuscitated, but his frontal lobes were badly damaged. The implants keep him functioning, and one day we’ll be able to reconstruct him.’


  You have to understand that although this was the most fantastic part of Corso’s story, it is the part I believe without question, for I insisted on examining the gardener myself. His hands were strong and square, with blunt fingers, yes, but so are the hands of most labourers. But I also saw the wound in his side, just under his ribs, the wound he suffered when he escaped, a wound into which I could insert my smallest finger.


  Corso took me as far as the edge of the parkland, and I do not know what became of him – or of his daughter, or Yani Hakaiopulos, or the gardener, Marisa Bassi. A shuttle was stolen during the confusion after Colonel Veeder’s death, and was later found, abandoned and gutted, in an eccentric orbit that intersected the ring system.


  As for myself, I have decided not to return to Earth. There are several colonies which managed to remain neutral during the Quiet War, and I hope to find a place in one of them. The advance of my fee should be sufficient to buy citizenship. I once planned to endow a chair of history in my name, as a snub to my rivals, but using the credit to win a new life, if only for a few years, now seems a better use for it.


  I hope that they will be peaceful years. But before he left me to my grief and to my dead, Lavet Corso told me that his was not the only clandestine colony hidden within the ring system’s myriad shifting orbits, and his last words still make me shiver.


  ‘The war’s not over.’


  Reef


  In another story expressly written for this volume, we see the prospects for taking habitats into extreme environments. At the rim of the solar system lie great riches of Light elements. Opening the inner portion of sunspace will probably require moving closer to the sun the Light, volatile elements necessary for both life and for rocket fuel. This assumes the outer system is essentially a refrigerator holding raw materials, but it may not be so.


  Margaret Henderson Wu was riding a proxy by telepresence deep inside Tigris Rift when Dzu Sho summoned her. The others in her crew had dropped out one by one and only she was left, descending slowly between rosy, smoothly rippled cliffs scarcely a hundred meters apart. These were pavements of the commonest vacuum organism, mosaics made of hundreds of different strains of the same species. Here and there bright red whips stuck out from the pavement; a commensal species which deposited iron sulphate crystals within its integument.


  The pavement seemed to stretch endlessly below her. No probe or proxy had yet reached the bottom, still more than thirty kilometers away. Microscopic flecks of sulfur-iron complexes, sloughed cells, and excreted globules of carbon compounds and other volatiles made a kind of vacuum smog or snow. The vacuum organisms deposited nodes and intricate lattices of reduced metals, too. Somewhere far below, these deposits, probably by some trick of superconductivity, had set up a broad-band electromagnetic resonance which pulsed like a giants slow heartbeat.


  All this futzed the telepresence link between operators and their proxies. One moment Margaret was experiencing the 320-degree panorama of the little proxy’s microwave radar, the perpetual tug of vacuum on its mantle, the tang of extreme cold, a mere thirty degrees above absolute zero, the complex taste of the vacuum smog (burnt sugar, hot rubber, tar), the minute squirts of hydrogen from the folds of the proxy’s puckered nozzle as it maintained its orientation relative to the cliff face during its descent, with its tentacles retracted in a tight ball around the relay piton. The next, she was back in her cradled body in warm blackness, phosphenes floating in her vision and white noise in her ears while the transmitter searched for a viable waveband, locked on and—pow—she was back, falling past rippled pink pavement.


  The alarm went off, flashing an array of white stars over the panorama. Her number two, Srin Kerenyi, said in her ear, “You’re wanted, boss.”


  Margaret killed the alarm and the audio feed. She was already a kilometer below the previous bench mark, and she wanted to get as deep as possible before she implanted the telemetry relay. She swiveled the proxy on its long axis, increased the amplitude of the microwave radar. Far below were intimations of swells and bumps jutting from the plane of the cliff face, textured mounds like brain coral, randomly orientated chimneys. And something else, clouds of organic matter perhaps—


  The alarm again. Srin had overridden the cutout.


  Margaret swore and dove at the cliff, unfurling the proxy’s tentacles and jamming the piton into pinkness rough with black papillae, like a giant’s tongue quick frozen against the ice. The piton’s spikes fired automatically. Recoil sent the little proxy tumbling over its long axis until it reflexively stabilized itself with judicious squirts of gas. The link rastered, came back, cut out completely. Margaret hit the switch which turned the tank into a chair; the mask lifted away from her face.


  Srin Kerenyi was standing in front of her. “Dzu Sho wants to talk with you, boss. Right now.”


  The job had been offered as a sealed contract. Science crews had been informed of the precise nature of their tasks only when the habitat was under way. But it was good basic pay with promises of fat bonuses on completion, and when she had won the survey contract, Margaret Henderson Wu brought with her most of the crew from her previous job, and nursed a small hope that this would be a change in her family’s luck.


  The Ganapati was a new habitat founded by an alliance of two of the Commonwealth’s oldest patrician families. It was of standard construction, a basaltic asteroid cored by a gigawatt X-ray laser, spun up by vented rock vapor to give 0.2 gee on the inner surface of its hollowed interior, factories and big reaction motors dug into the stern. With its AIs rented out for information crunching, and refineries synthesizing exotic plastics from cane-sugar biomass and gengeneered oilseed rape precursors, the new habitat had enough income to maintain the interest on its construction loan from the Commonwealth Bourse, but not enough to attract new citizens and workers. It was still not completely fitted out, had less than a third of its optimal population.


  Its Star Chamber, young and cocky and eager to win independence from their families, had taken a big gamble. They were chasing a legend.


  Eighty years ago, an experiment in accelerated evolution of chemo-autotrophic vacuum organisms had been set up on a planetoid in the outer edge of the Kuiper Belt. The experiment had been run by a shell company registered on Ganymede but covertly owned by the Democratic Union of China. In those days, companies and governments of Earth were not allowed to operate in the Kuiper Belt, which had been claimed and ferociously defended by outer-system cartels. That hegemony ended in the Quiet War, but the Quiet War also destroyed all records of the experiment; even the Democratic Union of China disappeared, absorbed into the Pacific Community.


  There were over fifty thousand objects with diameters greater than a hundred kilometers in the Kuiper Belt, and a billion more much smaller, the plane of their orbits stretching beyond those of Neptune and Pluto. The experimental planetoid, Enki, named for one of the Babylonian gods of creation, had been lost among them. It became a legend, like the Children’s Habitat, or the ghost comet, or the pirate ship crewed by the reanimated dead, or the worker’s paradise of Fiddler’s Green.


  And then, forty-five years after the end of the Quiet War, a data miner recovered enough information to reconstruct Enki’s eccentric orbit. She sold it to the Ganapati. The habitat bought time on the Uranus deepspace telescopic array and confirmed that the planetoid was where it was supposed to be, currently more than seven thousand million kilometers from the sun.


  Nothing more was known. The experiment could have failed almost as soon as it had begun, but if it had worked, the results would win the Ganapati platinum-rated credit on the Bourse. Margaret and the rest of the science crews would, of course, receive only their fees and bonuses, less deductions for air and food and water taxes, and anything they bought with scrip in the habitat’s stores; the indentured workers would not even get that. Like every habitat in the Commonwealth, the Ganapati was structured like an ancient Greek republic, ruled by shareholding citizens, who lived in the landscaped parklands of the inner surface, and run by indentured and contract workers, who were housed in the undercroft of malls and barracks tunneled into the Ganapati’s srocky skin.


  On the long voyage out, the science crews were on minimal pay, far less than that of the unskilled techs who worked the farms and refineries, or of the servants who maintained the citizens’ households. There were food shortages on the Ganapati because so much biomass was being used to make exportable biochemicals. Any foodstuffs other than basic rations were expensive, and prices were carefully manipulated by the habitat’s Star Chamber. When the Ganapati reached Enki and the contracts of the science crews were activated, food prices increased accordingly. Techs and household servants suddenly found themselves unable to afford anything other than dole yeast. Resentment bubbled over into skirmishes and knife fights, and a small riot which the White Mice, the undercroft’s police, subdued with gas. Margaret had had to take time off to bail out several of her crew, had given them an angry lecture about threatening everyone’s bonuses.


  “We got to defend our honor,” one of the men said.


  “Don’t be a fool,” Margaret told him. “The citizens play workers against science crews to keep both sides in their places, and still turn a good profit from increases in food prices. Just be glad you can afford the good stuff now, and keep out of trouble.”


  “They were calling you names, boss,” the man said. “On account you’re—”


  Margaret stared him down. She was standing on a chair, but even so she was a good head shorter than the gangling outers. She said, “I’ll fight my own fights. I always have. Just think of your bonuses and keep quiet. It will be worth it. I promise you.”


  And it was worth it, because of the discovery of the reef.


  At some time in the deep past, Enki had suffered an impact which remelted it and split it into two big pieces and thousands of fragments. One lone fragment still orbited Enki, a tiny moonlet where the AI which had controlled the experiment lived. The big pieces were drawn together again by their feeble gravity fields, but cooled before coalescence was completed, leaving a vast deep chasm, Tigris Rift, at the lumpy equator.


  Margaret’s crew discovered that the vacuum organisms had proliferated wildly in the deepest part of the Rift, deriving energy by oxidation of elemental sulfur and ferrous iron, converting carbonaceous material into useful organic chemicals. There were crusts and sheets, things like thin scarves folded into fragile vases and chimneys, organ-pipe clusters, whips, delicate fretted laces. Some fed on others, one crust slowly overgrowing and devouring another. Others appeared to be parasites, sending complex veins ramifying through the thalli of their victims. Water-mining organisms recruited sulfur oxidizers, trading precious water for energy and forming warty outgrowths like stromaliths. Some were more than a hundred meters across, surely the largest prokaryotic colonies in the known Solar System.


  All this variety, and after only eighty years of accelerated evolution! Wild beauty won from the cold and the dark. The potential to feed billions. The science crews would get their bonuses, all right; the citizens would become billionaires.


  Margaret spent all her spare time exploring the reef by proxy, pushing her crew hard to overcome the problems of penetrating the depths of the Rift. Although she would not admit it even to herself, she had fallen in love with the reef. She would even have explored in person if the Star Chamber allowed it, but as in most habitats, the Ganapatis citizens did not like their workers going where they themselves would not.


  Clearly, the experiment had far exceeded its parameters, but no one knew why. The AI which had overseen the experiment shut down thirty years ago. There was still heat in its crude proton-beam fission pile, but it had been overgrown by the very organisms it manipulated.


  Its task had been simple. Colonies of a dozen species of slow-growing chemoautotrophs were introduced into a part of the Rift rich with sulfur and ferrous iron. Thousands of random mutations were induced. Most colonies died, and those few which thrived were sampled, mutated, and reintroduced in a cycle repeated every hundred days.


  But the AI had selected only for fast growth, not for adaptive radiation, and the science crews held heated seminars about the possible cause of the unexpected richness of the reef. Very few believed that it was simply a result of accelerated evolution. Many terrestrial bacteria divided every twenty minutes in favorable conditions, and certain bacteria were known to have evolved from being resistant to an antibiotic to becoming obligately dependent upon it as a food source in less than five days, or only three hundred and sixty generations. But that was merely a biochemical adaptation. The fastest division rate of the vacuum organisms in the Rift was less than once a day, and while that still meant more than thirty thousand generations since the reef was seeded, half a million years in human terms, the evolutionary radiation in the reef was the equivalent of Neanderthal Man’s evolving to fill every mammalian niche from bats to whales.


  Margaret’s survey crew explored and sampled the reef for more than thirty days. Cluster analysis suggested that they had identified less than ten percent of the species which had formed from the original seed population. And now deep radar suggested that there were changes in the unexplored regions in the deepest part of Tigris Rift, which the proxies had not yet successfully penetrated.


  Margaret pointed this out at the last seminar.


  “We’re making hypotheses on incomplete information. We don’t know everything that’s out there. Sampling suggests that complexity increases away from the surface. There could be thousands more species in the deep part of the Rift.”


  At the back of the room, Opie Kindred, the head of the genetics crew, said languidly, “We don’t need to know everything. That’s not what we’re paid for. We’ve already found several species which perform better than present commercial cultures. The Ganapati can make money from them and we’ll get full bonuses. Who cares how they got there?”


  Arn Nivedta, the chief of the biochemist crew, said, “We’re all scientists here. We prove our worth by finding out how things work. Are your mysterious experiments no more than growth tests, Opie? If so, I’m disappointed.”


  The genetics crew had set up an experimental station on the surface of the Ganapati, off limits to everyone else.


  Opie smiled. “I’m not answerable to you.”


  This was greeted with shouts and jeers. The science crews were tired and on edge, and the room was hot and poorly ventilated.


  “Information should be free,” Margaret said. “We all work toward the same end. Or are you hoping for extra bonuses, Opie?”


  There was a murmur in the room. It was a tradition that all bonuses were pooled and shared out between the various science crews at the end of a mission.


  Opie Kindred was a clever, successful man, yet somehow soured, as if the world was a continual disappointment. He rode his team hard, was quick to find failure in others. Margaret was a natural target for his scorn, a squat, muscle-bound, unedited dwarf from Earth who had to take drugs so that she could survive in microgravity, who grew hair in all sorts of unlikely places. He stared at her with disdain and said, “I’m surprised at the tone of this briefing, Dr. Wu. Wild speculations built on nothing at all. I have sat here for a hour and heard nothing useful. We are paid to get results, not generate hypotheses. All we hear from your crew is excuses, when what we want are samples. It seems simple enough to me. If something is upsetting your proxies, then you should use robots. Or send people in and handpick samples. I’ve worked my way through almost all you’ve obtained. I need more material, especially in light of my latest findings.”


  “Robots need transmission relays too,” Srin Kerenyi pointed out.


  Orly Higgins said, “If you ride them, to be sure. But I don’t see the need for human control. It is a simple enough task to program them to go down, pick up samples, return.”


  She was the leader of the crew which had unpicked the Al’s corrupted code, and was an acolyte of Opie Kindred.


  “The proxies failed whether or not they were remotely controlled,” Margaret said, “and on their own they are as smart as any robot. I’d love to go down there myself, but the Star Chamber has forbidden it for the usual reasons. They’re scared we’ll get up to something if we go where they can’t watch us.”


  “Careful, boss,” Srin Kerenyi whispered. “The White Mice are bound to be monitoring this.”


  “I don’t care,” Margaret said. “I’m through with trying polite requests. We need to get down there, Srin.”


  “Sure, boss. But getting arrested for sedition isn’t the way.”


  “There’s some interesting stuff in the upper levels,” Arn Nivedta said. “Commercial stuff, as you pointed out, Opie.”


  Murmurs of agreement throughout the crowded room. The reef could make the Ganapati the richest habitat in the Outer System, where expansion was limited by the availability of fixed carbon. Even a modest-sized comet nucleus, ten kilometers in diameter, say, and salted with only one-hundredth of one percent carbonaceous material, contained fifty million tons of carbon, mostly as methane and carbon monoxide ice, with a surface dusting of tarry long-chain hydrocarbons. And the mass of some planetoids consisted of up to fifty percent methane ice. But most vacuum organisms converted simple carbon compounds into organic matter using the energy of sunlight captured by a variety of photosynthetic pigments, and so could grow only on the surfaces of planetoids. No one had yet developed vacuum organisms which, using other sources of energy, could efficiently mine planetoid interiors. But that was what accelerated evolution appeared to have produced in the reef. It could enable exploitation of the entire volume of objects in the Kuiper Belt, and beyond, in the distant Oort Cloud.


  Arn Nivedta waited for silence, and added, “If the reef species test out, of course. What about it, Opie? Are they commercially viable?”


  “We have our own ideas about commercialism,” Opie Kindred said. “I think you’ll find that we hold the key to success here.”


  Boos and catcalls at this from both the biochemists and the survey crew. The room was polarizing. Margaret saw one of her crew unsheathe a sharpened screwdriver, and she caught the man’s hand and squeezed it until he cried out. “Let it ride,” she told him. “Remember that we’re scientists.”


  “We hear of indications of more diversity in the depths, but we can’t seem to get there. One might suspect,” Opie said, his thin upper lip lifting in a supercilious curl, “sabotage.”


  “The proxies are working in the upper part of the Rift,” Margaret said, “and we are working hard to get them operative farther down.”


  “Let’s hope so,” Opie Kindred said. He stood, and around him his crew stood, too. “I’m going back to work, and so should all of you. Especially you, Dr. Wu. Perhaps you should be attending to your proxies instead of planning useless expeditions.”


  And so the seminar broke up in uproar, with nothing productive coming from it and lines of enmity drawn through the community of scientists.


  “Opie is scheming to come out of this on top,” Arn Nivedta said to Margaret afterward. He was a friendly, enthusiastic man, tall even for an outer, and as skinny as a rail. He stooped in Margaret’s presence, trying to appear less tall. He said, “He wants desperately to become a citizen, and so he thinks like one.”


  “Well, my god, we all want to be citizens,” Margaret said. “Who wants to live like this?”


  She gestured, meaning the crowded bar, its rock walls and low ceiling, harsh lights and the stink of spilled beer and too many people in close proximity. Her parents had been citizens, once upon a time. Before their run of bad luck. It was not that she wanted those palmy days back—she could scarcely remember them—but she wanted more than this.


  She said, “The citizens sleep in silk sheets and eat real meat and play their stupid games, and we have to do their work on restricted budgets. The reef is the discovery of the century, Arn, but god forbid that the citizens should begin to exert themselves. We do the work, they fuck in rose petals and get the glory.”


  Arn laughed at this.


  “Well, it’s true!”


  “It’s true we have not been as successful as we might like,” Arn said mournfully.


  Margaret said reflectively, “Opie’s a bastard, but he’s smart, too. He picked just the right moment to point the finger at me.”


  Loss of proxies was soaring exponentially, and the proxy farms of the Ganapati were reaching a critical point. Once losses exceeded reproduction, the scale of exploration would have to be drastically curtailed, or the seed stock would have to be pressed into service, a gamble the Ganapati could hardly afford.


  And then, the day after the disastrous seminar, Margaret was pulled back from her latest survey to account for herself in front of the chairman of the Ganapati’s Star Chamber.


  “We are not happy with the progress of your survey, Dr. Wu,” Dzu Sho said. “You promise much, but deliver little.”


  Margaret shot a glance at Opie Kindred, and the man smiled. He was immaculately dressed in gold-trimmed white tunic and white leggings. His scalp was oiled and his manicured fingernails were painted with something that split light into rainbows. Margaret, fresh from the tank, wore loose, grubby work grays. There was sticky electrolyte paste on her arms and legs and shaven scalp, the reek of sour sweat under her breasts and in her armpits.


  She contained her anger and said, “I have submitted daily reports on the problems we encountered. Progress is slow but sure. I have just established a relay point a full kilometer below the previous datum point.”


  Dzu Sho waved this away. Naked, as smoothly fat as a seal, he lounged in a blue gel chair. He had a round, hairless head and pinched features, like a thumbprint on an egg. The habitat’s lawyer sat behind him, a young woman neat and anonymous in a gray tunic suit. Margaret, Opie Kindred, and Am Nivedta sat on low stools, supplicants to Dzu Sho’s authority. Behind them, half a dozen servants stood at the edge of the grassy space.


  This was in an arbor of figs, ivy, bamboos, and fast-growing banyan at the edge of Sho’s estate. Residential parkland curved above, a patchwork of spindly, newly planted woods and meadows and gardens. Flyers were out, triangular rigs in primary colors pirouetting around the weightless axis. Directly above, mammoths the size of large dogs grazed an emerald-green field. The parkland stretched away to the ring lake and its slosh barrier, three kilometers in diameter, and the huge farms which dominated the inner surface of the habitat. Fields of lentils, wheat, cane fruits, tomatoes, rice, and exotic vegetables for the tables of the citizens, and fields and fields and fields of sugar cane and oilseed rape for the biochemical industry and the yeast tanks.


  Dzu Sho said, “Despite the poor progress of the survey crew, we have what we need, thanks to the work of Dr. Kindred. This is what we will discuss.”


  Margaret glanced at Arn, who shrugged. Opie Kindred’s smile deepened. He said, “My crew has established why there is so much diversity here. The vacuum organisms have invented sex.”


  “We know they have sex,” Arn said. “How else could they evolve?”


  His own crew had shown that the vacuum organisms could exchange genetic material through pilli, microscopic hollow tubes grown between cells or hyphal strands. It was analogous to the way in which genes for antibiotic resistance spread through populations of terrestrial bacteria.


  “I do not mean genetic exchange, but genetic recombination,” Opie Kindred said. “I will explain.”


  The glade filled with flat plates of color as the geneticist conjured charts and diagrams and pictures from his slate. Despite her anger, Margaret quickly immersed herself in the flows of data, racing ahead of Opie Kindred’s clipped explanations.


  It was not normal sexual reproduction. There was no differentiation into male or female, or even into complementary mating strains. Instead, it was mediated by a species which aggressively colonized the thalli of others. Margaret had already seen it many times, but until now she had thought that it was merely a parasite. Instead, as Opie Kindred put it, it was more like a vampire.


  A shuffle of pictures, movies patched from hundreds of hours of material collected by roving proxies. Here was a colony of the black crustose species found all through the explored regions of the Rift. Time speeded up. The crustose colony elongated its ragged perimeter in pulsing spurts. As it grew, it exfoliated microscopic particles. Margaret’s viewpoint spiraled into a close-up of one of the exfoliations, a few cells wrapped in nutrient-storing strands.


  Millions of these little packages floated through the vacuum. If one landed on a host thallus, it injected its genetic payload into the host cells. The view dropped inside one such cell. A complex of carbohydrate and protein strands webbing the interior like intricately packed spiderwebs. Part of the striated cell wall drew apart, and a packet of DNA coated in hydrated globulins and enzymes burst inward. The packet contained the genomes of both the parasite and its previous victim. It latched onto protein strands and crept along on ratcheting microtubule claws until it fused with the cell’s own circlet of DNA.


  The parasite possessed an enzyme which snipped strands of genetic material at random lengths. These recombined, forming chimeric cells which contained genetic information from both sets of victims, with the predator species’ genome embedded among the native genes like an interpenetrating text.


  The process repeated itself in flurries of coiling and uncoiling DNA strands as the chimeric cells replicated. It was a crude, random process. Most contained incomplete or noncomplementary copies of the genomes and were unable to function, or contained so many copies that transcription was halting and imperfect. But a few out of every thousand were viable, and a few of those were more vigorous than either of their parents. They grew from a few cells to a patch, and finally overgrew the parental matrix in which they were embedded. There were pictures which showed every stage of this transformation in a laboratory experiment.


  “This is why I have not shared the information until now,” Opie Kindred said, as the pictures faded around him. “I had to ensure by experimental testing that my theory was correct. Because the procedure is so inefficient, we had to screen thousands of chimeras until we obtained a strain which overgrew its parent.”


  “A very odd and extreme form of reproduction,” Arn said. “The parent dies so that the child might live.”


  Opie Kindred smiled. “It is more interesting than you might suppose.”


  The next sequence showed the same colony, now clearly infected by the parasitic species—leprous black spots mottled its pinkish surface. Again time speeded up. The spots grew larger, merged, shed a cloud of exfoliations.


  “Once the chimera overgrows its parent,” Opie Kindred said, “the genes of the parasite, which have been reproduced in every cell of the thallus, are activated. The host cells are transformed. It is rather like an RNA virus, except that the virus does not merely subvert the protein- and RNA-making machinery of its host cell. It takes over the cell itself. Now the cycle is completed, and the parasite sheds exfoliations that will in turn infect new hosts.


  “Here is the motor of evolution. In some of the infected hosts, the parasitic genome is prevented from expression, and the host becomes resistant to infection. It is a variation of the Red Queen’s race. There is an evolutionary pressure upon the parasite to evolve new infective forms, and then for the hosts to resist them, and so on. Meanwhile, the host species benefit from new genetic combinations which by selection incrementally improve growth. The process is random but continuous, and takes place on a vast scale. I estimate that millions of recombinant cells are produced each hour, although perhaps only one in ten million are viable, and of those only one in a million are significantly more efficient at growth than their parents. But this is more than sufficient to explain the diversity we have mapped in the reef.”


  Arn said, “How long have you known this, Opie?”


  “I communicated my findings to the Star Chamber just this morning,” Opie Kindred said. “The work has been very difficult. My crew has to work under very tight restraints, using Class One containment techniques, as with the old immunodeficiency plagues.”


  “Yah, of course,” Arn said. “We don’t know how the exfoliations might contaminate the ship.”


  “Exactly,” Opie Kindred said. “That is why the reef is dangerous.”


  Margaret bridled at this. She said sharply, “Have you tested how long the exfoliations survive?”


  “There is a large amount of data about bacterial spore survival. Many survive thousands of years in vacuum close to absolute zero. It hardly seems necessary—”


  “You didn’t bother,” Margaret said. “My God, you want to destroy the reef and you have no evidence. You didn’t think.”


  It was the worst of insults in the scientific community. Opie Kindred colored, but before he could reply, Dzu Sho held up a hand, and his employees obediently fell silent.


  “The Star Chamber has voted,” Dzu Sho said. “It is clear that we have all we need. The reef is dangerous, and must be destroyed. Dr. Kindred has suggested a course of action which seems appropriate. We will poison the sulfur-oxidizing cycle and kill the reef.”


  “But we don’t know—”


  “We haven’t found—”


  Margaret and Arn had spoken at once. Both fell silent when Dzu Sho held up a hand again. He said, “We have isolated strains which are commercially useful. Obviously, we can’t use the organisms we have isolated because they contain the parasite within every cell. But we can synthesize useful gene sequences and splice them into current commercial strains of vacuum organism to improve quality.”


  “I must object,” Margaret said. “This is a unique construct. The chances of it evolving again are minimal. We must study it further. We might be able to discover a cure for the parasite.”


  “It is unlikely,” Opie Kindred said. “There is no way to eliminate the parasite from the host cells by gene therapy, because they are hidden within the host chromosome, shuffled in a different pattern in every cell of the trillions of cells that make up the reef. However, it is quite easy to produce a poison that will shut down the sulfur-oxidizing metabolism common to the different kinds of reef organism.”


  “Production has been authorized,” Sho said. “It will take, what did you tell me, Dr. Kindred?”


  “We require a large quantity, given the large biomass of the reef. Ten days at least. No more than fifteen.”


  “We have not studied it properly,” Arn said. “So we cannot yet say what and what is not possible.”


  Margaret agreed, but before she could add her objection, her earpiece trilled, and Srin Kerenyi’s voice said apologetically, “Trouble, boss. You better come at once.”


  The survey suite was in chaos, and there was worse chaos in the Rift. Margaret had to switch proxies three times before she found one she could operate. All around her, proxies were fluttering and jinking, as if caught in strong currents instead of floating in vacuum in virtual free fall.


  This was at the four-thousand-meter level, where the nitrogen-ice walls of the Rift were sparsely patched with faux yellow and pink marblings that followed veins of sulfur and organic contaminants. The taste of the vacuum smog here was strong, like burnt rubber coating Margaret’s lips and tongue.


  As she looked around, a proxy jetted toward her. It overshot and rebounded from a gable of frozen nitrogen, its nozzle jinking back and forth as it tried to stabilize its position.


  “Fuck,” its operator, Kim Nieye, said in Margaret’s ear. “Sorry, boss. I’ve been through five of these, and now I’m losing this one.”


  On the other side of the cleft, a hundred meters away, two specks tumbled end over end, descending at a fair clip toward the depths. Margaret’s vision color-reversed, went black, came back to normal. She said, “How many?”


  “Just about all of them. We’re using proxies that were up in the tablelands, but as soon as we bring them down, they start going screwy too.”


  “Herd some up and get them to the sample pickup point. We’ll need to do dissections.”


  “No problem, boss. Are you okay?”


  Margaret’s proxy had suddenly upended. She couldn’t get its trim back. “I don’t think so,” she said, and then the proxy’s nozzle flared, and with a pulse of gas the proxy shot away into the depths.


  It was a wild ride. The proxy expelled all its gas reserves, accelerating as straight as an arrow. Coralline formations blurred past, and then long stretches of sulfur-eating pavement. The proxy caromed off the narrowing walls and began to tumble madly.


  Margaret had no control. She was a helpless but exhilarated passenger. She passed the place where she had set the relay and continued to fall. The link started to break up. She lost all sense of proprioception, although given the tumbling fall of the proxy, that was a blessing. Then the microwave radar started to go, with swathes of raster washing across the false-color view. Somehow the proxy managed to stabilize itself, so it was falling headfirst toward the unknown regions at the bottom of the Rift. Margaret glimpsed structures swelling from the walls. And then everything went away, and she was back, sweating and nauseous on the couch.


  It was bad. More than ninety-five percent of the proxies had been lost. Most, like Margaret’s, had been lost in the depths. A few, badly damaged by collision, had stranded among the reef colonies, but proxies which tried to retrieve them went out of control too, and were lost. It was clear that some kind of infective process had affected them. Margaret had several dead proxies collected by a sample robot and ordered that the survivors should be regrouped and kept above the deep part of the Rift where the vacuum organisms proliferated. And then she went to her suite in the undercroft and waited for the Star Chamber to call her before them.


  The Star Chamber took away Margaret’s contract, citing failure to perform and possible sedition (that remark in the seminar had been recorded). She was moved from her suite to a utility room in the lower level of the undercroft and put to work in the farms.


  She thought of her parents.


  She had been here before.


  She thought of the reef.


  She couldn’t let it go.


  She would save it if she could.


  Srin Kerenyi kept her up-to-date. The survey crew and its proxies were restricted to the upper level of the reef. Manned teams under Opie Kindred’s control were exploring the depths—he was trusted where Margaret was not—but if they discovered anything, it wasn’t communicated to the other science crews.


  Margaret was working in the melon fields when Arn Nivedta found her. The plants sprawled from hydroponic tubes laid across gravel beds, beneath blazing lamps hung in the axis of the farmlands. It was very hot, and there was a stink of dilute sewage. Little yellow ants swarmed everywhere. Margaret had tucked the ends of her pants into the rolled tops of her shoesocks, and wore a green eyeshade. She was using a fine paintbrush to transfer pollen to the stigma of the melon flowers.


  Arn came bouncing along between the long rows of plants like a pale scarecrow intent on escape. He wore only tight black shorts and a web belt hung with pens, little silvery tools, and a notepad.


  He said, “They must hate you, putting you in a shithole like this.”


  “I have to work, Arn. Work or starve. I don’t mind it. I grew up working the fields.”


  Not strictly true: her parents had been ecosystem designers. But it was how it had ended.


  Arn said cheerfully, “I’m here to rescue you. I can prove it wasn’t your fault.”


  Margaret straightened, one hand on the small of her back where a permanent ache had lodged itself. She said, “Of course it wasn’t my fault. Are you all right?”


  Arn had started to hop about, brushing at one bare long-toed foot and then the other. The ants had found him. His toes curled like fingers. The big toes were opposed. Monkey feet.


  “Ants are having something of a population explosion,” she said. “We’re in the stage between introduction and stabilization here. The cycles will smooth out as the ecosystem matures.”


  Arn brushed at his legs again. His prehensile big toe flicked an ant from the pad of his foot. “They want to incorporate me into the cycle, I think.”


  “We’re all in the cycle, Arn. The plants grow in sewage; we eat the plants.” Margaret saw her supervisor coming toward them through the next field. She said, “We can’t talk here. Meet me in my room after work.”


  Margaret’s new room was barely big enough for a hammock, a locker, and a tiny shower with a toilet pedestal. Its rock walls were unevenly coated with dull green fiber spray. There was a constant noise of pedestrians beyond the oval hatch; the air conditioning allowed in a smell of frying oil and ketones despite the filter trap Margaret had set up. She had stuck an aerial photograph of New York, where she had been born, above the head stay of her hammock, and dozens of glossy printouts of the reef scaled the walls. Apart from the pictures, a few clothes in the closet, and the spider plant under the purple grolite, the room was quite anonymous.


  She had spent most of her life in rooms like this. She could pack in five minutes, ready to move on to the next job.


  “This place is probably bugged,” Arn said. He sat with his back to the door, sipping schnapps from a silvery flask and looking at the overlapping panoramas of the reef.


  Margaret sat on the edge of her hammock. She was nervous and excited. She said, “Everywhere is bugged. I want them to hear that I’m not guilty. Tell me what you know.”


  Arn looked at her. “I examined the proxies you sent back. I wasn’t quite sure what I was looking for, but it was surprisingly easy to spot.”


  “An infection,” Margaret said.


  “Yah, a very specific infection. We concentrated on the nervous system, given the etiology. In the brain we found lesions, always in the same area.


  Margaret examined the three-dimensional color-enhanced tomographic scan Arn had brought. The lesions were little black bubbles in the underside of the unfolded cerebellum, just in front of the optic node.


  “The same in all of them,” Arn said. “We took samples, extracted DNA, and sequenced it.” A grid of thousands of colored dots, then another superimposed over it. All the dots lined up.


  “A match to Opie’s parasite,” Margaret guessed.


  Arn grinned. He had a nice smile. It made him look like an enthusiastic boy. “We tried that first, of course. Got a match, then went through the library of reef organisms, and got partial matches. Opie’s parasite has its fingerprints in the DNA of everything in the reef, but this”—he jabbed a long finger through the projection—“is the pure quill. Just an unlucky accident that it lodges in the brain at this particular place and produces the behavior you saw.”


  “Perhaps it isn’t a random change,” Margaret said. “Perhaps the reef has a use for the proxies.”


  “Teleology,” Arn said. “Don’t let Opie hear that thought. He’d use it against you. This is evolution. It isn’t directed by anything other than natural selection. There is no designer, no watchmaker. Not after the AI crashed, anyway, and it only pushed the ecosystem toward more efficient sulfur oxidation. There’s more, Margaret. I’ve been doing some experiments on the side. Exposing aluminum foil sheets in orbit around Enki. There are exfoliations everywhere.”


  “Then Opie is right.”


  “No, no. All the exfoliations I found were nonviable. I did more experiments. The exfoliations are metabolically active when released, unlike bacterial spores. And they have no protective wall. No reason for them to have one, yah? They live only for a few minutes. Either they land on a new host or they don’t. Solar radiation easily tears them apart. You can kill them with a picowatt ultraviolet laser. Contamination isn’t a problem.”


  “And it can’t infect us,” Margaret said. “Vacuum organisms and proxies have the same DNA code as us, the same as everything from Earth, for that matter, but it’s written in artificial nucleotide bases. The reef isn’t dangerous at all, Arn.”


  “Yah, but in theory it could infect every vacuum organism ever designed. The only way around it would be to change the base structure of vacuum organism DNA—how much would that cost?”


  “I know about contamination, Arn. The mold that wrecked the biome designed by my parents came in with someone or something. Maybe on clothing, or skin, or in the gut, or in some trade goods. It grew on anything with a cellulose cell wall. Every plant was infected. The fields were covered with huge sheets of gray mold; the air was full of spores. It didn’t infect people, but more than a hundred died from massive allergic reactions and respiratory failure. They had to vent the atmosphere in the end. And my parents couldn’t find work after that.”


  Arn said gently, “That is the way. We live by our reputations. It’s hard when something goes wrong.”


  Margaret ignored this. She said, “The reef is a resource, not a danger. You’re looking at it the wrong way, like Opie Kindred. We need diversity. Our biospheres have to be complicated because simple systems are prone to invasion and disruption, but even so, they aren’t one-hundredth as complicated as those on Earth. If my parents’ biome had been more diverse, the mold couldn’t have found a foothold.”


  “There are some things I could do without.” Arn scratched his left ankle with the toes of his right foot. “Like those ants.”


  “Well, we don’t know if we need the ants specifically, but we need variety, and they contribute to it. They help aerate the soil, to begin with, which encourages stratification and diversity of soil organisms. There are a million different kinds of microbe in a gram of soil from a forest on Earth; we have to make do with less than a thousand. We don’t have one-tenth that number of useful vacuum organisms, and most are grown in monoculture, which is the most vulnerable ecosystem of all. That was the cause of the crash of the green revolution on Earth in the twenty-first century. But there are hundreds of different species in the reef. Wild species, Arn. You could seed a planetoid with them and go harvest it a year later. The citizens don’t go outside because they have their parklands, their palaces, their virtualities. They’ve forgotten that the outer system isn’t just the habitats. There are millions of small planetoids in the Kuiper Belt. Anyone with a dome and the reef vacuum organisms could homestead one.”


  She had been thinking about this while working out in the fields. The Star Chamber had given her plenty of time to think.


  Arn shook his head. “They all have the parasite lurking in them. Any species from the reef can turn into it. Perhaps even the proxies.”


  “We don’t know enough,” Margaret said. “I saw things in the bottom of the Rift, before I lost contact with the proxy. Big structures. And there’s the anomalous temperature gradient, too. The seat of change must be down there, Arn. The parasite could be useful, if we can master it. The viruses which caused the immunodeficiency plagues are used for gene therapy now. Opie Kindred has been down there. He’s suppressing what he has found.”


  “Yah, well, it does not much matter. They have completed synthesis of the metabolic inhibitor. I’m friendly with the organics chief. They diverted most of the refinery to it.” Arn took out his slate. “He showed me how they have set it up. That is what they have been doing down in the Rift. Not exploring.”


  “Then we have to do something now.”


  “It is too late, Margaret.”


  “I want to call a meeting, Arn. I have a proposal.”


  Most of the science crews came. Opie Kindred’s crew was a notable exception; Arn said that it gave him a bad feeling.


  “They could be setting us up,” he told Margaret.


  “I know they’re listening. That’s good. I want it in the open. If you’re worried about getting hurt, you can always leave.”


  “I came because I wanted to. Like everyone else here. We’re all scientists. We all want the truth known.” Arn looked at her. He smiled. “You want more than that, I think.”


  “I fight my own fights.” All around people were watching. Margaret added, “Let’s get this thing started.”


  Arn called the meeting to order and gave a brief presentation about his research into survival of the exfoliations before throwing the matter open to the meeting. Nearly everyone had an opinion. Microphones hovered in the room, and at times three or four people were shouting at one another. Margaret let them work off their frustration. Some simply wanted to register a protest; a small but significant minority were worried about losing their bonuses or even all of their pay.


  “Better that than our credibility,” one of Orly Higgins’s techs said. “That’s what we live by. None of us will work again if we allow the Ganapati to become a plague ship.”


  Yells of approval, whistles.


  Margaret waited until the noise had died down, then got to her feet She was in the center of the horseshoe of seats, and everyone turned to watch, more than a hundred people. Their gaze fell upon her like sunlight; it strengthened her. A microphone floated down in front of her face.


  “Arn has shown that contamination isn’t an issue,” Margaret said. “The issue is that the Star Chamber want to destroy the reef because they want to exploit what they’ve found and stop anyone else using it. I’m against that, all the way. I’m not gengeneered. Microgravity is not my natural habitat. I have to take a dozen different drugs to prevent reabsorption of calcium from my bone, collapse of my circulatory system, fluid retention, all the bad stuff microgravity does to unedited Earth stock. I’m not allowed to have children here, because they would be as crippled as me. Despite that, my home is here. Like all of you, I would like to have the benefits of being a citizen, to live in the parklands and eat real food. But there aren’t enough parklands for everyone, because the citizens who own the habitats control production of fixed carbon. The vacuum organisms we have found could change that. The reef may be a source of plague, or it may be a source of unlimited organics. We don’t know. What we do know is that the reef is unique and we haven’t finished exploring it. If the Star Chamber destroys it, we may never know what’s out there.”


  Cheers at this. Several people rose to make points, but Margaret wouldn’t give way. She wanted to finish.


  “Opie Kindred has been running missions to the bottom of the Rift, but he hasn’t been sharing what he’s found there. Perhaps he no longer thinks that he’s one of us. He’ll trade his scientific reputation for citizenship,” Margaret said, “but that isn’t our way, is it?”


  “NO!” the crowd roared.


  And the White Mice invaded the room.


  Sharp cracks, white smoke, screams. The White Mice had long flexible sticks weighted at one end. They went at the crowd like farmers threshing corn. Margaret was separated from Arn by a wedge of panicking people. Two techs got hold of her and steered her out of the room, down a corridor filling with smoke. Arn loomed out of it, clutching his slate to his chest.


  “They’re getting ready to set off the poison,” he said as they ran in long loping strides.


  “Then I’m going now,” Margaret said.


  Down a drop pole onto a corridor lined with shops. People were smashing windows. No one looked at them as they ran through the riot. They turned a corner, the sounds of shouts and breaking glass fading. Margaret was breathing hard. Her eyes were smarting, her nose running.


  “They might kill you,” Arn said. He grasped her arm. “I can’t let you go, Margaret.”


  She shook herself free. Arn tried to grab her again. He was taller, but she was stronger. She stepped inside his reach and jumped up and popped him on the nose with the flat of her hand.


  He sat down, blowing bubbles of blood from his nostrils, blinking up at her with surprised, tear-filled eyes.


  She snatched up his slate. “I’m sorry, Arn,” she said. “This is my only chance. I might not find anything, but I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t try.”


  Margaret was five hundred kilometers out from the habitat when the radio beeped. “Ignore it,” she told her pressure suit. She was sure that she knew who was trying to contact her, and she had nothing to say to him.


  This far out, the sun was merely the brightest star in the sky. Behind and above Margaret, the dim elongated crescent of the Ganapati hung before the sweep of the Milky Way. Ahead, below the little transit platform’s motor, Enki was growing against a glittering starscape, a lumpy potato with a big notch at the widest point.


  The little moonlet was rising over the notch, a swiftly moving fleck of light. For a moment, Margaret had the irrational fear that she would collide with it, but the transit platform’s navigational display showed her that she would fall above and behind it. Falling past a moon! She couldn’t help smiling at the thought.


  “Priority override,” her pressure suit said. Its voice was a reassuring contralto Margaret knew as well as her mother’s.


  “Ignore it,” Margaret said again.


  “Sorry, Maggie. You know I can’t do that.”


  “Quite correct,” another voice said.


  Margaret identified him a moment before the suit helpfully printed his name across the helmet’s visor. Dzu Sho.


  “Turn back right now,” Sho said. “We can take you out with the spectrographic laser if we have to.”


  “You wouldn’t dare,” she said.


  “I do not believe anyone would mourn you,” Sho said unctuously. “Leaving Ganapati was an act of sedition, and we’re entitled to defend ourselves.”


  Margaret laughed. It was just the kind of silly, sententious, self-important nonsense that Sho was fond of spouting.


  “I am entirely serious,” Sho said.


  Enki had rotated to show that the notch was the beginning of a groove. The groove elongated as the worldlet rotated farther. Tigris Rift. Its edges ramified in complex fractal branchings.


  “I’m going where the proxies fell,” Margaret said. “I’m still working for you.”


  “You sabotaged the proxies. That’s why they couldn’t fully penetrate the Rift.”


  “That’s why I’m going—”


  “Excuse me,” the suit said, “but I register a small energy flux.”


  “Just a tickle from the ranging sight,” Sho said. “Turn back now, Dr. Wu.”


  “I intend to come back.”


  It was a struggle to stay calm. Margaret thought that Sho’s threat was no more than empty air. She was certain that he couldn’t override the laser’s Al, which would not allow it to be used against human targets. And even if he could, he wouldn’t dare kill her in full view of the science crews. Sho was bluffing. He had to be.


  The radio silence stretched. Then Sho said, “You’re planning to commit a final act of sabotage. Don’t think you can get away with it. I’m sending someone after you.”


  So it had been a bluff. Relief poured through her. Anyone chasing her would be using the same kind of transit platform. She had at least thirty minutes’ head start.


  Another voice said, “Don’t think this will make you a hero.”


  Opie Kindred. Of course. The man never could delegate. He was on the same trajectory, several hundred kilometers behind but gaining slowly.


  “Tell me what you found,” she said. “Then we can finish this race before it begins.”


  Opie Kindred switched off his radio.


  “If you had not brought along all this gear,” her suit grumbled, “we could outdistance him.”


  “I think we’ll need it soon. We’ll just have to be smarter than him.”


  Margaret studied the schematics of the poison-spraying mechanism—it was beautifully simple, but vulnerable—while Tigris Rift swelled beneath her, a jumble of knife-edge chevron ridges. Enki was so small and the Rift so wide that the walls had fallen beneath the horizon. She was steering toward the Rift’s center when the suit apologized and said that there was another priority override.


  It was the Ganapati’s lawyer. She warned Margaret that this was being entered into sealed court records, and then formally revoked her contract and read a complaint about her seditious conduct.


  “You’re a contracted worker just like me,” Margaret said. “We take orders, but we have a code of professional ethics, too. For the record, that’s why I’m here. The reef is a unique organism. I cannot allow it to be destroyed.”


  Dzu Sho came onto the channel and said, “Off the record, don’t think about being picked up.”


  The lawyer switched channels. “He does not mean it,” she said. “He would be in violation of the distress statutes.” Pause. “Good luck, Dr. Wu.”


  Then there was only the carrier wave.


  Margaret wished this made her feel better. Plenty of contract workers who went against the wishes of their employers had been disappeared, or killed in industrial accidents. The fire of the mass meeting had evaporated long before the suit had assembled itself around her, and now she felt colder and lonelier than ever.


  She fell, the platform shuddering now and then as it adjusted its trim. Opie Kindred’s platform was a bright spark moving sideways across the drifts of stars above. Directly below was a vast flow of nitrogen ice with a black river winding through it. The center of the Rift, a cleft two kilometers long and fifty kilometers deep. The reef.


  She fell toward it.


  She had left the radio channel open. Suddenly, Opie Kindred said, “Stop now and it will be over.”


  “Tell me what you know.”


  No answer.


  She said, “You don’t have to follow me, Opie. This is my risk. I don’t ask you to share it.”


  “You won’t take this away from me.”


  “Is citizenship really worth this, Opie?”


  No reply.


  The suit’s proximity alarms began to ping and beep. She turned them off one by one, and told the suit to be quiet when it complained.


  “I am only trying to help,” it said. “You should reduce your velocity. The target is very narrow.”


  “I’ve been here before,” Margaret said.


  But only by proxy. The ice field rushed up at her. Its smooth flows humped over one another, pitted everywhere with tiny craters. She glimpsed black splashes where vacuum organisms had colonized a stress ridge. Then an edge flashed past; walls unraveled on either side.


  She was in the reef.


  The vacuum organisms were everywhere: flat plates jutting from the walls; vases and delicate fans and fretworks; huge blotches smooth as ice or dissected by cracks. In the light cast by the platform’s lamps, they did not possess the vibrant primary colors of the proxy link, but were every shade of gray and black, streaked here and there with muddy reds. Complex fans ramified far back inside the milky nitrogen ice, following veins of carbonaceous compounds.


  Far above, stars were framed by the edges of the cleft. One star was falling toward her: Opie Kindred. Margaret switched on the suit’s radar, and immediately it began to ping. The suit shouted a warning, but before Margaret could look around, the pings dopplered together.


  Proxies.


  They shot up toward her, tentacles writhing from the black, streamlined helmets of their mantles. Most of them missed, jagging erratically as they squirted bursts of hydrogen to kill their velocity. Two collided in a slow flurry of tentacles.


  Margaret laughed. None of her crew would fight against her, and Sho was relying upon inexperienced operators.


  The biggest proxy, three meters long, swooped past. The crystalline gleam of its sensor array reflected the lights of the platform. It decelerated, spun on its axis, and dove back toward her.


  Margaret barely had time to pull out the weapon she had brought with her. It was a welding pistol, rigged on a long rod with a yoked wire around the trigger. She thrust it up like the torch of the Statue of Liberty just before the proxy struck her.


  The suit’s gauntlet, arm, and shoulder piece stiffened under the heavy impact, saving Margaret from broken bones, but the collision knocked the transit platform sideways. It plunged through reef growths. Like glass, they had tremendous rigidity but very little lateral strength. Rigid fans and lattices broke away, peppering Margaret and the proxy with shards. It was like falling through a series of chandeliers.


  Margaret couldn’t close her fingers in the stiffened gauntlet. She stood tethered to the platform with her arm and the rod raised straight up and the black proxy wrapped around them. The proxy’s tentacles lashed her visor with slow, purposeful slaps.


  Margaret knew that it would only take a few moments before the tentacles’ carbon-fiber proteins could unlink; then they would be able to reach the life-support pack on her back.


  She shouted at the suit, ordering it to relax the gauntlet’s fingers. The proxy was contracting around her rigid arm as it stretched toward the life-support pack. When the gauntlet relaxed, the pressure snapped her fingers closed. Her forefinger popped free of the knuckle. She yelled with pain. And the wire rigged to the welding pistol’s trigger pulled taut.


  Inside the proxy’s mantle, a focused beam of electrons boiled off the pistol’s filament. The pistol, designed to work only in high vacuum, began to arc almost immediately, but the electron beam had already heated the integument and muscle of the proxy to more than 400°C. Vapor expanded explosively. The proxy shot away, propelled by the gases of its own dissolution.


  Opie was still gaining on her. Gritting her teeth against the pain of her dislocated finger, Margaret dumped the broken welding gear. It only slowly floated away above her, for it still had the same velocity as she did.


  A proxy swirled in beside her with shocking suddenness. For a moment, she gazed into its faceted sensor array, and then dots of luminescence skittered across its smooth black mantle, forming letters.


  Much luck, boss. SK.


  Srin Kerenyi. Margaret waved with her good hand. The proxy scooted away, rising at a shallow angle toward Opie’s descending star.


  A few seconds later, the cleft filled with the unmistakable flash of laser light.


  The radar trace of Srin’s proxy disappeared.


  Shit. Opie Kindred was armed. If he got close enough, he could kill her.


  Margaret risked a quick burn of the transit platform’s motor to increase her rate of fall. It roared at her back for twenty seconds; when it cut out, her pressure suit warned her that she had insufficient fuel for full deceleration.


  “I know what I’m doing,” Margaret told it.


  The complex forms of the reef dwindled past. Then there were only huge patches of black staining the nitrogen-ice walls. Margaret passed her previous record depth, and still she fell. It was like free fall; the negligible gravity of Enki did not cause any appreciable acceleration.


  Opie Kindred gained on her by increments.


  In vacuum, the lights of the transit platform threw abrupt pools of light onto the endlessly unraveling walls. Slowly, the pools of light elongated into glowing tunnels filled with sparkling motes. The exfoliations and gases and organic molecules were growing denser. And, impossibly, the temperature was rising, one degree with every five hundred meters. Far below, between the narrowing perspective of the walls, structures were beginning to resolve from the blackness.


  The suit reminded her that she should begin the platform’s deceleration burn. Margaret checked Opie’s velocity and said she would wait.


  “I have no desire to end as a crumpled tube filled with strawberry jam,” the suit said. It projected a countdown on her visor and refused to switch it off.


  Margaret kept one eye on Opie’s velocity, the other on the blur of reducing numbers. The numbers passed zero. The suit screamed obscenities in her ears, but she waited a beat more before firing the platform’s motor.


  The platform slammed into her boots. Sharp pain in her ankles and knees. The suit stiffened as the harness dug into her shoulders and waist.


  Opie Kindred’s platform flashed past. He had waited until after she had decelerated before making his move. Margaret slapped the release buckle of the platform’s harness and fired the piton gun into the nitrogen-ice wall. It was enough to slow her so that she could catch hold of a crevice and swing up into it. Her dislocated finger hurt like hell.


  The temperature was a stifling eighty-seven degrees above absolute zero. The atmospheric pressure was just registering—a mix of hydrogen and carbon monoxide and hydrogen sulfide. Barely enough in the whole of the bottom of the cleft to pack into a small box at the pressure of Earth’s atmosphere at sea level, but the rate of production must be tremendous to compensate for loss by diffusion into the colder vacuum above.


  Margaret leaned out of the crevice. Below, it widened into a chimney between humped pressure flows of nitrogen ice sloping down to the floor of the cleft. The slopes and the floor were packed with a wild proliferation of growths, the familiar vases and sheets and laces, and other things, too. Great branching structures like crystal trees. Plates raised on stout stalks. Laminar tiers of plates. Tangles of black wire, hundreds of meters in diameter.


  There was no sign of Opie Kindred, but tethered above the growths were the balloons of his spraying mechanism. Each was a dozen meters across, crinkled, flaccid. They were fifty degrees hotter than their surroundings, would have to be hotter still before the metabolic inhibitor was completely volatized inside them. When that happened, small explosive devices would puncture them, and the metabolic inhibitor would be sucked into the vacuum of the cleft like smoke up a chimney.


  Margaret consulted the plans and started to drop down the crevice, light as a dream, steering herself with the fingers of her left hand. The switching relays which controlled the balloons’ heaters were manually controlled because of telemetry interference from the reef’s vacuum smog and the broad-band electromagnetic resonance. The crash shelter where they were located was about two kilometers away, a slab of orange foamed plastic in the center of a desolation of abandoned equipment and broken and half-melted vacuum organism colonies.


  The crevice widened. Margaret landed between drifts of what looked like giant soap bubbles that grew at its bottom.


  And Opie Kindred’s platform rose up between two of the half-inflated balloons.


  Margaret dropped onto her belly behind a line of giant bubbles that grew along a smooth ridge of ice. She opened a radio channel. It was filled with a wash of static and a wailing modulation, but through the noise she heard Opie’s voice faintly calling her name. She ignored it.


  He was a hundred meters away and more or less at her level, turning in a slow circle. He couldn’t locate her amid the radio noise, and the ambient temperature was higher than the skin of her pressure suit, so she had no infrared image.


  She began to crawl along the smooth ridge. The walls of the bubbles were whitely opaque, but she could see shapes curled within them. Like embryos inside eggs.


  “Everything is ready, Margaret,” Opie Kindred’s voice said in her helmet. “I’m going to find you, and then I’m going to sterilize this place. There are things here you know nothing about. Horribly dangerous things. Who are you working for? Tell me that, and I’ll let you live.”


  A thread of red light waved out from the platform and a chunk of nitrogen ice cracked off explosively. Margaret felt it through the tips of her gloves.


  “I can cut my way through to you,” Opie Kindred said, “wherever you are hiding.”


  Margaret watched the platform slowly revolve. Tried to guess if she could reach the shelter while he was looking the other way. At the least she would get a good start. All she had to do was bound down the slope between the thickets of vacuum organisms and cross a kilometer of bare, crinkled nitrogen ice without being fried by Opie’s laser. Still crouching, she lifted onto the tips of her fingers and toes, like a sprinter on the block. He was turning, turning. She took three deep breaths to clear her head—


  —and something crashed into the ice cliff high above! It spun out in a spray of shards, hit the slope below, and spun through toppling clusters of tall black chimneys. For a moment, Margaret was paralyzed with astonishment. Then she remembered the welding gear. It had finally caught up with her.


  Opie Kindred’s platform slewed around and a red thread waved across the face of the cliff. A slab of ice thundered outward. Margaret bounded away, taking giant leaps and trying to look behind her at the same time.


  The slab spun on its axis, shedding huge shards, and smashed into the cluster of the bubbles where she had been crouching. The ice shook like a living thing under her feet and threw her head over heels.


  She stopped herself by firing the piton gun. She was on her back, looking up at the slope. High above, the bubbles were venting a dense mix of gas and oily organics. Margaret glimpsed black shapes flying away. Some smashed into the walls and stuck there, but many more vanished upward among wreaths of thinning fog.


  A chain reaction had started. Bubbles were bursting open up and down the length of the cleft.


  A cluster exploded under Opie Kindred’s platform and he vanished in an outpouring of shapes. The crevice shook. Nitrogen ice boiled into a dense fog. A wind got up for a few minutes. Margaret clung to the piton until it was over.


  Opie Kindred had drifted down less than a hundred meters away. The visor of his helmet had been smashed by one of the black things. It was slim, with a hard, shiny exoskeleton. The broken bodies of others jostled among smashed vacuum organism colonies, glistening like beetles in the light of Margaret’s suit. They were like tiny, tentacleless proxies, their swollen mantles cased in something like keratin. Some had split open, revealing ridged reaction chambers and complex matrices of black threads.


  “Gametes,” Margaret said, seized by a sudden wild intuition. “Little rocketships full of DNA.”


  The suit asked if she was all right.


  She giggled. “The parasite turns everything into its own self. Even proxies!”


  “I believe that I have located Dr. Kindred’s platform,” the suit said. “I suggest that you refrain from vigorous exercise, Maggie. Your oxygen supply is limited. What are you doing?”


  She was heading toward the crash shelter. “I’m going to switch off the balloon heaters. They won’t be needed.”


  After she shut down the heaters, Margaret insisted on hauling one of the dead creatures onto the transit platform. She shot up between the walls of the cleft, and at last rose into the range of the relay transmitters. Her radio came alive, a dozen channels blinking for attention. Arn was on one, and she told him what had happened.


  “Sho wanted to light out of here,” Arn said, “but stronger heads prevailed. Come home, Margaret.”


  “Did you see them? Did you, Arn?”


  “Some hit the Ganapati.” He laughed. “Even the Star Chamber can’t deny what happened.”


  She rose up above the ice fields and continued to rise until the curve of the worldlet’s horizon became visible, and then the walls of Tigris Rift. The Ganapati was a faint star bracketed between them. She called up deep radar, and saw, beyond the Ganapati’s strong signal, thousands of faint traces falling away into deep space.


  A random scatter of genetic packages. How many would survive to strike new worldlets and give rise to new reefs?


  Enough, she thought. The reef evolved in radical jumps. She had just witnessed its next revolution.


  Given time, it would fill the Kuiper Belt.


  The Rift
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  1. Ron Vignone


  He was standing at the very edge of the Rift, bare chested in only shorts and hiking boots, kicking loose rocks down the steep slope. They clattered away, gaining speed as they rolled, beginning to bounce, bounding along until hitting a snag or outcrop and sailing out into the air, dwindling until they smashed into ledges or dry slopes of scrub far below, and Ron turned and looked at Ty Brown’s video camera and yelled, “Virgin no more!” and danced along the edge and kicked down more rocks, feeling terrifically keyed up, the way he always did before a climb, like the anticipation of sex. He was slim and wiry, sweat glittering in the black hair which matted his chest, in the beard he’d started growing in the week it had taken them to get here, by light plane, by boat up a wide tributary of the Amazon, finally by helicopter from a loggers’ camp.


  The deep, narrow Rift stretched away for miles in either direction, the bluffs of its western edge overhung by forest, slopes and terraces and cliffs dropping away toward the perpetual mists which hid its bottom. There were plenty of loose rocks along the rim-slope, dangerous to anyone climbing below them, and it took most of the day to get it clear and safe so they could think of beginning the first pitch. Ron and a couple of the other climbers wanted to do it right then, even though the light was going, but the Old Man, Ralph Read, said no, they had plenty of time to do this right. He made a little speech about the Rift, saying that it was one of the last wildernesses, speaking to Ty Brown’s camera with the sun going down in glory over the Serra Parima mountains.


  Ron, who was really looking forward to penetrating this baby all the way to the bottom, told Matt Johnson in disgust, “The Old Man’s just realized he’s too old for this, I reckon. He fucked up on the first expedition, and he’s lost his nerve. We’ll be carrying him down.”


  Matt, who spared a word only when he really had to, so that most days you thought he’d been struck dumb, just shrugged.


  They camped out on bare rimrock, with the two helicopters tied down against wind which started to pick up after sunset, tents and piles of supplies and rope bags scattered on the stony ground and Coleman lanterns hissing out white glare here and there. It was the last time they would all be together.


  In the middle of the night, Ron woke with a full bladder and moonlight shining through the fabric of the tent he shared with Matt Johnson. He went out and crabbed up a knob of rock that overhung the edge of the Rift. Far out and far below, the mist glowed faintly in the moonlight, looking like radioactive milk. Ron pissed into the void, and saw as he picked his way back to his tent that the science-geek woman, the botanist, was watching him from the open flap of her tent. He grinned to himself. Maybe she’d loosen up before the trip was over.


  The next day didn’t start well: more rock kicking after the first easy pitch had been made, hard sweaty work crabbing along the sixty degree slope with the sun burning down and a hot wind blowing up from the Rift, while Barry Lowe and the Danes worked out the route. The Old Man had determined that the Danes would set the pace; the others would set up a relay for bringing down the supplies. And that was the way it went for the next three days as they descended into the Rift—the Danes forging ahead while Ron and the others worked like slaves moving supplies down to each new base camp, following pitches the Danes had made. The Old Man stayed up at the rim, keeping in radio contact with his number two, Barry Lowe; Ty Brown spent most of his time with the Danes, because that was where the action was, coming back up to the supply team’s base camp each night breathless and elated.


  The Danes were moving fast, Ron had to give them that, but they were using up rope, pitons and rock bolts at a terrific rate and outstripping all efforts to keep up with them. Even the two science geeks started to complain. On the third night, Amy Burton got on the radio and, with Ty Brown filming her, told the Old Man that she couldn’t do any work because she was too busy humping supplies.


  They were camped on a wide dry ledge more than a mile into the Rift, having spent most of the day following traverses that zigzagged down a huge bluff, and then sliding down steep smooth chutes where temporary rivers of floodwater poured down into the Rift during the rainy season. The bluff loomed above, blocking out half the sky; below, a forested forty-degree slope stretched away to its own edge.


  “You told him right,” Ron said to Amy Burton afterward, as they all sat around the campfire. “Everyone should get their turn.”


  Burton pushed a lock of lank blond hair from her eyes. A stout, sunburnt woman in khaki shorts and a T-shirt and hiking boots. Like everyone else she smelt strongly of sweat and woodsmoke. She said wearily, “He got money from the UN because he claimed this was a potential world heritage park, but all I can do is sight surveys while I’m working as a Sherpa.”


  “Maybe I can help,” Ron said, thinking of an assignation off in the bush. A couple of the guys were staring at him, and he gave them the finger surreptitiously, then saw, shit, that Ty Brown was filming, and Barry Lowe was watching him too.


  “We’re all caught up in this mad scramble,” Amy Burton said. “Like the most important thing is to get to the bottom.”


  “Well,” Ron said, turning his head to give the camera his best profile, “that’s the point, isn’t it? This is about the last place we can go without finding someone else’s camp litter. Don’t you think that’s important?”


  He was trying to be reasonable, but she stared at him with disgust. She said, “Maybe there should be places where no one ever goes.”


  Ron said, needled, “Then what’s the point of them?”


  “Because,” she said, “what happens when everything’s used up?”


  Barry Lowe chipped in then, with bullshit about how much the scientific work was appreciated and how time would certainly be found for it once routes had been opened up, speaking for the record, and Alex Wilson, the TV guy who was looking for some kind of extinct sloth, said he certainly hoped so or else the expedition was a pointless show of macho bravado. It became a fierce argument, with Ty Brown’s camera capturing everything. Ron, sidelined and silent, felt anger tighten in his chest, kinking like a twisted rope until he could hardly breathe, and he got up and walked away to the far end of the ledge. This wasn’t what he had signed up for, carrying supplies and nursemaiding a couple of science geeks, and as they all hiked along a narrow trail through the steep little forest the next day he tried to tell Lowe that, tried to explain that he wanted some of what the Danes were getting, the pure stuff of establishing new routes. Lowe told him that his turn would come, but Ron knew now that the Rift was fucked forever in his head, and that some kind of payback was due.


  2. Ty Brown


  He was exhausted every moment of the day, but exhilarated too, because he knew that he was getting something good here, a real drama unfolding in front of his lens. The expedition was slowly pulling itself apart. The Danes were moving too fast and the rest could barely keep up with them, and now Barry Lowe was worried that the rope would run out; none of the routes were as straightforward as the limited aerial surveys had suggested, making it necessary to establish many traverse pitches. Lowe had pleaded with Read over the radio to have more rope flown in, but Read wanted to press on because the rainy season was drawing near and he knew from the bitter experience of his first failed expedition that the Rift would be unclimbable then. And because the secret of the Rift was out, someone else, probably the Brazilian Army, would want to have a go next year. Meanwhile, the other climbers resented the fact that the Danes were the advance party and they did nothing but resupply, the two scientists resented the fact that they had had to virtually give up their work and pitch in to help, and the Old Man, Ralph Read, the grizzled charismatic climber who’d conquered every famous peak in the world, was reduced to an impotent god lost somewhere above, trying to run things through a bad radio link.


  Communication was getting worse as they descended, the granite walls bouncing signals or simply swallowing them; no one knew what was below the perpetual mists because radar was bounced around the same way. The best guess was that the Rift was more than four miles deep. It had been completely unknown until Read had discovered it five years ago, although there were rumors of an expedition to this area a hundred years before, and the Indians who had lived in the forests below the massif before logging had displaced them told stories of the monsters which lived there.


  Ty had always thought that there wasn’t much chance of getting an undiscovered beast on tape, although that was how he had got the commission; he was supposed to be filming Alex Wilson’s search for giant sloths, and had hours of material of the crypto-zoologist talking to Indians, examining tufts of greenish hair they produced, squatting with them to examine animal tracks, or staring meaningfully into the darkness beneath the giant forest trees. But now things were definitely taking on a human angle, which was what audiences loved. Finding some animal previously thought extinct was a two-day thrill, but human conflict was an eternal story.


  Ty had cut his teeth as a second unit cameraman on nature documentaries. He’d spent more than a decade camping out in remote areas, spending days waiting to get just the right thirty-second shot of a bower bird’s mating display or a baboon caught by a leopard (that one, filmed on the fly and shaky as hell, had won an award). He’d started up his own company, accumulating library shots and filler work for films that would go out on National Geographic or PBS to decreasingly small audiences, but he knew it wouldn’t last. Most people lived in cities; the only animals they saw in real life were roaches and pigeons (someone had won an award a couple of years ago with a documentary on urban pigeons; there was a joke in the trade that soon vermin would be the only species left to film). Nature documentaries were wallpaper, something to pass the time before the ball game started. And it was getting harder to find an animal species which hadn’t already been filmed and which was sexy enough to get some attention. There had been three documentaries last year about the last remaining Galapagos tortoise, for Christ’s sake.


  But now he’d lucked out: His first real independent feature, which had started out as a pretty straightforward quest-for-a-living-fossil twenty-three minute filler, was turning into something different. Just as well, because so far there had been no trace of any animals at all in the Rift, and it was just too big, too inhuman in scale, to film properly. You could descend all day, and when you looked back all you’d see was the last fifty meters of overhang you’d abseiled down, hiding the bluff you’d spent most of the day traversing and the forest above that you’d spent the previous day hiking through. Right now, for instance, he was following Barry Lowe and one of the climbers, a vain little Brooklyn Italian, through a stunted forest which wasn’t much different from the understorey growth at the edge of what remained of the true forest, and you couldn’t see that this was clinging to the side of a huge cliff because the skinny little trees were packed too closely together. He’d have to get some aerial shots afterwards, but it wasn’t the Rift that mattered anyway.


  They were carrying a load of rope and following some kind of animal track which had been enlarged by the Danes (who weren’t Danish) and marked here and there with red paint sprayed on a boulder or a tree bole; the rest of the party had returned to the previous base camp, to retrieve more supplies. It was mid-morning, the sun beginning to break through the canopy. They’d been descending for more than two hours when at last they came out of the edge of the forest. They abseiled a smooth dry chute to another ledge, then abseiled again, this time down a vertical cliff to more stunted forest, taking a lot of time to get all the rope bags down. And then they hiked for an hour through the forest to where the Danes had made camp yesterday afternoon, by a boulder field and a series of pools; Ty had taken some good footage of Kerry Dane unselfconsciously swimming in her underwear in the biggest pool.


  But the Danes weren’t there, although they had told Ty they’d wait.


  The climber, Ron Vignone, dumped the three big blue nylon bags of rope in disgust and flopped back on them and stared up at the sky; Lowe switched on his radio and tried to contact the Danes. He got through after a couple of minutes of switching channels, but had scarcely established contact when the radio squealed and went dead. He couldn’t get through to Read or to the supply team either, although he tried every one of the channels, and at last said they’d rest up and unpacked his Coleman stove and brewed some tea. He was big and blond, a strong, capable climber, affable in a baffled, English way and not too bright, very much Read’s right-hand man. He was drenched in sweat, and his face was badly sunburnt despite the fluorescent orange sunblock he had smeared over his nose and cheeks. He thought it might be best to wait until the rest of the party brought down the supplies, and then press on and catch up with the Danes the next day, but Ron Vignone said they would have gotten even farther ahead by then.


  “Well,” Lowe said, “they’ll have to stop sometime. They’ll run out of rope.”


  “Yeah,” Vignone said angrily, “and then they’ll start free-climbing and where’ll we be? They’ll run off with this fucking expedition if someone doesn’t do something. I’ll tell Read that if you haven’t got the balls.”


  “The Old Man knows about it,” Lowe said. He was trying to calm Vignone down, but his bland affability only riled the climber more.


  The two men tossed it back and forth for a few more minutes, with Ty filming. Lowe tried the radio again, but succeeded only in running down his batteries. So they decided to go on while it was still light, and picked up the baggage and went on down through the boulder field, following the red splotches the Danes had helpfully sprayed here and there.


  Half an hour into this, they saw the bird.


  They were following a trail between two stands of forest towards a drop-off half a mile ahead. The bird flew straight across their path, so low that Vignone, who had the lead, threw himself flat. Ty managed to swing his camera on it: vaguely pigeon-shaped but bigger than a pigeon, dusty black plumage and a naked red head. It flew clumsily, crashing into the nearest trees and scrambling away through tangled branches. Ty thought he saw claws at the angles of its wings; then it was gone. A black feather floated down and he picked it from the air.


  Vignone jumped up. “Did you see that fucking vulture go for me?”


  “It was only a crow,” Lowe said.


  “They don’t have crows in the Amazon basin,” Ty said.


  “A fucking vulture,” Vignone said, and dusted himself down and went on, jumping from boulder to boulder with a careless agility.


  It hadn’t been a vulture either.


  A couple of hours later, they caught up with the Danes. There was a short drop at the end of the long boulder field, which obviously was a stream in the rainy season, and then a series of pools stepping down between huge water-carved rocks, strange tree-ferns growing in pockets of soil on top of the rocks and shading the pools so that it was like descending through a green water chute. Most of the pools could be waded; the water was warm, and it was very humid. The only really deep pool could be crossed by clinging to a blue nylon rope bolted to the curved flank of a huge boulder while using a second rope as a kind of tightrope, and then swinging around the corner onto a knife-edge of slippery black rock that lipped the pool (Ty, made clumsy because he had to hold his camera away from the rock, scraped his arm badly). Then there was an easy descent over cobbled boulders to a forest of fern trees, the air hot and humid under their stiff green fronds, their scaly trunks covered in creepers and bromeliads, blackflies and sweat bees a torment. They came out of this, and there were the Danes camped at the edge of a wide apron of rock.


  The Danes weren’t Danish; they were an Australian family who spent their lives adventuring. They’d sailed a yacht around the world, trekked through the Himalayas, spent two years trying to save one of the last coral reefs off Belize. Ken, who had a bit of Aborigine blood and never let you forget it, and his wife Kerry, were both in their early forties, super-fit and very competent. Their son, Sky, was seventeen, the youngest member of the expedition, but one of the best climbers. He and his parents worked together in a close knit team.


  Vignone started in on them almost straight away, of course. He’d been working himself up to it on the descent. He told them that they were taking the best of the climb and turning everyone else into their bearers, that they were being selfish and wrecking the spirit of the expedition.


  “Now hold on, mate,” Ken said, “don’t you think that’s a bit harsh?”


  “We’re doing what we were asked to do,” Kerry said. She put a hand on her husband’s shoulder. She was taller than him. Her blond hair was tied back from her tanned, lined face.


  “I’d say we’re doing a fair job,” Ken said to Lowe, who shrugged uncomfortably, his face turning redder under its sunburn, and mumbled that there was a bit of feeling amongst the others, and maybe it would be a good idea to make a camp here and wait.


  “And not rip on?” Ken said. “That’s crazy. You can see what comes next. This beauty could be twenty miles deep for all we know.”


  They were at the top of a cliff that dropped into a narrow band of forest growing along the edge of another cliff, and so on, a series of cliffs and forested set-backs that stepped away toward the permanent mist cover, the banded bluffs on the far side of the Rift only half a mile away. Ty had taken a panoramic shot of it in the last light; now he had switched on the camera’s floodlight and was filming the argument, swinging from face to face and hoping the microphone caught it all.


  Vignone wanted the Danes to go back and join the resupply team while some of his climbing friends took their places; the Danes didn’t see what was wrong with pressing on; both parties wanted Lowe to make a decision, and Lowe didn’t want to. He tried using the Danes’ radio to contact Read, but without any success, then said it would be best to wait, they’d done fantastically well and it was time to rest up and plan the next part of the descent.


  “We’ve hardly begun to crack it,” Ken Dane said.


  “If you hadn’t set up so many traverses,” Vignone said, “we’d be much farther down and we wouldn’t be so short of rope.”


  Which started another argument as the air darkened around them, until at last Vignone said that he was making the next pitch right now and would camp out alone, glaring at Lowe when the Englishman said mildly that it wasn’t a very good idea.


  “I want some fucking climbing,” Vignone said. He was already sorting through one of the rope bags, paying out blue nylon cord in neat loops.


  Sky said that he’d go with Vignone, but Vignone said he would solo it; the rock was dry and craggy. So after the wiry little man had put on his harness and climbing shoes and fixed the rope to the edge of the cliff, Ty filmed the first stage of his descent in the dusk, with Sky watching beside him. Sky was taller than his parents, his blond hair shaved close to his skull. When Vignone disappeared into a chimney and Ty turned off the camera, Sky said thoughtfully, “There are all sorts of weird things out here. I hope that guy doesn’t run into any of them.”


  “I saw a bird today,” Ty said, “A very strange bird.”


  Ken Dane said that there might be anything down here, there were hundreds of kilometers of forest after all, and his wife said, “This kind of place would make a fine reserve, don’t you think? That’s partly why we’re here. You people make so much noise you’ve scared off all the wildlife—even we can hear you, sometimes. But we’ve seen a few things, moving away from us. There are some big animals down here. Ron has let his pride overrule his caution.”


  Ty knew that a jaguar could crush your skull in its jaws while you slept, or an anaconda could ease you into its gullet without waking you. Wild pigs could knock you down and strip your bones in a couple of minutes. There were dozens of species of poisonous spiders and snakes and scorpions. The campfire seemed very small in the huge darkness of the Rift.


  Sky said, “I should go down there maybe.”


  “It’s too dark now,” Ken said. “We’ll check him out first thing.”


  Ty told the Danes about the bird, and showed them the black feather he’d caught. It was greasy, and had a pungent, musky odor.


  “Dr. Wilson will be pleased,” Kerry Dane said.


  They all woke a little after dawn. Ken and Sky Dane abseiled down the cliff to check on Ron Vignone; Ty and Kerry Dane and Lowe were eating breakfast when they came back and said that there was no sign of him but his torn sleeping bag.


  3. Dr. Alex Wilson


  There was so much fuss about the missing climber that Ty Brown forgot to tell Alex about the bird until the evening after the search.


  Alex wasn’t too worried about the climber. It was well known that the man had been pretty pissed at the way the Danes had charged ahead of everyone else, and he’d probably gone off to get some glory of his own. Foolish and selfish, yes, but that was all it was. He’d left his sleeping bag behind and it had been torn up by animals. There was no blood, no trail; any animal dragging away a human body would have left both. No one would listen to Alex’s opinions though, and Lowe insisted on wasting the day by searching the long narrow forest.


  Ever since they had begun the descent into the Rift, Alex had been possessed by a kind of smouldering fury mixed with anxiety—the whole expedition had been turned into a circus, a race for the bottom at all costs, and he had been helpless to stop it. The search for the missing climber was finally a chance to look around, but Alex was paired up with a taciturn climber who took the search seriously and the noise the others made probably scared off every animal in the Rift: He saw nothing and returned in a bad temper made worse because the botanist woman, Amy Burton, was brimful of enthusiasm. The forest was a relic community, she said, full of cycads, gnetophyte vines and ancient species of pines; even something she was pretty sure might be a species of cycadeoid, a group which was thought to have died out tens of millions of years ago, although she couldn’t be sure because it had not been bearing any cones. She wanted Alex to help her do some quadrats right there so that she could attempt to determine species diversity, but he refused of course, and tried to explain that diversity best correlated with the number of bird species—what was the point of counting plants or insects when it was easier to look for birds?


  “At least we can count plants,” Amy Burton said. She was a defiant, dumpy woman, her T-shirt sweat stained and her dishwater blond hair ratty around her face. Alex pointed out that when it came to preserving ecosystems, rare animals were essential in raising a media profile, and she walked away, flushed with anger.


  Alex turned to Ty, who had been filming them, and said, “I hope you got all that.”


  He was pissed with Ty, too. The cameraman had become obsessed with silly little spats and disputes when he should have been concentrating on Alex’s work; after all, the bulk of the sponsorship had been raised to look for rare or previously unknown animals. But like most naturalists Ty was contemptuous of cryptozoology. He saw it as monster hunting, searching for Bigfoot or the Loch Ness Monster or dinosaurs in the Congo when really it was nothing of the sort—well, it was true that Alex had collaborated with Read in a search for Bigfoot in the Sierras a couple of years ago, but that had just been to raise his profile so he could get money to do some real scientific work, something a snobby academic like Amy Burton, with her university sinecure couldn’t understand. No, cryptozoology was just what it meant: the study of hidden animals. Even today, with ecosystems all over the world in poor shape and even the most remote forests being cut down, new species were turning up all the time: an ungulate in Vietnam, a parrot in Venezuela; a big flame-kneed tarantula in the Sonoran Desert. It was quite possible that some of the large mammals which had been wiped out by human invasion of North America had survived in remote areas of the South American rain forest; there had been indisputable sightings of giant sloths by loggers and Alex was pretty sure that the hair samples he had obtained from the local Indians would yield DNA for testing.


  He was so riled by the dumb argument with the Burton woman that at first he ignored Ty when the cameraman said he’d seen an odd bird the day before, but then Ty produced the feather and described what he’d seen, and Alex’s anger melted away because even before he saw the brief blurred video clip on the camera’s tiny screen he knew what it had to be, and that this would make his name and end forever the hard scrabble for funds and the contempt of lab-bound scientists.


  On the other side of the camp, Lowe shouted and clapped his hands for attention, saying that he’d finally made contact with the Old Man, and he was already on his way down.


  4. Ralph Read


  It was all falling apart, and the injury to his knee was almost the final blow. He’d come here to prove that he was still who they all thought he was, Ralph Read, the Old Man, Himalayan veteran back when Katmandu hadn’t been full of bad German cooking and American hippies, before the real explorers had run out of world to explore, before it had become so small and used up. Last time he’d been up Everest, escorting some film actor and a documentary crew, he had been horrified by what had happened to the beautiful mountain: the queues of fee-paying novice climbers waiting their turn to strike for the summit, the litter, the piles of shit, the toilet paper and food wrappers blowing around, the discarded oxygen and propane cylinders, the dead bodies lying in the ice, everyone too preoccupied with getting to the top or too exhausted to bury them properly, let alone bring them down. He had helped do that to her, he realized—the horde had followed in his footsteps. She was ruined. And now his life in ruins too. It was the Rift, the bitch of the Rift. All mountains were women to Ralph; he had seduced them—ravished them—with the same inexhaustible energy with which he had pursued real women. And the Rift was no different, except they had to conquer her from the top down, but she was hard, the bitch, too hard for him. The Old Man: old and fucked up.


  Perhaps it was because of the dirty secret, he thought, the thing no one else but he knew, the way he’d found out about her and then pretended she was his discovery when all along she’d been someone else’s. Like many of the old style mountaineers, Ralph was a deeply superstitious man. Back then you relied on yourself and your own good luck, not on piton guns and free-running carabineers and nylon rope, on oxygen and lightweight sleeping bags and radios—good Christ, people even took portable phones up mountains now, to call up the rescue services when they got in trouble or ran out of soup. No, you had needed skill and luck in the glory days of climbing, before technology all but factored luck out of the equation, and luck was an intangible gift that had to be carefully cultivated.


  But now he’d blown it; he should have known on his first expedition into the Rift, when he had tried to follow the route of the Victorian explorers and had been caught by an early start to the rainy season and had almost drowned. And now this, a man lost and his knee fucked and Alex Wilson babbling in his face about some stupid bird—Wilson had never understood that at the heart of the expedition was the need to conquer, to claim, to show that the Rift’s wilderness could be matched and overcome by the human spirit.


  It was all just too bad: bad luck.


  It took Ralph a day to descend to where the expedition had stalled, far longer than he had expected. He had always known that he wasn’t up to forging the path all the way down, but he thought that he could make the last mile or so, wherever it was below the perpetual mists, be the first to the bottom. So he waited at the rim, ostensibly to coordinate the supply lines and the advance party, but even that went wrong very quickly—the Rift’s granite walls scrambled radio signals, and the helicopter pilots refused to descend within her walls because of unpredictable updrafts and katabatic winds dropping over the edge. So in the end he’d decided to go down early, and just as well, because halfway down, when he finally made contact with Lowe, he learnt that one of the young climbers had gone missing and Lowe was in a panic about it, a good second-in-command but without the backbone to make decisions in the pinch.


  Ralph had trained rigorously, but he was too old; no amount of training could get him fit enough. His arms were still strong and he could bench press twice his weight, but his lung capacity was half what it was and his legs were giving out. Even though he was helped by two climbers, the descent took far too long, and then he banged up his knee.


  He had been all right abseiling down the easy pitches—the equipment and gravity took care of that—but there were far too many traverses and far too much walking, and then there was a tricky move around a big boulder at the edge of a pool, something that in his prime he would have managed easily. But he hurt his knee badly making the move, and hurt it again when he landed half in water, half on the pool’s rocky rim, and it quickly swelled even though one of his helpers put a pressure bandage on it. He insisted on going on, although every step jammed a red-hot needle under his tender kneecap, at last having to be supported on either side by his helpers down the boulder field, then lowered in a sling down the cliff like a sack of meal, sweating like a pig and itching with prickly heat, the muggy air like gruel in his lungs.


  So when he finally arrived at the camp, he was exhausted and almost in tears, from the pain of his injury and from the shame of his failure, not at all ready to deal with the pandemonium which erupted around him almost at once. Lowe was desperate for advice while at the same time pretending that he’d done everything he could; the other climbers all wanted to give their opinion; and Alex Wilson was babbling about some bird someone had spotted.


  Ralph waved them all off, demanding in his stentorian voice that he be given some hot chocolate and perhaps something to eat and certainly somewhere comfortable so that he could put up his knee. That gave him a breathing space, at last he was seated on a pile of rope sacks like a monarch, turning his good profile to the glare of the light clipped to Ty Brown’s video camera, one big hand wrapped around a steaming tin mug, the other stroking his bristling beard, for all the world like a monarch and the climbers his supplicants, Wilson skulking with the botanist woman, the two of them exchanging furious whispers like plotters at the edge of his court. He got the story out of Lowe, silencing with glare anyone who tried to chip in, and knew it was bad. The expedition had been strung out too thinly—he’d let the Danes set the pace and they had gone off without any regard for the difficulties of resupply. Despite the money they’d brought, bamboozled from some long-haired bleeding-heart pop-singer millionaire, it had been a mistake taking them on: They weren’t team material. And it was clear that his guesses about what supplies would be needed had been hopelessly inadequate. At this rate they’d run out of rope in two or three days, and they were nowhere near the bottom yet. But he had to try and salvage what he could.


  Ralph asked for silence and made a pretense of thinking, but he had decided what to do almost at once. Divide and rule, the only way. So he told them that the climbers would be divided into two teams, taking turns to forge new pitches or work on resupply, scavenging rope if necessary. The Danes, who had already done so much good work, would have the important job of looking for the missing climber . . . for a moment he couldn’t remember his name. Vignone, that was it, Ron Vignone.


  “He’s probably gone off on his own, but we need to make sure he isn’t lying up somewhere with a broken ankle, eh?” He looked around at them all, beaming: patriarchal but stern.


  Lowe objected of course, because Ralph had undermined his authority, such as it was. He especially didn’t like the idea of scavenging rope from pitches higher up. “What if we need to ascend quickly? If someone gets hurt or the rains start early?”


  “We’ve plenty of good climbers,” Ralph said. “I’m sure they can re-establish the routes quickly enough, especially as the pitons are already emplaced.”


  “I don’t know,” Lowe said. “Some of those overhangs are rather—”


  “I chose my climbers well I hope,” Ralph said. “I’m sure they’re up to the challenge.”


  And of course they all nodded, either because they were as full of piss and vinegar as he had been at their age, or because they didn’t want to admit their fear; once you let your fear show you’re finished as a climber.


  “Well then,” Ralph said, and smiled at them all and lit a cigar, even though he was still short of breath in the soupy air, and asked Ty Brown, “I hope you got all that, young man. It’s a pivotal point in our little adventure.”


  Alex Wilson came forward, stepping amongst the climbers, and said, “What about the bird?”


  Ralph had forgotten about that detail. He blew a plume of cigar smoke and said, “You and the young lady there can help look for Ron, and perhaps you’ll find this bird, too.”


  In his opinion the whole thing would go faster without having to nursemaid a couple of scientists. Perhaps this really would work out after all. Of course, losing a team member was lamentable, but it was excusable as long as they reached their goal. A necessary sacrifice.


  Wilson wanted more, of course—he wanted everyone to look for the confounded bird, and the botanist woman backed him up even though the two of them had previously been like cat and dog. Wilson babbled about relic populations, about the importance of a living fossil which might resolve the debate about whether or not birds had evolved from dinosaurs. “If I can find a fertile egg, I can determine whether its digits are reduced according to the theropod pattern or that of modern birds. And dissection will show whether the lungs are bellow-like or flow-through. It will be the discovery of the century, believe me,” and so on, playing to Ty Brown’s camera until Ralph cut him off.


  “We still need to get to the bottom of the Rift, so we must push on.”


  Wilson was so wound up he was actually quivering with indignation. “But the science—”


  “Science and exploration go hand in hand here,” Ralph told him. “Now, I think we’ve had enough talk. I’m sure we all need some rest. We have a lot of work to do, but I’m confident you are all up to it.”


  But later, he was unable to sleep. The expedition was falling apart, a man missing and almost certainly dead, and he had staked everything on a last throw, a desperate race for the bottom which would only succeed if his luck held. He lay awake a long time, thinking of the notebook he had discovered, the diary of a member of a Victorian expedition which had penetrated several miles into the Rift before being chased off by a fierce tribe of Indians. The notebook he had kept secret, the clues it provided enough to pinpoint the Rift on photographs taken by a Russian landsat so that he could claim it for himself, and himself alone. Read’s Rift. It had a certain ring. He had never told anyone about the notebook; no one but him knew about the indigenous tribe or the other things. The relic bird was nothing compared with the claims of the Rift’s first explorers, but of course he couldn’t tell Wilson about that, just as he couldn’t reveal that he knew that a lost tribe of Indians lived here.


  And so no one was armed except for him. He had brought his ex-army Wembley .45. He hoped upon hope he wouldn’t have to use it. That his luck would hold.


  5. Amy Burton


  “At least we can get some work done,” Alex Wilson said sotto voce to Amy the next morning, as the two parts of the expedition got ready, one to descend further, the other to retrieve ropes from higher up. A sentiment which managed to shock her even though she had already decided that, this side of snake oil sellers, dieticians and shampoo manufacturers, Wilson was quite the most amoral person masquerading as a scientist she’d ever come across. A man had gone missing, for God’s sake; he might be dead. Well, perhaps she shouldn’t be surprised. It was common gossip that Wilson’s Ph.D. was nothing of the sort, merely an honorary doctorate from a Midwest college dazzled by his series of lost world TV documentaries, and it seemed to Amy that he was both horribly arrogant and desperately insecure. She’d kept away from him as much as possible, given that he kept trying to pick fights with her on specious grounds, and fortunately he’d spent more and more time arguing with the cameraman, who proposed following the new lead team rather than filming Wilson searching for his bird.


  Meanwhile, Ralph Read sat on his throne of rope bags saying nothing yet trying to look as if he was still in command. He was pale under his tan, sweating heavily, and massaging his bandaged knee when he thought no one was looking. When Amy saw him take a swig of something from a silver flask, she assumed her best no-nonsense voice and told him she’d take a look at that knee, and he gave in after a token protest.


  “I’ve no objection to be administered to by a comely young woman,” he said.


  “Bullshit,” Amy said, for she harbored no illusions about herself—she was a dumpy, pear-shaped thirty-five, a handmaiden to science with a poor career profile because she loved field expeditions far more than the publication mill or the petty rivalries of university departmental politics. Her father had worked for the CIA in Central America in the sixties, when half the governments had been in the pay of the United Fruit Company, and although she was irredeemably left wing in the classic pattern of anti-parental rebellion, she loved her father for the camping expeditions on which he’d taken her and her brother—it was where she had developed her passion for botany, and where her life had been shaped.


  She got rid of the poorly knotted bandages by using her Swiss Army knife; Read winced as she probed his knee with expert fingers. It was in bad shape, misshapen and swollen with internal bleeding, the skin a shiny black. She treated it with Novocaine cream and splinted it, and told Read that he should really be taken back up.


  “The expedition needs me,” he said. “I’m quite comfortable, and I’m sure the radio will work better down here. Thank you,” he added. “It does feel better.”


  “In this climate it’ll get gangrenous if you don’t get proper treatment,” she warned him.


  “Oh, a little gangrene is nothing,” he said, with a ghost of his usual braggadocio. “I lost two toes on my first assault on K2.”


  Before they left, Amy had two of the climbers rig up a sunshade for the silly, vain old man, and then the expedition divided with noisy banter. The Danes got up from where they had been squatting and drifted into the forest—a strange secretive bunch, but Amy quite liked them, despite Ken’s aggressive assertion of his one-eighth Aboriginal ancestry. Ty Brown went down the cliff with the lead party; Alex Wilson ascended with the rope scavengers to search for his bird where Ty had seen it yesterday. Amy shouldered her backpack and made herself scarce before the old man tried to persuade her to stay and keep him company rather than wandering off into a dangerous forest by herself.


  Amy didn’t think the forest dangerous at all, although it was spectacularly strange. With cycads as the primary growth, it really was the kind of place where you expected to be confronted by a dinosaur, and she was certain that several of the species she saw were new to science—either relic species or genuinely unknown. If she could have her way, the expedition would abandon all efforts to get to the bottom and concentrate on doing some real science, but there was no chance of that while Read was still its leader. He was interested in nothing but climbing. He’d even called this place a rift for God’s sake, when it was nothing at all like a rift valley: it was a canyon, probably formed on a fault line and deepened by irregular uplift and water erosion, perhaps even the collapse of an underground water course.


  The narrow belt of forest stretched for more than a mile to either side of the camp, slashed by smooth rock flood channels. It was like the cliff forests which had been discovered in Canada, a refuge for dozens of species which could obtain precarious footholds in its diverse range of microhabitats; and it was also an island population, its environment both geographically isolated and physically distinct from the rain forests around the massif which the Rift bisected, an evolutionary laboratory where species could explosively radiate to fill empty niches.


  Amy passed through the forest which had been searched yesterday, descended a long gentle grade of tumbled rocks, an old rockfall overgrown by creepers and ferns and moss, and rambled on through the unexplored lower terrace of the forest. She sketched and took meticulous photographs with a scale always in the foreground, took samples of leaves and cones and flowers and placed them in plastic bags with a dusting of camphor powder to kill bugs, carefully documented each photograph and specimen. She took species counts of gridded areas too, and assessed growth habits as best she could.


  And always she was filled with wonder at the treasure house through which she wandered, a last wilderness that even now was being despoiled by the expedition. Wilson was right about the bird, of course; if it was a living fossil, a close relative of the ancestral species of modern birds, surviving as coelacanths had survived in the deep waters off East Africa before they had been fished out, then it really was a fantastically important scientific discovery. Yet the forests were important too, although he couldn’t see it—that was the problem with zoologists. They were so focused on their big mammal star species—pandas or tigers or blue whales—that they often didn’t see the importance of the infrastructure of plants and fungi and insects and even bacteria which made up the habitats where the mammals lived. The primary mistake of zoos and many conservation bodies was to believe that by saving a rare animal they had somehow preserved the most important member of a vanishing habitat, but without the thousands of unacknowledged species which coexisted with it, it was no more than a trophy living out the last of its days in sterile captivity. More enlightened programs held that everything in a habitat was important; they took cores or sweep samples, tried to calculate and define biodiversity. That was why Amy’s work was so important.


  In this way, the day passed quickly, until she discovered the standing stone.


  In fact, she walked right past it without really seeing it. It was only when she was taking a photograph a little way off that she really saw what it was, and went back with her heart hammering, suddenly full of apprehension.


  It was a columnar piece of native granite a dozen feet high, perhaps originally flaked from the cliff by weathering, but someone had set it upright in the thin laterite soil and shaped its base into the crude likeness of a pregnant woman. It reminded Amy of the ancient clay figures discovered in prehistoric cave dwellings. She walked around it, noting brown, wilted flowers at the base, and a pile of rotten figs, and started to take photographs, the click of the camera shutter and the whine of the motor suddenly very loud and obtrusive in the watchful green of the forest. She was just putting the camera back in her pack when she heard a faint crackle far off, as if someone had stepped on one of the dried cycad fronds which everywhere littered the ground. Heart in mouth, she lifted the pack and backed into a stand of feathery mimosa, settling down on her haunches, her eyes skittering back and forth as they tried to distinguish movement in the green shadows.


  There! A tall figure drifting silently down the path she had followed. Amy almost burst out laughing, for she saw at once who it was. He was quite naked, and carried something before him—a bright wreath of orchids, which he placed with awkward yet touching reverence at the foot of the standing stone.


  When Amy stood up and stepped from her hiding place, he jumped almost a foot in the air and then she did laugh, and after a few seconds he did, too.


  “Well, you caught me I guess,” Sky Dane said, with a rueful grin.


  “I didn’t mean to.” Amy wanted to ask where his parents where, and where his clothes were, too (although he was so unselfconsciously naked that he was clad, as it were, in his dignity). Instead, she asked him about the standing stone, and who might have carved it.


  “I mean,” she said, “no Indian tribes would work something like this in stone. It isn’t in their tradition.”


  “Not in their tradition, I guess, no.”


  “But there is a tribe living here.”


  “Sort of.”


  “And you know about them, you and your parents.”


  “Sort of.” She stared at him and he did blush then, and added, “We’ve seen signs here and there. We travel fast, faster than the others suspect, so we’ve had time for a bit of exploring. We saw one or two things. There’s an old cliff dwelling half a mile up, made in a cave under an overhang. They must have lived there a fair old time because the ashes from their fires are more than ten feet deep, but my dad reckons that no one has lived there for thousands of years. We found some glyphs carved in the rocks, too, although you have to have the eye to see them.”


  “Who are they? Do you think they took the climber?”


  For a moment Amy had the horrible thought that perhaps the Danes had murdered him—but no, Ty Brown and Alex Wilson had been with them.


  Sky said, “They killed him most like. It’s what Indians do with intruders on their patch. Look, are you going to tell about this?”


  Amy said carefully, “Is it important that I don’t?”


  “Not when you get back. In fact, it’s important you tell people, because of the government rules about undiscovered tribes. We can give you stuff about what we found, photos and the like. But I mean, you won’t tell the others now.”


  “I don’t see why—”Amy started to say, but got no further because that was when the shots rang out in the distance.


  Two shots, close-spaced, echoing off the cliff above. A third rang out just after Amy started to run, chasing after Sky’s fleet figure, his buttocks glimmering in the green gloom as he raced away from her.


  It was a long run, across the old rockfall and through another mile of forest. She arrived at the camp covered in sweat and out of breath, mouth parched with fear. Sky, now wearing shorts and a T-shirt, was tending to a man who lay on the ground clutching his thigh—there was blood running between his hands, soaking his shorts. Ralph Read stood at the edge of the drop, propping himself up with a tent pole and menacing the air with a huge antique revolver.


  “They ran, by God,” he shouted to Amy, fierce and exultant. “By God how they ran!”


  “Here,” Amy told Sky, “let me look,” and knelt by the wounded man.


  It was one of the young climbers, Matt Johnson. His face was grey, and slick with sweat. He told Amy, his voice tight with pain, “They came at us while we were hacking through forest a couple of terraces below. I don’t know where the others are.”


  Amy glanced at Sky and said, “Tell me later,” and pried his fingers away from his thigh and saw the slim arrow shaft which stood up from it, fletched with dyed red feathers. She probed around it, determined that the head wasn’t in the bone, and told Matt Johnson what she was going to do. “It will hurt,” she said.


  “It already hurts.”


  “You had better hurry there,” Read shouted. “The buggers will be back.”


  Amy twisted up her handkerchief and gave it to Matt Johnson to bite down on, then cut the shaft in half with her knife and with one quick hard motion pushed the remainder of the arrow through the meat of his thigh. Blood gushed as the arrowhead broke through the skin on the far side. Its point was flaked stone, neatly socketed in the shaft. She got a grip on blood-slick stone and drew the rest of the shaft from the wound.


  Matt Johnson looked at it and shuddered and said, “Jesus fuck.”


  “Don’t faint on me now,” Amy told him, hoping he wasn’t going into shock.


  “It isn’t so bad.”


  “You’re lucky it wasn’t poisoned,” Sky said.


  Amy washed blood from the young climber’s wounds, sprinkled antibiotic powder in them and packed them, and wound a bandage tightly around his thigh. A little blood soaked through, but the arrow seemed to have missed the major vessels.


  Ralph Read had been hobbling up and down at the edge of the cliff, yelling into the radio, cursing, switching frequencies and yelling some more. Now he threw the radio aside and drew his revolver and fired three times at something below the cliff edge, each shot a tremendous shocking noise. “Here they come!” he shouted into the echoing silence, and broke the revolver open and thumbed brass cartridges into its chamber, closed it, and started to fire again.


  Amy reached the edge of the cliff and looked down just as the arrows started to fly up, dozens of them twinkling at the peak of their ascent and then slipping back down the air. Ralph Read began to shoot into the trees from which they came, the revolver bucking in his hand. Amy thought she saw shadows slipping through shadows beneath the cycads along the edge of the talus slope at the bottom of the cliff, and then Sky pulled her away.


  “You must go!” Sky yelled, but she hardly heard him, half-deafened by the revolver and the hammering of her heart. He tried to drag her across the rock apron towards the cliff and the fixed ropes, but she pulled back.


  Ralph Read was leaning on the tent pole and reloading his revolver, a wild and grim expression on his face. He glanced at them and said, “I’ll keep them off until you reach the top of the cliff. I can’t climb with this blasted knee, but you can lower a sling and get me up that way. Go on now!”


  Sky said, “He’s right. I’ll stay and help him. You go. And remember to tell the authorities that there are Indians living here!”


  Matt Johnson had already climbed into his harness, and now he helped Amy get into hers. She hadn’t realized how scared she was until she tried to do up the buckles, all thumbs. She said to Matt Johnson, “Can you climb?”


  “I can always climb. I got back, didn’t I?”


  His face was still grey with shock, and his hands were trembling, but he got her harness fastened and roped her to him and they started the climb, leaning out more or less horizontally and walking up the face of the vertical cliff of hard red-black granite. The harnesses were fixed to the ropes with jumars, metal clasps which slid up the rope but not down, and although these made the climb easier, Amy’s arms and shoulders were soon burning. There was a traverse thirty feet up, along a narrow ledge to the chimney that led up through a big overhang. Matt Johnson started to spider along it; he had to use his legs as much as his arms, and she heard his gasps of pain. Then he was at the chimney and paid out the belay rope, and it was her turn. Just as she started the traverse, her clumsy hiking boots slipping on the ledge, her hands cramping around the rope, the greasy granite an inch from her nose, something clattered beside her. An arrow. More lofted towards her, small deadly things that struck the rock on either side and dropped away. Then she was at the chimney and hauled herself up with Matt Johnson yelling encouragement. When she was lodged safely in it, rock on either side, she dared look back.


  Below, Ralph Read was standing by the piled equipment in the center of the rock apron, firing first to one side and then the other. Arrow shafts stuck out from his torso. Figures were dancing at the edge of the cycads, seemingly dressed in shaggy hides. She could not see Sky. Then the belay rope tightened. Matt Johnson was climbing on and she turned and followed him and saw no more.


  6. The Danes


  What can you say about the Danes? They are not Danish but Australian. They are a tightly bound unit, mother and father and son. They have their own rituals, their own body language. They are bonded together so tightly that nothing can pry them apart—not Ken’s occasional infidelities, not Sky’s occasional moony girlfriends, whom he mostly ignores because he needs nothing more than his family and their way of life.


  They had a long palaver after Ralph Read’s speech, realizing that they had reached the crux of their private mission. “We’ll look for this cludger,” Ken said, “but they certainly murdered him, and they don’t want us to find his body or they would have just left it.”


  Sky, who loved horror movies, said, “Ate him, I reckon.”


  “Now we don’t know that,” Kerry said. “The evidence of cannibalism was only found in grave sites, and it was probably ritual.”


  “It’s what they do in the New Hebrides,” Sky said.


  “These people aren’t anything like that,” Kerry said.


  “They murdered him and stuffed his body somewhere,” Ken said. “And they’ll probably kill the rest of the climbers, too. It’s a shame, but there it is. It isn’t their fault these bastards came blundering in.”


  “That’s just why we should tell Read what we know,” Kerry said, but Ken vetoed that. “That bugger Wilson would chase after them,” he said, “and so would Read. The two of them went looking for Bigfoot together, remember. So we can’t let them know what’s here; the poor people would be turned into circus freaks.”


  They talked some more, but it was decided. The next day they went their separate ways into the forest, and when the inevitable happened, Read’s revolver shots ringing out into the Rift and finally ceasing, they met up in a prearranged spot several miles south of the campsite.


  Even when part of other expeditions, the Danes always had their own agenda. It added spice, as Ken liked to say, and spice was everything in life. He didn’t mind that people said they were hippies, relics from a lost age, that he was trying to keep his youth alive through adventure. It was all part of the cover of the half-world they inhabited. There were others like them, keeping the secrets of the world safe, a disorganized conspiracy which somehow worked most of the time.


  They had been allowed to join the expedition because they had wangled money from a pop star to look for new tribes of Indians. There were still plenty to be found in the Amazonian basin, even at this late stage in its exploitation. The forests really were very extensive and very close grown. A hundred people, the size of most Indian tribes, living off the land in a small area, could stay hidden until some prospector or logger stumbled into them by accident. Just a couple of years ago, a jaguar hunter had been murdered, shot with an arrow, when he had encountered a hunting party of a previously unknown tribe, and a subsequent aerial survey had spotted the tribe’s huts, almost invisible beneath the close-knit forest canopy. Like all recently discovered tribes, it had been left alone; the late twentieth century was as toxic to these Stone Age indigens as poison gas. The whole area had been declared off-limits.


  That was what the Danes hoped for here, and they were pretty certain now that this was a very special tribe indeed.


  They met at the standing stone. Sky was naked again, as were his mother and father. Sky had smeared the green juice of berries on his face and bare chest. He had knotted a black T-shirt around his head to hide his blond hair. He told his parents what had happened, and Ken nodded and asked what the botanist woman had seen.


  “They didn’t come into the open until she was halfway up the cliff,” Sky said. “I reckon she didn’t see too much. But one of the climbers got away too, and I don’t know what he saw.”


  Ken scratched at the pelt on his chest. He was a stocky man, with a broad nose and a shock of wiry hair. “Well, it’s a risk,” he said, “but not a bad one. The others will be too scared to look around much.”


  Sky thought about how Amy had found him, and her questions, but kept silent. He trusted her; she had been the only one who had tried to understand this place.


  “They’ll think it’s just Indians,” his wife said. “They don’t have the imagination for anything else.”


  “We’ll wait here a while I reckon,” Ken said. “When the fuss has died down we’ll see what’s left of the supplies, and then we can begin.”


  They sat in green shadow a little way from the standing stone. “They ran from everyone,” Kerry said dreamily, leaning against her husband.


  “It was the first great extinction,” Ken said. “They were killed just like my people were killed when the Europeans came to Australia. They were hunted for sport because it was easier to think of them as animals than accept that people come in many different forms. Homo sapiens has done a lot of harm in its time, but that was the beginning of it all.”


  “Some got away,” Kerry said. “Think how far they came! They were pushed further and further from Africa.”


  “Or Java,” Ken said.


  “They must have been the first to cross from Asia to Alaska,” Kerry said, “but the modern humans followed and pushed them farther. Until they ended up here, with the other relic species.”


  “Something’s coming,” Sky said, and at the same moment the first of them stepped out of the darkness between the cycads.


  “Steady,” Ken said. “Remember we’re not like the others.”


  The figure which confronted them was small and stooped yet muscularly broad, and covered in a reddish pelt. Its feet clutched the earth; one leathery hand clutched a sapling whittled into a spear. Little eyes glinted under the shelf of its brow; its nose was broad and bridgeless; there was no chin beneath its wide mouth. It made no signal, but suddenly there were others behind it.


  Sky and Ken and Kerry slowly got to their feet. Naked, they held out their hands to show that they had no weapons, that they were no threat, and waited for judgment.


  Interstitial
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  Echo huddled under his thin blanket, clutching the pillow to his head and feigning sleep as footsteps marched down the aisle toward his bunk. His chip told him it was just after three in the morning. He was horribly tired, his blood glucose low, his muscles poisoned by fatigue. Ever since the Copernicus Alliance had taken Little Tokyo, some four hundred hours ago, South Pole had been on a war footing. Purity squads had rounded up and executed recalcitrant techs in an orgy of self-righteousness. The upper levels had been evacuated, the greenhouses stripped, the defense systems mobilized. After finishing a twenty-hour shift, Echo had collapsed into his bunk without even making a stop at the canteen, but he was too wired to sleep.


  The footsteps drew closer and closer, undeniably vectoring on Echo’s bunk. His heartbeat spiked as the thin mylar curtain he had tacked up for privacy was ripped aside. Light washed red across his squeezed eyelids. Someone spoke into his ear: a harsh and familiar voice, the voice of his brother, Captain Achilles.


  “Rise and shine, Davee, you unrecyclable piece of shit! Time to go to work!” Echo was eighteen, the median age for techs. He had been working since age twelve; only his eldest brother still used his birthname. Captain Achilles had five years on him, a grizzled veteran who had survived two skirmishes with patrols from the Copernicus Alliance. He had been a bully when both of them were being raised by their dam, and was a bully still. He pulled Echo out of his bunk into the freezing dark of the dorm, told him to leave his boots because there was no time to put them on, and to leave the rest of his stuff as well.


  Captain Achilles was bulked out by an armored p-suit with a chameleon paint-job, its helmet hung from the utility belt. Echo was wearing only thin underalls, and, because it was the middle of the long lunar night, power in the dorms was strictly rationed. It was easily ten below freezing; the cold of the floor scorched the tender soles of his bare feet. Echo said, between clenched teeth, “You fucker!” and was rewarded with a cuff to the back of his head.


  “I got you a prime job,” Captain Achilles said, pushing Echo ahead of him between tiered bunks. He was a very tall man, with close-cropped hair and a long thin face whose pronounced chin always looked swarthy. He added, with calculated nastiness, “You’re going to love it.”


  Echo knew that Captain Achilles was crazy. All soldiers were stone-cold crazy. It was the price of eternal pumped-hard vigilance, overdoses of testosterone and steroids, and the combat programs in their heads. Since they weren’t yet officially at war, this had to be some deeply dangerous badass mission, just the kind of thing a soldier would love. He said, “Oh shit. You bastard. You’re putting me on the front line!”


  “You techs are all the same. Sniveling worms with no guts.”


  ‘You mean, no backbones,” Echo said, which earned him another cuff. By now, they were bouncing along narrow corridors lit only by red emergency lights, as if Echo were a virus being chased down a capillary by an implacable leukocyte. The cuff drove Echo full-length to the floor. He ricocheted back up, and, before he could wipe his bloody nose, was caught at the back of the neck by Captain Achilles and pushed on.


  ‘You will do your job and you will do it well,” Captain Achilles said, “and you will do it without smart chat or asking damn fool questions. I’ll make the family proud of you yet.”


  ‘They’ll weep crocodile tears and forget me as soon as I’ve been recycled.”


  “Survive this, you’ll be a hero. You owe me big, little brother. Just for once, you’ll be doing a real man’s job!”


  “C-can I at least ask if we are at war?”


  “Not yet. Soon. We’ve already pulled a move on that pirate’s nest of slanteyes and traitors, and if we’re lucky, they’ll try to retaliate. Then we’ll be at war. Meanwhile, Davee, you’ve been selected for special duties!”


  A phrase that jammed an icicle in Echo’s heart. Soldiers loved special duties. It meant high danger and almost certain death. It was the one thing that techs tried to avoid at all costs. He said, “Let me guess. We’ve taken Little Tokyo from the Copernicus Alliance.”


  ‘Who told you that?”


  “I worked it out just this minute.”


  “Yeah?” Captain Achilles clearly didn’t believe this. “You’re in the army now, bro. No need to think.”


  Echo said, “Thinking is what I do. That’s why I’m a tech. I’m right, aren’t I?”


  “We took it fifty hours ago, and secured the perimeter. It’s ours, bro. There’s stuff they missed, and that’s why worms like you are needed. This is a chance to make the family look good, Davee boy. A chance to redeem yourself!”


  “I’m needed for defense work. That’s more important than some special op.”


  “I know what you were working on. Those old pop-up radar-guided missiles? Last-ditch stuff we will never need, because we are strong and we will keep the enemy far below the horizon at all times. This is special, bro—this will make you famous.”


  Captain Achilles shoved Echo through a pressure curtain into the brilliant glare of a staging lock. It was almost completely filled with a dozen soldiers in p-suits, and the coffin-shaped metal boxes which contained their gear. The soldiers all gave Echo the cold eye, as if wondering exactly what his guts might look like, and where would be the best place to draw them out. This was the Greek crew, Captain Achilles’ command, with names like Perseus, Andromeda, Jason, and Alexander stitched to the breasts of their p-suits. Most likely, they were already running their combat programs, and Echo tried to avoid making eye contact as, cold and miserable, he climbed into his borrowed suit. It was ill-fitting, the extension joints at elbows and knees loose and baggy, and it stank. The left knee joint was stiff, and gave him a comical limp; the helmet visor was scuffed, and half the functions were redlined.


  Echo hooked up his backpack, and followed the soldiers through the airlock into a bus. Captain Achilles sat beside him, slipped him a tube of fish paste, and whispered harshly, “You’re replacing a casualty on the tech team out there. Don’t fuck up, and you’ll make me proud.”


  Echo sucked down paste and spluttered, “What kind of casualty?”


  “The bitch went crazy. Tried to kill a couple of my men. Can you believe that? They iced her ass straight away, of course.”


  “Of course they did. It’s what soldiers do.”


  Captain Achilles thrust his face close to Echo’s. His eyes were bloodshot; he reeked of male aggression. A hectic butterfly rash from steroid overdose stippled his nose and cheeks. He grinned and said, “You better believe it, little bro.”


  Echo could feel his cells bloom gratefully as the protein in the fishpaste began to enter his starved system. It was laced with testosterone and steroids and estrogen suppressant, all going straight to work on him too. He had squeezed the plastic tube flat; now, he unzipped the seam with a thumbnail and licked up the last smears of paste.


  Captain Achilles, watching in disgust, said, “Don’t they feed you in your nasty little warren?”


  “Of course not. Soldiers get all the real food.”


  “We need it to keep strong and fit.”


  “And stupid. I bet your people didn’t even try to find out why that poor tech went crazy before they iced her.”


  Captain Achilles gave Echo a tab. “That’s your job, bro. Stay sharp and do good work, and maybe you’ll get back in one piece.”


  The tab, high-grade military-issue meth, was kicking in when the bus boosted with a bone-deep roar and bruising acceleration. The meth gave everything a harsh, heightened edge, and Echo’s thoughts tumbled like a rain of razor blades. His p-suit couldn’t access the bus’s video system, but he was right in the back of the cargo tube, and, by pulling his harness to its full extension, he could lean over and look out the scratched port.


  The full Earth hung in the black sky, white as a sunblinded eye, bright enough to cast shadows across the heavily cratered terrain that was unraveling below the bus’s keel. Echo activated the scope on the suit’s TV system, and was rewarded with a fuzzy, upside-down view of Earth’s ice-covered disc. He could just make out the belt of volcanoes along the equator, tiny blotches against a uniform white so blinding it was like staring at the sun.


  Fifty years ago, a robot probe, the last sent from the Moon to Earth, had determined that bacteria and algae were still living around the volcanoes, in hot springs and in water trapped under fresh lava fields. Apart from a few species clinging to deep-sea hydrothermal vents, this was the only surviving life on Earth. Humanity’s survival on the Moon was just as precarious. When the sun’s luminescence had began to decline, and ice had spread toward the equator from the north and south poles, reviving old space flight technologies had taken second place to fighting for dwindling habitable territory. Grandiose plans to crash comets into the atmosphere and raise the carbon dioxide partial pressure to stimulate greenhouse warming had come to nothing.


  In the end, only a few thousand people had escaped the great winter. Those in the Yankee Mars base had died out within thirty years, and for two centuries, the two dozen bases on the Moon had fought savage wars over dwindling resources. Now, after the Copernicus Alliance had destroyed Little Tokyo, the last humans alive were in two bitterly opposed bases, one at the South Pole, the other buried deep below the surface of Mare Insularum. Enriched by the biomass looted from Little Tokyo, the Copernicus Alliance would be urging its population to make babies, and would turn those babies into hardwired warriors. In less than ten years, they would be ready to begin a final war against South Pole—so South Pole would have to strike first. Of course, soldiers had never needed an excuse to go to war. It was what they were programmed to do.


  Echo soon tired of staring at Earth, and withdrew into his own reveries. Despite the blast of meth, he actually fell asleep, and woke only when the bus blew its retrojets and more-or-less crash-landed near the wreckage of Little Tokyo. All flights were like this: fast and low to escape any autonomous missiles the enemy might have managed to plant.


  Captain Achilles kicked Echo to his feet, ordered him to pull on his gloves and fasten his helmet, kicked him through the bus’s airlock. Like all bases, Little Tokyo had buried itself deep underground, beneath rubble berms and heavy slabs of concrete, but the Copernicus Alliance’s burrowing warheads had blown it open like so many hammers smashing into a clam shell. Bits of blackened concrete were strewn for kilometers across the trampled and blasted moonscape. There were pits everywhere, brimful of inky shadows, and the raw scars left by the strip-mining equipment that had pulled out every kilogram of steel from the reinforced concrete and ripped up the solar farm and the greenhouses. The entire population had been killed, either in the bombardment or in the desperate hand-to-hand fighting afterward, and the corpses had been rendered for their organics on the spot.


  The Alliance had completely withdrawn from the wrecked and looted base sixty hours ago, leaving only boobytraps for the scouting party from South Pole to deal with.


  “We probably haven’t found them all, so watch where you walk,” Captain Achilles said, as he manhandled Echo toward a rover where two soldiers were waiting for them. “I don’t want to have to go back and find another tech to take your place.”


  “I appreciate the sentiment. If the base has been stripped, why am I here?”


  “Those sons-of-bitches didn’t find everything. Get in.”


  As soon as Echo had clambered into the back of the rover beside his brother, it accelerated down a ramp of compacted soil into a wide cut-and-cover tunnel. They drove recklessly fast, in complete darkness. From his p-suit’s GPS, Echo estimated that they had gone twenty kilometers when the headlights and brakes kicked on simultaneously and the rover slewed to a halt in front of a standard airlock that protruded from a rubble wall.


  Echo was shoved inside by the two soldiers and Captain Achilles, and they all cycled through into normal pressure and a chilly but survivable, temperature. Menaced by the soldiers’ assault rifles, Echo was ordered to strip off his p-suit. Shivering, his nose itching from the wet-ash smell of moondust, Echo was pinioned by a soldier while Captain Achilles used a pressure gun to blast a capsule under his skin.


  “You’re going to find out what they’re doing down there,” Captain Achilles said. His voice was rendered flat and metallic by his p-suit’s external speaker; his face was barely visible behind his gold-filmed visor. “Once you’re done, pinch the capsule hard; that will activate the radio transmitter.”


  “Why don’t you go down there yourself?”


  “Because they’d attack us and we’d have to kill them,” Captain Achilles said. “And we don’t want them dead because they haven’t finished work yet.”


  Echo tried to smile, although he knew it must look hideously false. “You’re scared, aren’t you? Scared of techs. You don’t understand what we do.”


  “The people down there have gone crazy. That’s why we don’t understand them. My advice is that you don’t go crazy too.”


  The soldier who was holding Echo turned him around and shoved him into a bucket elevator strung on a jury-rigged winch. Captain Achilles said, “Work good, bro. Be a man. Do our family proud,” and thumbed a fat red button at the end of a hanging cable.


  The winch hummed, and the bucket fell into a narrow shaft toward a promise of light far below.


  It fell a long way: at least a kilometer. Echo’s ears popped twice, adjusting to the increase in air pressure. It grew noticeably warmer; still below freezing, but no longer dangerously so. Echo was beginning to think that he might at least live through the ride, when the elevator dropped into a huge chamber.


  It was a deep cylindrical excavation, with what looked like a missile or chimney rising from the rubble floor and reaching all the way to the roof. There were banks of blazing lights, and the bare rock walls had been sealed at tremendous expense with spray-on construction polymer. The missile tube or chimney or pillar—perhaps it was some kind of huge hydraulic ram, Echo thought—was shiny black, and scratched and hatched all over, as if attacked by a gang of graffiti artists armed with jackhammers. It was rooted in a jumble of raw rock, with bits of kit—cylinders of polymer mix, ration packs and water kegs, a microwave, a recycling toilet—scattered around. Scaffolding rose up around it, clever, lightweight plastic stuff that constantly shifted and shivered, balancing out the load of the four people who were climbing down to meet Echo, casting vast and absurd shadows on the polymer-sprayed walls.


  There were just four techs working on what they called the Artifact: Basic and Syntax, Slash and Port. Syntax was their leader. She explained that it was their mission to understand what the Artifact was trying to tell them.


  Echo craned to stare up the dizzying perspective of the pillar’s glistening black length. It was clad in some kind of seamless stone coat, and radiated an evil cold; he had burnt his hand when he had touched its flank. He said, “You’re trying to figure out how it works?”


  “In a way,” Syntax said. She was a grizzled oldster of forty-odd years, almost bald, her face scarred where cancers had been removed, steel plates instead of teeth showing when she cracked a smile. Like the others, she had the shiny-eyed look of someone who has spent far too long on meth. “The marks dug into its surface are code. We’re reading it, piece by piece.”


  “It’s a message,” one of the other techs said.


  Echo laughed. “Like a time capsule? Why would Little Tokyo go to all the expense of burying a time capsule?”


  Syntax said, “Little Tokyo didn’t make it; they found it. It’s a time capsule all right, from the very deep past.”


  “You mean the American Empire?”


  Syntax flashed her steel teeth. “Hardly. As near as we can tell, it’s seven hundred million years old!”


  After a scout patrol had discovered the entrance to the tunnel, Syntax’s small crew of techs had been hijacked from the library and put to work on the Artifact. They were all wired with meth so they could work twenty hours a day, snatching sleep when they fell from exhaustion, sucking food from cold packs while they worked. One woman had gone bugfuck crazy and had jumped on the bucket elevator after it had brought down a case of rations; it had come right back down with her bullet-riddled body, and the others had buried her at the base of the Artifact.


  None of the techs trusted Echo, because he was so obviously a spy. He didn’t blame them. He knew that if he didn’t readily give up whatever he learned here it would be tortured out of him by his brother. The other techs were even more cynical about their fates. They believed that once they had finished translating the Artifact, they would all be killed.


  “Like Egyptian slaves who constructed the tombs of pharaohs,” Syntax told Echo. “Soldiers don’t think that techs are human. They’ll kill us and bury us all when we’re done, so we can’t squawk about what we’ve discovered.”


  She set him to translating a huge block of glyphs carved high up on the Artifact. Her crew had already worked out that the strings of dots and dashes carved deep in the black granite column were binary code, but no one would tell Echo whether they had translated any of it, or what they had found.


  He quickly became as obsessed as the others. All techs loved crypto—it tickled their math programs. Echo worked until he dropped from exhaustion, ate only when the pain in his stomach cut through his focused concentration. The cold bone-dry air sucked moisture from his skin, and although he was constantly sipping from a bladder of distilled water, his mouth felt as if it had been packed with salt. His world shrank to the problem at hand. He hardly noticed the other techs, working away on their separate projects above and below him like monks in isolated carrels. When Port and Slash had a fight over use of one of the computers, he watched for a few minutes and went back to work as soon as Syntax swarmed down to break it up.


  Echo took pics of every square centimeter of the glyphs, loaded them into one of the disposable computers, ran dozens of decryption programs, started writing his own when nothing out of the box cracked the code. He began to think that he had been given a piece of junk info to keep him harmlessly busy, but there was also a nagging sense that he was missing something familiar and obvious.


  On one of his food breaks, he noticed that Basic, the youngest of the techs, was picking about amongst the rubble at the base of the Artifact, catching and zapping the tiny motile cameras that the soldiers used to spy on them. Echo joined in, taking pleasure in outsmarting the cameras’ hardwired cockroach evasion routines. After a while, Basic said that she was only doing it because it helped her think. Even if they got all the cameras, the soldiers would just send down more.


  Echo smiled, tasting blood as his dry lips cracked. “Maybe there’s a better way. You got any construction polymer kit left?”


  His voice was a rusty croak; he hadn’t spoken since Syntax had showed him where to start work—more than thirty hours ago. He wondered if the war with the Copernicus Alliance had begun. Somehow, it didn’t seem to matter.


  The girl shrugged. “Sure, I guess.”


  Basic would be pretty, Echo thought, if she was given a couple of baths and about a month’s sleep and another month on a proper diet, if her stringy hair was washed and cut, and the sores on her face treated. Techs weren’t allowed to have children—that was the prerogative of successful soldiers—but there were plenty of unofficial marriages amongst them. For the first time, he was aware that he stank like a goat, that his underalls clung greasily to his greasy skin.


  He said, “There’s this neat trick I know. Want to help?”


  He showed Basic how to mix up the ingredients of construction polymer in proportions that were radically different from the instructions. Sprayed onto the plastic liner of the crypt, the stuff stayed sticky, a trap for the roving cameras. Then he and Basic went on a serious bug hunt, and the other techs joined in. When the soldiers realized what was happening, more cameras were sent crawling down the walls, but these were trapped in the wide sticky band of polymer. Then the soldiers tried dropping cameras, but the five techs methodically stomped or zapped the hapless critters before they could find shelter. After that, a few cameras were lowered on diamond thread, but any that were dropped too low could be zapped, and the rest were too high up to be able to see much.


  After the great bug hunt, the other techs still maintained a frosty politeness toward Echo, but they relaxed their rule about discussing their work. Sometimes they even talked to each other instead of using their covert librarian finger language, and Echo (who knew the basics of finger language, but couldn’t follow their practiced, high-speed flurries) began to pick up clues about the Artifact.


  It was a chunk of basaltic granite that had been shaped by some high temperature process that had fused its exterior to a glassy sheen as hard as diamond. A mining team from Little Tokyo had found it by accident, while digging for the remnants of an iron meteorite. After Little Tokyo had been overrun, the Copernicus Alliance had either failed to find the Artifact, or hadn’t realized what it was. Since most of the Alliance’s population were soldiers, the latter was most likely.


  Hundreds of thousands of glyph strings had been cut into the Artifact’s surface. The shortest ones had been deciphered—basic stuff about Earth and the Solar System, biochemistry, fundamental mathematical principles. There were pictures, too, decoding into one hundred ninety-two by one hundred ninety-two pixel grids. Echo persuaded Slash, a dour young man with a badly scarred bald head, to show him a map extracted from one patch of code, although it didn’t look like any map of Earth Echo had ever seen.


  “That’s how it was back then,” Slash said. “All the continents were lined up in this single band along the equator. It confirms the dating we got from thermoluminescence and radon decay.”


  Echo was struck with a sideways bit of associational logic. “Show me where you got this from,” he said.


  An hour later, he had cracked the chunk of code he had been assigned.


  It was a movie, highly compressed by pasting every bit of non-moving background into each frame instead of generating fresh code, and recycling common motion elements from a palette stuck at the front end, mixed up with instructions on polygon types, greyscales, and scan rates.


  It ran for just under a minute, black and white, fourteen frames a second, one hundred ninety-two scan lines, as low-rez as stone age TV. Echo looped it and played it over and over. He fell asleep with it still playing, woke to find the other techs watching it raptly.


  It showed a thing like a half-squashed crab built out of bubblewrap sidling up to the camera, slowly turning on a fringe of tiny legs. At what might be its front end was a bug face above a rack of crushing and chiseling and biting mouthparts like an organic Swiss army knife; the camera or whatever had taken the movie zoomed jerkily in on the mouthparts at the end, as if their frantic twitching was significant.


  “There’s your alien,” Echo said.


  “It isn’t an alien,” Basic said abstractedly, pushing greasy hair away from her eyes as she leaned in, watching the loop start over. “Look at that recycled critter dance.”


  “It doesn’t seem to have eyes,” Echo said.


  Slash tapped the screen of Echo’s computer. “There are apertures all around the rim of the shell. Like pinhole cameras. We have the gross morphology of the boogers from other chunks of code.”


  “Just stills,” Port said, giving Echo a challenging look. He was a rangy fellow with a wolfish look, pale as a ghost, long wispy hairs at the corners of his mouth. “Stills and diagrams.”


  Echo said, “I’m not pissed. I know you held stuff back from me, and I would have done the same in your place. So you call these things boogers?”


  The other four techs looked at each other. Syntax said, “There have to be dozens of loops like this in the code. You did good, Echo.”


  “I didn’t think it would look like a crab,” Echo said.


  “It doesn’t,” Slash said. “Not exactly.”


  “Well,” Echo insisted, “it isn’t a very alien-looking alien.”


  The other four techs looked at each other again.


  Echo said, “I’m not getting out of here alive, right? I might as well know what I’m gonna die for.”


  Syntax said, “It isn’t exactly an alien. It came from Earth, just like us. It seems that everyone got the history of life on Earth wrong.”


  Syntax did most of the explaining, with the others chipping in now and then.


  The great winter was not the first time Earth had been covered in ice. There had been another great winter seven hundred million years ago, caused by an accident of geology rather than a dip in the sun’s luminescence. Breakup of the Earth’s only landmass at that time, a vast equatorial supercontinent, had exposed huge areas of what had been interior desert to oceanic rainfall, and chemical weathering of the exposed rocks had locked atmospheric carbon dioxide into carbonates. The catastrophic drop in carbon dioxide partial pressure had meant that less infrared radiation was trapped by Earth’s atmosphere. As the mean global temperature fell, ice had begun to spread outward from the poles, and because ice reflected sunlight, there had been a runaway, unstoppable feedback, ice spreading south and north across open water and reflecting back more sunlight, which cooled the Earth so that the ice could spread some more. In only a few decades, the whole Earth had been covered in ice, and all higher forms of life had been wiped out, including the boogers and their nascent civilization.


  Because there was no rainfall and no weathering of rocks, carbon dioxide released by volcanoes had slowly built up in the atmosphere. At last, after millions of years, the equator had warmed enough to begin to melt the ice, allowing water vapor back into the atmosphere. And because water vapor is even better at trapping infrared radiation than carbon dioxide, the global temperature had quickly risen to forty or fifty degrees Centigrade, generating vast hyperhurricanes and continent-sized storms of acidic rain, which had rapidly weathered newly exposed rocks and removed excess carbon dioxide, cooling the Earth and allowing life to flourish once more.


  And evolution had begun all over again.


  “It was always thought that it took three and a half billion years of evolution before multicellular life arose,” Syntax said, “and another half billion years to evolve intelligence. But there was an entire multicellular evolutionary epoch before our own, wiped out by a great winter whose end was the trigger that started our own epoch. Wiped out so thoroughly that not even a fossil was found. The glaciers scraped at least fifty meters of rock from the surface of the land, and acidic rain eroded at least as much again.”


  “No animals with backbones or carbonate shells seemed to have evolved during the boogers’ epoch,” Basic said. “Only soft-bodied animals that rarely fossilize. The boogers’ shells were made up of millions of cells of pneumatically inflated cellose film.”


  Slash said, “The boogers’ epoch was probably started by the end of a previous great winter, coincident with the appearance of oxygen-evolving photosynthesis. There were at least five cycles of great winters and acidic hothouses. There might have been two or three evolutionary epochs while Earth’s atmosphere was still mostly methane.”


  “Unlikely,” Port said. “Biochemistry adapted to reducing atmospheres is too low-energy for multicellular life.”


  “Life that we know about,” Slash said sharply, obviously reiterating an old argument.


  Syntax hushed them, and told Echo, “The boogers developed spaceflight once their great winter started. In only ten years or so, they were more advanced than we ever were.”


  “But they died out,” Echo said.


  Syntax nodded. “They left the Artifact as a monument to their epoch. There are maps on it that suggest that there are dozens of other Artifacts on the Moon, but I doubt that they’re any more than copies of this one.”


  Basic said, “The boogers accepted their fate. Only single-celled bacteria and algae survived their great winter. Those were our ancestors. Everything else died out.”


  “Except maybe the Ediacara,” Port said.


  “We can never prove that,” Slash said.


  Port told Echo, “The Ediacara were this very weird group of multicellular animals that were around just after the end of the Precambrian—at the end of the boogers’ great winter. They were nothing like any other known phylum—those evolved later, in the so-called Cambrian explosion that gave birth to every modern multicellular phylum. The Ediacara could be a relic of the boogers’ epoch. They could have survived around hydrothermal vents.”


  “But we’ll never know,” Slash said.


  “And we’ll never not know either,” Port said, glaring at him.


  Basic told Echo, “The soldiers wanted us to find records of technology that could be used against the Copernicus Alliance, but there’s nothing like that here.”


  “It’s no more than a greeting,” Syntax said. “A message sent into the future because there was a chance that intelligent life would evolve again. The boogers didn’t think like us. They accepted that life was a precarious thing, able to exist only in those interstices of a planet’s history between catastrophic events. They were fatalists.”


  “I think they were a lot like us,” Basic said. “People put messages from Earth on early deep space probes like Pioneer and Voyager. Those were sent into interstellar space rather than the future, but the intention was exactly the same.”


  “In the end, it doesn’t matter,” Port told Echo. “We can’t get out of here.”


  “When the soldiers realize that there’s nothing useful here, they’ll kill us,” Slash said, “but they’ll let you live.”


  “Nothing useful?” Echo laughed, and tasted blood from his split lips. “You’re thinking like soldiers! I don’t blame you. The soldiers took over long ago. We all think like them now, and all we think about is survival.”


  ‘You’re working for the soldiers,” Slash said. “Don’t deny it. You’re a spy. That’s why you were sent here.”


  “My brother and sisters are all soldiers,” Echo said. “All of them are ashamed that I became a tech, but my oldest brother took it personally. That’s why he sent me here. He wanted me to do a soldier’s job, because that might make me into a soldier. But once you’ve been made over into a tech, that’s what you are.”


  Echo tapped his head. “At first, you run the programs, but pretty soon they start running you. It’s the same with soldiers. They can’t help what they are, because they were made that way—but it’s our fault that we let them take over. I looked up the records once. Hardly anyone does that now. We’re too focused on the present, on survival. In the last two hundred years the proportion of soldiers increased every time we went to war against another base, and remained at the same level after the war ended, until the next war pushed the proportion even higher. That’s why the soldiers are in charge now—but before the wars began, we were in charge. We used to set the agenda.” He looked around at everyone.


  “And you know what? Even now, we’re stronger than soldiers. We face up to the truth. We can see what has happened to the human race. As resources decreased, aggression between the bases increased. It was inevitable. We’ll fight the Copernicus Alliance, and either they’ll beat us or we’ll beat them, but in the end, it won’t matter who wins. Because after the last battle there will be no more resources to grab, and the victorious base will dwindle and die out, or tear itself to pieces in civil war. We’ll have lost everything that makes us human. We’ll have become as mindless as a nest of ants. We can’t survive until the Earth warms again, but we can die with dignity. That’s what I’ve learned here. We’ll beat the soldiers, and we’ll build our own Artifact. And in half a billion years, perhaps some new species will understand what we achieved. What we were.”


  The other techs were smiling. Echo felt blood heat his face as his sudden passion turned to embarrassment. “Shit,” he said, crestfallen. “You already know that.”


  “We’re techs too,” Syntax said.


  “The woman who died,” Echo said. “She wasn’t crazy, was she?”


  “We drew lots,” Port said.


  “And she lost.”


  “No,” Syntax said gently. “She won. We knew the soldiers would send down a replacement because we were one person short of a squad. That’s how soldiers think. And we knew that they would send down a spy.”


  “Someone with a way out,” Port said.


  “Of course, we weren’t sure if he would help us,” Slash said.


  “No, we knew we could get him to help us,” Basic said, “because he would be a tech, just like us.”


  Echo put his hand over the bruise on his forearm, where the capsule had been inserted. “Of course I’ll help you. Just tell me what I have to do.”


  When everything was ready, when everyone was in position and the lights had been turned down, Echo pinched the capsule in his arm. There was a moment of sharp pain as its acid leaked out and created a charge to power the tiny radio transmitter. Echo sat on a cold slab of rock in the semidarkness, and waited.


  An hour passed. Halfway through the second, dozens of diamond wires dropped down almost to the ground, some with the cameras at their ends, some with glaring lights that spun like mad stars. Ten minutes later, the bucket elevator came into view high overhead, descending past the black flank of the Artifact. Echo stood up and backed away as it fell toward him.


  Captain Achilles swung over the edge of the bucket before it grounded, surprisingly agile considering he was wearing an armored p-suit and toting an assault rifle. His voice blared at full volume through the p-suit’s external speaker.


  “Where are they? Are they dead?”


  Echo raised his hands. He felt very calm, although his heart was beating quickly and lightly. Its rapid pulse tremored in his fingertips. He said, “Not exactly.”


  Slash and Port stood up behind Captain Achilles, throwing off their dust-covered blankets, raising their hoses. Captain Achilles managed to halfturn before they started to spray him; arms already stuck to his sides, he fell beneath falling sheets of hardening polymer. Echo bounded forward and ripped the antenna from his backpack.


  The first part was over.


  The five techs, working with feverish haste, blinded the cameras with polymer, loaded kegs of polymer mix into the bucket elevator, packed them with crude gunpowder made from rations charcoaled in the microwave, nitrates from the recycling toilet, and sulfur from a couple of lamp batteries. Slash and Port lashed themselves to the underside of the bucket with strips torn from their underalls, and, with practiced synchronization, Echo pressed the return button in the same moment that Syntax lit the gunpowder-soaked fuse.


  The fuse fizzled merrily as the elevator slowly rose toward the slot in the chamber’s roof. Echo found that he was counting silently, and wondered if they’d got the fuse length right. It had been difficult to work out how the elevator’s travel time would be affected by its load. Too long, and the soldiers would have time to stifle it; too short, and the surprise package would blow prematurely.


  He was still counting when the elevator, with the two half-naked men swinging beneath it, vanished into the shadows high above. A minute passed. Echo began to think that it had all gone wrong—and a dull thud shook dust from the roof. He and Syntax and Basic whooped and hugged each other, broke apart when they heard a ragged burst of gunfire.


  Silence. Then a body dropped out of the darkness, slammed against the black flank of the Artifact and tumbled down, arms and legs akimbo, landing with a horrible wet broken noise on a slab of rock. It was Port. He had been shot in the chest and face. The three techs were still staring at him when the bucket elevator started back down. Slash was standing on a freeform sculpture of solidified polymer. Only then did they know that they had won.


  “We’ll kill all of you,” Captain Achilles told Echo.


  The techs had used solvent to clean hardened polymer from his rifle, and more solvent to free him from his shroud. They had made him shuck his p-suit at gunpoint, and then had tied him up. He lay on the ground in his underalls, arms lashed behind his back, legs drawn up because his ankles were tied to his wrists. He glared up at Echo and said, “Kill me now, bro. Because I mean to kill you.”


  Echo said, “We’ll leave you and the other two here, at the bottom of the shaft, no p-suits, no way of contacting the outside. Just like you left us. The rest of your soldiers will come and find you, sooner or later, and meanwhile you could do worse than study the Artifact, and think about everything I’ve told you.”


  “Those lies aren’t worth a second’s thought,” Captain Achilles said. “How do you know your new friends are coming back? They’ve left you here with me, Davee boy, because you’re a spy.”


  “They’ll be back.”


  Basic was guarding the soldiers who had been caught like flies in amber when the construction polymer had been blown all over the platform at the top of the shaft. One had managed to half-free his arm in the instant before it solidified around him, and he had shot Port. At first, Slash had wanted to kill the two soldiers for that, but his anger had quickly subsided into sullen determination. Techs weren’t killers. He and Syntax had taken the soldiers’ p-suits and had driven off in the rover to steal the bus. Syntax had been a mechanic before she had been transferred to the library. She and Slash would fly it in over the top of the chamber, blast into the cut-and-cover tunnel and bring in spare p-suits.


  “If they do manage to steal the bus, they’ll run away,” Captain Achilles said, “but most likely they’re already dead. Free me, bro, and I’ll save your ass when my people come looking for me.”


  “They’ll come back,” Echo said.


  “Suppose they do. What will you do if you reach South Pole? Kill all the soldiers?”


  ‘There won’t be many soldiers left at South Pole,” Echo said. “There’s a war on. And if we have to fight, we’ll be fighting inside the base, a place techs know better than soldiers. That’s what happened at Little Tokyo, isn’t it? After its techs found out what the Artifact was for, they rebelled against the soldiers, and the Copernicus Alliance saw its chance and finished them all off. And now the same thing is happening at the Alliance’s base, because their techs found out about the Artifact too.


  “You thought you could contain us, bro, but you were as wrong as all the other soldiers. We’re going to tell the other techs all about what we found here, and we’re going to ask them whether they want humanity to die out in a futile war, or whether we should work on a suitable memorial instead. You could help. All the soldiers could help. Once the war against the Copernicus Alliance is over, there will be no more enemies to fight, nothing more for you to do. Tell me that you’ll think about helping me and I won’t leave you here.”


  Captain Achilles made a tremendous effort and managed to arch his back so he could spit at Echo. He missed, and glared at Echo with a mad, bloodshot eye.


  ‘That’s what I thought,” Echo said sadly. “Soldiers can’t help being soldiers. It’s all they can do.”


  “You’re as crazy as the others.”


  High above, shadows swayed across the flank of the Artifact as the elevator descended toward them. Echo stood up.


  “Here come my people,” Captain Achilles said. “Last chance to ask for my help, bro.”


  “I don’t think so,” Echo said.


  “If you’re so sure, why are you holding on to the rifle like that?” Captain Achilles laughed. “Suppose you get out of here, suppose you even get to South Pole. I bet you don’t even know how you’re going to get past security.”


  Basic leaned out of the swaying bucket, waving madly. Echo waved back, and threw the rifle away. “We’re techs,” he told the soldier. “We’ll think of something.”


  A Very British History


  It’s about time someone produced a proper history of the space race.


  After all, here we are in this year 2001, with two permanent colonies on the Moon, and outposts on Mars, Mercury, and the moons of Jupiter and Saturn. Not to mention close to a hundred low-Earth-orbit factories, hotels, laboratories and solar power farms, and the even dozen habitats orbiting the L5 point between Earth and the Moon. Why, at the Aldermaston Jet Propulsion Laboratories they’re building the first robotic interstellar probes, and great multi-generation arks capable of transporting colonists to new Earths around other suns are already on the drawing boards. We’ve had plenty of readable, thoughtful but rapidly dated pieces of space boosterism by enthusiasts like Clarke and Asimov and Sagan. We’ve had far too many dry-as-dust official histories written by committees, and a plethora of self-serving, ghostwritten autobiographies by minor rocket scientists and second-string astronauts. We’ve had more than enough heavyweight commentaries by the likes of C. P. Snow, Norman Mailer and Gore Vidal which, although ostensibly about the first men on the Moon or the second American revolution or the race for the outer system, are really about the authors’ egos and hang-ups. And we’ve certainly had enough quickie pieces of crap knocked up from press releases by sci-fi hacks and penny-ante journos, and more than enough half-baked manifestos cranked out by greedy shills masquerading as space-age messiahs (I can dig George Adamski’s for-real craziness, and chortled my way through Baudrillard’s The Space Race Did, Not Happen, but L. Ron Hubbard?).


  Yes, it’s about time that we had a proper history of space colonization by a real historian: rigorous, heavily researched, determinedly fair-minded, leavened with some cerebral wackiness, and big enough to do some serious damage if you dropped it on your foot, even here on the Moon. A capstone to the first instalment of space exploration. Of course, it could only have been written by a Brit.


  So here it is, Professor Sir William Coxton’s A Brief History of the Colonization of Space (Oxford University Press, 858pp [with another cccxxvi pages of appendices, references and an exhaustive index], £75). And I can tell you that, despite the dry semi-detached style, for someone like me, who lived through part of this, it’s the Real Deal. It certainly makes you kind of proud to be in it, even if not much more than a footnote (page 634 if you’re interested).


  But I should warn you that despite appearing to bend over backwards to be fair-minded, Sir Bill is never shy of elevating the contributions of his own country above those of the States and the former Soviet Union whenever the opportunity arises, as might be expected from someone who has, after all, benefited from the touch of the Queen’s sword on his shoulder. Sir Bill isn’t an actual aristo, having been born into a coal-mining family in a Yorkshire village, which is, as far as I can make out, more like one of the hard-scrabble towns in Kentucky than the landscaped acres of some ancestral pile. But like a lot of heavyweight Brit academics, he’s far more pro-establishment than most of the actual establishment, and despite the many hours he’s spent in the archives, and the many more hours he’s spent interviewing the surviving principals of the keynote dramas (he even spent a couple of hours talking to yours truly), he’s prone to a certain partiality.


  As shown by the fact that he doesn’t begin his story in the usual places – Tsiolkovski’s schoolroom, Goddard’s machined fireworks – but with the race for Peenemunde at the end of WW2. Sir Bill is famous for his theories on hinge points in history, and has edited a fat book of counterfactual essays in which historians imagined what might have happened if, for instance, that ur-student radical Gavrilo Princip’s revolver shots had missed Archduke Ferdinand and his wife in Sarajevo in 1914. And here he spends a lot of time arguing that, as far as the space race is concerned, the capture of the Nazi rocket scientists is the crucial hinge point in the history of space exploration. In fact, he’s so consumed by this notion that he wastes a whole chapter considering as a counterfactual exercise what would have happened if the Brits didn’t get there first. But I’m not going to depress us all by arguing the details of Sir Bill’s imaginary account of the failures of nerve, the overriding requirements of the military-industrial complexes of the USA and the former Soviet Union, and the political, budgetary and managerial blunders which might have aborted NASA’s exploration of the Moon and prematurely curtailed the slower but in many ways more ambitious Russian space programme. After all, none of that actually happened, and even if the US army had managed to get to Peenemunde before the Brits, it still might not have happened. In the end, I’m pretty sure that Sir Bill’s counterfactual is just one more of his ploys to convince us all that only the Brits were fit to be the first true space pioneers.


  So you can safely skip all that quite theoretical gloom with a clear conscience and get your teeth into the meat of the book. The story of the British army’s capture of Peenemunde has been told many times before, but Sir Bill spices his account with an extensive reimagining from the point of view of a certain Sergeant Stapledon, who claims to have led the mission and who remained to his death (Sir Bill interviewed him ten years ago) sorely pissed off that he was written out of history by his superiors. It’s exciting, full of hectic detail, and permeated with the intricacies of the British class system (Sergeant Stapledon was, like Sir Bill, a committed socialist, and ignored the order of the day because he despised his officers as effete fops).


  It was because of Stapledon’s initiative, Sir Bill claims, that the space age began in the ruins of Europe at the end of the Second World War, when the Brits won the race to capture the secrets of the V-2 bunkers. Winston Churchill cannily arranged a swap of a few of the debriefed German personnel and a number of V-2s for American atomic technology, while spiriting much equipment, several half-completed V-3s, and a large contingent of technicians led by the formidable Wernher Von Braun, to the new rocket ranges at Woomera in the Australian outback. One of Churchill’s last acts before the postwar election was to secure the future of the Woomera facility by encouraging engineering luminaries such as Barnes Wallis, Christopher Cockerel and Frank Whittle to work with the Germans and, in Churchill’s words, “extend the British ideal of freedom and fair play towards the stars.” What he meant, of course, was a new British Empire.


  The next half dozen chapters dig deep into the crazy stiff-upper-lipped heroics of early Brit space pioneers, who defied death atop barely-tested rockets for the glory of King and country. Sir Bill is no sentimentalist, but it’s easy to detect a sneaking admiration for those rocket boys in his account, which in taut, laconic prose captures the reckless mood of volunteers who, like Battle-of-Britain Spitfire pilots, made almost inevitable death seem like no more than an awfully big adventure: boys who could never grow up. The most famous of them all, Maurice Gray, now retired and tending his beehives and rose garden in Devon, still sounds like a mix between Peter Pan and Christopher Robin, a boy laughing lightly at inconceivable death, the British version of a zen master.


  These were necessary heroics. While the Russians were racing to launch the first satellite using big chemical multi-stage rockets designed by their own native genius, the legendary Chief Engineer, Sergei Koryolev, and the Americans were developing a military space programme centred on the X-series rocket ships, the British were concentrating on true manned space flight. The first man to ascend beyond the tropopause, to a height of more than 20 miles, was 16-year-old Maurice Gray, in a helium balloon in 1955; he also broke the current airspeed record by breaking the sound barrier when he plummeted 19 miles back to Earth in free fall before opening his parachute. This was quickly followed by several suborbital lobs of RAF volunteers atop modified V-3s in 1956 and 1957, but after several fatal crashes of the two-stage A.20, British scientists became dissatisfied with mere chemical rockets and decided to develop a more powerful atomic technology, despite a couple of hair-raising (and hitherto suppressed) accidents which could have rendered most of Australia uninhabitable for a thousand years.


  Meanwhile, the Russians were the first to orbit a satellite in 1957, swiftly followed by a capsule containing a dog, and finally a man, and with the X-20 the American Air Force developed a re-usable chemically-powered space plane which achieved orbit in 1960. But even as the two superpowers vied for military and political supremacy in Earth orbit, Britain’s space programme looked further, developing a re-usable space ship using the highly advanced White Streak atomic motor, whose power both the Russians and the Americans grievously underestimated. In July 1962, two scientists, Savage and Kingston, landed on the Moon, where they spent an entire Lunar day, two weeks, exploring and collecting rocks before returning to a hero’s welcome.


  The American government’s space programme remained strictly military, but spurred by the British example, the brilliant and ruthless entrepreneur Delos Harriman founded a commercially funded space programme in the States, and in 1970 finally reached the Moon using conventional multistage chemical boosters. Sir Bill’s account of Harriman’s achievement is curiously muted; it’s clear he doesn’t think much of the Yankee mix of rabid capitalism and pioneer individualism. And of course the British, using their atomic technology, had already reached Mars in 1968—here, drawing upon extensive interviews with the protagonists, Sir Bill deftly improves upon Patrick Moore’s classic account in Mission to Mars of how the first expedition was stranded because the motor of their craft was damaged on landing, and of how they survived for a year before a second expedition rescued them.


  With the Moon and Mars secured by the British government and American free enterprise, the Russians turned their attention to the inner solar system. Only recently, after the fall of the communist state, has the tragic fate of the first manned expedition to Venus been revealed. No one will forget the recordings of the screams of the two unlucky cosmonauts as their descent capsule was cooked and crushed in Venus’s infernal atmosphere. There’s no derring-do here: only horror. What had been intended as a coup de theatre to trump the British expedition to Mars became a tragedy which was hastily covered over, and Sir Bill has cannily exploited the recent openness of the new Russian government too secure at first hand accounts of the Venus disaster. The first Russian landing on Mercury, four years later in 1972, was of course more successful, establishing solar-powered robot mining facilities and a rail-gun which within a year began to launch back to Earth packages of refined precious metals which immensely enriched the Russian economy and started in earnest the race to commercially exploit the Solar System.


  By this time the British had established a permanent colony on the Moon, and a dozen expeditions were exploring her surface in powerful tractors. Early space suits, which had borrowed their design from deep-sea diving outfits, heavily armoured and with pincers instead of gloves, had given way to more comfortable suits based on the indestructible cloth invented by Sidney Stratton, with integral life-support backpacks instead of heavy metal air cylinders. There was also a semi-permanent scientific station on Mars. After the disappointment that the fabulous canals of Lowell had been no more than optical illusions and wishful thinking, the British Geological Society was busily exploring vast canyons, craters and volcanoes, and drilling deep for signs of life in the Martian crust. In 1977, to celebrate the Queen’s Jubilee, a British climbing expedition planted the Union Jack on top of Mount Elizabeth, the largest volcano in the solar system.


  All of this was no longer under the control of the military, but was funded by a mixture of public subscription, commercial money (especially from the BBC’s Relay Chain satellite network), and money earned by transporting material for American and Russian projects – just as in the old British Empire, the new colonies were largely self-funding. Meanwhile, British atomic-powered space ships were carrying out the first surveys of the moons of Jupiter and Saturn. Life was discovered in Europa’s salty sub-ice ocean in 1982; the first expedition landed, if that’s the right word for a descent to a surface covered in liquid ethane, on Titan in 1988.


  While British expeditions are bringing back treasures to the Science Museum, and the British government has built an extensive spaceport in Ceylon to service almost daily flights to Earth orbit and the Moon, the official US space programme is still recovering from the political and economic fallout of the Second American Revolution. The Lunar colony founded by Harriman’s company had been taken over by the feds in 1977, and used as a dumping ground for dissidents after Nixon was elected to his third term as president. In 1979, a revolt by the imprisoned dissidents led to the foundation of the Lunar Republic and the fall of the Nixon government after a brief bombardment of the American mainland by rocks launched by the Lunar rail-gun. Sir Bill’s account of the revolt, the former Lunar prison’s declaration of independence and the brief war quite rightly highlights the way mainstream history (heavily influenced by Heinlein’s colourful but disapproving popular account in The Moon is a Harsh Mistress, whose claims that libertarian heroes were suppressed by evil socialist radicals and drug-crazed hippies would be pitiful if they weren’t, thanks to the movie version, still so widely held) has unfairly dismissed the discrete help but vital help given by the British Lunar colonists to the former prisoners. For as this writer can affirm from personal experience, the phlegmatic Brit scientists were surprisingly sympathetic to us hepcat hippie rebels.


  After the revolution, some of us, such as William Burroughs and Jack Kerouac, chose to return to Earth, but this wasn’t, as Sir Bill claims, a split in our ranks, merely a natural shake-down amongst a bunch of highly creative and mostly anarchic individuals. Many others, including Ken Kesey, Allen Ginsberg, Neil Cassady, Tom Hayden and Noam Chomsky, stayed on to found a new republic which attempted to marry the artistic impulses of many of its members with the technology required for survival. Very soon, we in the New Lunar Utope became expert at building habitats from scratch, and furnishing them with self-sufficient closed ecosystems; something we developed by ourselves by the way, despite Sir Bill’s crude hints that we were dependent on British expertise. It just wasn’t so, Bill: we had to learn to develop efficient closed-loop systems quickly or perish, and as this veteran of Ken Kesey’s magic bus-tour of the Martian highlands can affirm from personal experience, it was all down to good old Yankee ingenuity.


  After the fall of Nixon and the election of Ronald Reagan, detente with the Russians swiftly followed, and the end of the cold war has led to a welcome diversion of funding from the US military space programme to the construction of habitats and factories and solar-power farms in Earth orbit and at the L5 point between Earth and the Moon. It’s a healthy sign, surely, that the habitats are not the transplanted whitebread suburbias of NASA’s drawing boards, but are designed by the New Lunar Utope as diverse multi-cultural centres for any artistic and scientific community which can afford the one-way ticket out of Earth’s gravity well.


  Meanwhile, the Russians have consolidated their exploitation of the vast resources of Mercury and have begun to mine many near-Earth asteroids. After the fall of communism, Mercury declared itself an independent republic, and dozens of mining communities scattered through the asteroid belt have declared their autonomy too. Sir Bill’s explication of the political links between the former Soviet mining stations and the Free Lunar Utope is enjoyably disapproving. He’s forced to admit that the British hegemony is now strongly compromised by plans to extend the alliance to the outer reaches of the Solar System by sling-shotting seed colonies past Venus towards the newly discovered planetoids of the Kuiper Belt, and his speculation that the Free Lunar Utope and the Autonomous Space Republics have transformed the comet fragment Neo-8 into a multi-generation starship aimed at Tau Ceti reeks of panicky paranoia.


  It’s understandable that the Brits are nervous. It turns out that the bustling Solar System hasn’t become the new British Empire after all, and it’s natural that they don’t want their tremendous investment in the first robot interstellar probes, planned to be launched within the next two years towards all eight extra-Solar Systems with Earth-like planets discovered by the Newton space telescope on the far side of the Moon, to be upstaged. But hey, whatever happens, and here I’m in complete agreement with Sir Bill, we can only look back fondly and admiringly on the writings of the first prophets of the space age, and marvel at how timid their once outrageously optimistic predictions now seem. Let a thousand flowers bloom!


  


  Paul J. McAuley needs no introduction to long-time Interzone readers. A regular book-reviewer here for many years, he is also one of Britain’s leading sf novelists. His earliest stories appeared in this magazine in the mid-1980s, and his most recent piece of fiction in the magazine was “Naming the Dead” (issue 149) – recently chosen by Ellen Datlow and Terri Windling for reprinting in their upcoming Year’s Best Horror & Fantasy.


  Bone Orchards


  Cemeteries are fine, private, quiet places, for it is the living, not the dead, who make ghosts. It is the living who slough shells of anger or terror, shed shivers of joy or ooze sullen residues of hate, sticky as spilled crude oil. Only the living, at the crucial moment of transition, cast off yearning or puzzled phantoms, and because most ghosts do not know they are dead, they do not often stray into the gardens of the dead. And so it is that I go to cemeteries to find respite from the blooming, buzzing confusion of the city.


  Usually my clients must seek me out, and I make sure that I am not easy to find because I am their last hope, not their first. But, rarely, I discover someone I can help, and this was one such affair, begun in the peace of a bone orchard.


  It was in the spring of 199—. Collective manias and delusions at the end of this dreadful century had set loose a host of strange and wild things. I had taken to walking about the city, trying to understand the redrawn maps of influence. It was a transformation as slow but sure as the yielding of winter to spring, but more profound, more permanent. It was as if the climate was changing.


  My walks were not entirely random. I made a point of stopping for an hour or two of peaceful contemplation in the sanctuary of one or another of the city’s cemeteries. The secret garden of the Moravian cemetery, entered by an unmarked door next to a public house off the King’s Road. Kensal Green Cemetery, with its great Doric arch and gravelled roads wide enough for carriages. The ordered plots of Brompton Cemetery, radiating from the central octagonal chapel. The City of London Cemetery, its drained lake now a valley of catacombs. Even Bunhill Cemetery, its weathered tombs protected by prissy green municipal railings, could afford a little tranquillity as long as one avoided the lunchtime crowds of office workers.


  That day, I had walked north up the Kingsland Road, past the new mosque (although my family has a long and honourable tradition in the matter of the dead, I am not a religious man, but any sign of communal faith gives me hope), through the brawl and tacky commercial!ty of Dalston (the Santeria shop was closed down; I wondered if that had been caused by a minor fluctuation of the new climate), to Stoke Newington and Abney Park Cemetery.


  Abney Park:


  Beyond the modest entrance off Church Street, hard by the fire station, beyond the imposing graves of Salvation Army generals, paths divide and divide again, leading you away from city noise. The place is thick with trees, and saplings push up between close-set graves or are even rooted in the graves themselves, as if the dead are sprouting at skull or ribs or thigh. There are angels and pyramids and obelisks and hundreds of ordinary headstones. There is a lion. There are anchors cast on a rough boulder. Many graves are tilted, as if the dead, restless for Judgement Day, have been pounding on the roofs of their tombs. At the centre is the derelict chapel of rest, a Gothic ruin surprisingly free of graffiti, its windows boarded up or covered in bright new corrugated iron, every bit of glass smashed from the rose at the apex of the square tower. Boards have been prised away from one window; the scraps of the trespassers’ spent lust curl within like exhausted snakes.


  That day, yellow daffodils nodded in the mild breeze above some graves—the last land our lives leave, our final plot, is a garden the size of our bodies—and others were bright with rainwashed silk flowers. I wandered the paths, munching chocolate bourbons from the packet I had purchased at a Turkish corner shop. The blue sky was netted by a web of bare branches. Birds sang, defining their territories. A man in a grubby T-shirt and a wrinkled leather jacket led an eager mongrel on a string and carried a can of strong beer; imps hid from me in the tangled rat-tails of his hair. An art student in black was hunched on a bench, sketching one of the angels (its left arm had been broken off at the elbow; fresh stone showed as shockingly white as bone against its weathered grey skin). A man and a woman in identical shell suits sat at another bench, talking quietly. A young woman pushed her baby in an old-fashioned perambulator.


  And an old woman in a shabby grey anorak knelt like a penitent at a grave. Something about her made me stop and sit at a bench nearby. I took out my book (a badly foxed copy of Abellio’s La Fin de I’esoterisme), and pretended to ruffle through its pages while raking her with covert glances. She was bathed in sunlight that fell at an angle between close-laced branches, like a saint in a medieval woodcut. A quite unremarkable woman in her late sixties, with a pinched, exhausted face devoid of make-up, coarse grey hair caught under a flowery scarf. Her anorak, her rayon trousers and her cheap flat shoes had all been bought in the same high street emporium. She was tidying the grave with slow, painful care, raking its green gravel, straightening the silk roses in their brass pot, washing city dirt from the white headstone. She did not see me; nor did she see what seemed to be a small child running about the old graves in the distance.


  No one could see it but me.


  At last, the woman pulled a shiny black purse from the pocket of her anorak, opened it, and took out a piece of paper. She lifted up a smooth beach pebble, removed something, and tucked the paper underneath. Then she laboriously got to her feet, one hand on the small of her back, dusted her hands, and hobbled away down the path.


  I shut my book and went to the grave and retrieved the paper. It was a sheet torn from a cheap, lined writing pad, as soft as newspulp, folded twice into a square. I was about to unfold it when something said, ‘That’s mine.’


  It presented as a girl of ten or eleven, thin, determined, petulant, in a pale dress fifty years out of date. A scarf was knotted at her skinny neck. Eyes that were no more than dark smudges were half-hidden by tangled hair that stirred in a breeze I could not feel. It stamped ineffectively and said again, ‘That’s mine.’


  I held out the folded sheet of paper.


  ‘I don’t want it now, not now you’ve touched it, you smelly old thing.’


  ‘I will read it for you, if you like.’


  ‘Smelly old fat thing,’ it said spitefully, and turned and took a few steps along the path the old woman had taken before stopping and looking at me over its shoulder, hesitant, unsure.


  ‘I can read it for you,’ I said again. ‘I am not like the others. I speak for people like you.’


  The pale child ran up to me and swiped at the paper with fingers crooked into talons. It failed to take it, of course, and was suddenly dancing in fury. ‘Fat fucker! Smelly fat fucking fucker!’


  The sun seemed to darken, and the child grew in definition, as a candle flame steadies after it has been lit. Branches moved overhead like bony fingers rubbing together.


  ‘You fucking fat smelly fuck!’


  Stuff like drool slicked the child’s chin, dripped on to the path.


  I waited, holding out the paper. When the child was quiet again, I said, ‘I can read it for you. I do not think you can.’


  ‘Fuck you.’


  Quieter now.


  ‘Is she your mother?’


  ‘She’s mine. She’s always been mine. You can’t have her.’


  And then the child was chasing away through the trees after the old woman like smoke blown from a gun. There was a wetness on the path, frothy as the mucus shed by a salted slug.


  I unfolded the sheet of paper, read the few lines written in painstaking copperplate, then looked at the headstone of the grave.


  Jennifer Burton


  28th November 1933—28th November 1944


  Taken from us, she sleeps in peace.


  I had thought the grave only a few years old. It had been faithfully tended for over 50 years.


  I wrote down the particulars in the flyleaf of my book, copied the lines on the sheet of paper, and tucked it back under the pebble.


  ‘She was murdered,’ Detective-Superintendent Rawles told me. ‘Strangled by the scarf her mother gave her for her birthday. Murdered, but not sexually assaulted. Her sister was found wandering the streets nearby, with scratches on her arms and face. She had been attacked too, but she must have managed to get away when her sister was strangled, and she couldn’t remember anything. You don’t think of ordinary crimes happening then, with the war going on, but there it is. The case is still open.’


  ‘Like a wound,’ I said, remembering the scarf around the little girl’s neck.


  We were sitting in the snug of The Seven Stars, the comfortable old pub just around the corner from Lincoln’s Inn Fields. Rawles was due to give evidence at a murder trial in an hour. He was uncharacteristically nervous, and had kept stealing glances at his watch as I described my encounter and worked my way through a steak and kidney pie. Around us, sleek lawyers in dark suits talked loudly about chambers gossip and old and forthcoming cases. The sad quiet shade of a pot boy was drifting about a dark corner of the bar; out of courtesy, we pretended to ignore each other.


  Rawles passed a hand over his close-cropped white hair and sighed. My old friend and ally looked worn out. There were deep lines either side of his mouth, and nests of hair in his ears. The skin on the backs of his hands was as loose as a lizards, and crazed with a diamond pattern. He said, ‘Do you really think you should be prying into this, Carlyle?’


  ‘How long is it until you retire, Robert?’


  ‘Three months, as you know very well. I’m dreading it.’


  ‘The bungalow in Essex? Your roses?’


  ‘I can’t wait to get out of the city. What I dread is the party they’re going to give me.’


  ‘I will be there in spirit.’


  Rawles drained his pint glass and said, ‘The bungalow is brand new. No ghosts at all.’


  ‘There are ghosts everywhere, Rawles. I can look at your bungalow, if you like. You might be surprised.’


  ‘I’d rather live in ignorant bliss. That’s going to be my motto from now on. See nothing, hear nothing. What about you, Carlyle? Why the interest in this?’


  ‘Think of it as spring cleaning. It is the time of year when you do all those little jobs that in the depths of winter you always meant to get around to but never quite did. Now the world wakes, and you do too.’


  ‘I’ve seen your place,’ Rawles said. ‘I don’t think you’ve ever dusted in your life.’


  ‘It is merely a metaphor. In these strange times, a small bit of work like this will do me some good. Think of it as a charitable case.’


  Rawles said, ‘I’m going to be out of it soon, thank Christ,’ and pushed the brown folder across the table. It was tied with faded green string. ‘I’ll want this back. And if the animal that killed her is still alive, I suppose I’ll have to do something about it.’


  Jennifer Burton had been murdered a few streets from where she lived, on a bombsite where, according to the police report, the local kids had made a kind of camp or den. She had been found amidst candle stubs and broken bits of furniture, strangled by her birthday scarf.


  It was amongst the anonymous streets just to the east of the British Museum and Bloomsbury, where cheap tourist hotels, student hostels, council blocks, red-brick mansion blocks and university offices crowd together along treeless streets where the sun never quite reaches. There was a block of flats—white concrete and metal-framed windows—where the bombsite had been. I rang bells at random. When at last someone answered, I said, ‘It’s me,’ and shouldered aside the door when it was buzzed open.


  I found a stair down to the basement, and stood a while in the dim light that seeped from a pavement grille, amongst bicycles and boxes of discarded belongings, under pipes that snaked across the ceiling. There was nothing there, but I had not expected anything. The ghost of the murdered girl had fled with her sister, I thought, and she had carried that burden ever since.


  My Darling Jennifer, the old woman had written. It is a lovely spring day and so I came to visit you, and see that you were nice and tidy. It will soon be the next century, the new millennium, and I wonder how it is that I am still alive. I carry you with me always, my darling.


  The fierce deep anguish that burned through these banal sentiments!


  I had learned little from the old police files. Jennifer Burton had been eleven when she had died, older by a half-hour than her twin, Joan. The police had interviewed know’ll sex offenders and every soldier arrested in London for drunkenness or desertion in the weeks following the murder, but with no result. Joan had been interviewed three times, but remembered nothing of that day. The case had gone cold.


  I left that quiet basement and found the address where the two girls had been living with their mother. They had only recently returned from the village in Devon to which they had been evacuated at the beginning of the Blitz. The building had been made over into offices, with a stark modern foyer behind big plate-glass windows. A security guard sat behind a bleached oak desk. I could have worked up some plausible bluff, but someone who could help me was nearby, and I went to find him instead.


  Coram’s Fields, in the middle of the parish of St Pancras, is one of the happiest places I know. There is a playground where the only adults allowed in are those who bring their children, and there is an adjoining park, St George’s Gardens, where I sometimes sit for a while. The playground is built on the site of the Foundling Hospital; the gardens are laid out on what was once a cemetery. I know only too well how much of London is built on her dead.


  That the park and playground are unmarked by darkness is due in large part to its unofficial and unacknowledged guardian. Harry Wright was a pacifist who became a volunteer fireman during the war. He was killed at the height of the Blitz, when the front of a burning house collapsed on him as he went in to rescue three children trapped inside. I sat on a bench amongst clipped, mulched rose beds in cold sunlight. The shrieks and laughter of children at play was clear and sharp. Presently Harry drifted over, tentative and curious.


  ‘It’s you, Mr Carlyle,’ he said, smiling with relief. ‘For a moment, I thought it might be trouble.’


  ‘I am afraid that I have brought a little trouble, Harry. Sit down, and I will tell you about it.’


  ‘I’ll keep watch if you don’t mind, Mr Carlyle, and I do it better standing.’


  He was a small, tough, bantam-rooster of a man in his mid-thirties, in shirt and braces, his honest face smudged and indistinct, like a half-erased sketch. He drifted around the bench, head cocked for any trouble, as I explained my encounter at Abney Park Cemetery.


  ‘Oh, I couldn’t go all the way up there,’ he said, when I had finished. ‘I have enough of a job here.’


  ‘I understand. What I have in mind is much closer to home.’


  ‘I don’t know if I could, Mr Carlyle.’


  ‘There is a child to be helped, Harry, and it will take only a little of your time.’


  ‘Still,’ he said doubtfully, ‘things are difficult at the moment. It all seems so hopeless sometimes, as if the whole world is bearing down on me and my little patch.’


  ‘Things are changing, Harry. We all feel it.’


  ‘I saw that librarian chap a while ago,’ Harry said. He was still patrolling my bench, keeping watch on the perimeters of the park. ‘Was it last week? Anyway, he felt the same thing.’


  Like many of his kind, Harry was vague about time. I knew it must have been at least several months ago, for that was when the librarian had been devoured. It had been my fault. I had sent him against something whose strength I had underestimated. I still carried the guilt, like an ink stain on my soul.


  I said, ‘I am afraid that he has passed on.’


  ‘That’s a shame. Him and me, we had some interesting talks. Very well educated, he was, and polite as anyone I’ve met. Perhaps it was for the best, Mr Carlyle. I don’t suppose he would have liked the changes to his place.’


  The old Reading Room of the British Library was closed; its books had been transferred to the new red-brick building on Euston Road. When I had last been there, I had stood a while in the wood-panelled room where the autograph manuscripts had once been on view, and where display boards and glass-cased models of the new extension now stood, mantled with a fine layer of concrete dust from the building works, disturbed only by the occasional tourist who had taken a wrong turning. I had waited a long time, but he had not come.


  I told Harry Wright’s restlessly circling ghost, ‘You are quite right. He would have hated it.’


  ‘He was a man of his time, Mr Carlyle. Now, I think I can help you, but I’ll have to be quick. Even the day isn’t safe any more.’


  I was glad that I did not have to compel him. I waited outside the office building while Harry made his search. I waited more than an hour, pretending to read my book under the gaze of security cameras, and I grew so anxious that I almost cried out in amazement when at last Harry appeared with his burden.


  ‘We’ll take the poor mite to my place,’ he said, brisk and matter of fact. ‘Safer that way.’


  I lost him when I had to wait for a gap in the traffic shuddering angrily down Judd Street, but he was waiting for me in the rose garden. He was still holding the child he had rescued. Her face was pressed against his shoulder. There was a scarf around her neck, and she wore the same dress as the venomously angry thing I had confronted in Abney Park.


  ‘She’s scared,’ Harry said. ‘She was hiding in a cupboard. It’s all right now, darling,’ he added, speaking softly to the child. ‘You’re safe here.’


  It took a while to coax her round. At last, Harry set her on her feet and resumed his patrol while she scampered about, stopping every minute to look up at the sky. I waited until she drifted back to me, shy and sidelong.


  ‘You’re a funny man,’ she said.


  She stood on one foot, twisting the other behind her calf. A breeze could have blown her away.


  ‘I know I am,’ I said.


  A woman walking her dog glanced at me as she went past; I suppose she would have seen an overweight man in a black raincoat, hunched over and talking to himself. Hardly an uncommon sight in these troubled times.


  The girl said, ‘So many people came at first, and they were making such a fuss, that I hid. But then they went away and after that I couldn’t make anyone hear me. I thought Joan would find me. I waited and waited. Will you take me to her?’


  ‘I cannot do that. But I can help you, if you will help me. I want to know what happened to you. Do you understand?’


  She nodded. She said, ‘It was like being filled with black boxes. The dark came flying in, and it had corners. It filled me up.’


  ‘Did you see who brought the dark, Jennifer?’


  The child’s hands had gone to her throat, plucking at the knotted scarf. She said, ‘I don’t want to cause trouble.’


  ‘None of that matters, not any more.’


  ‘That’s what the nice man told me,’ the child said, and added, ‘He said that he was a fireman.’


  ‘So he is. And a very good one. We both want to help you, Jennifer. I think that I know what happened, but I need to be sure. Will you tell me?’


  ‘Joan was cross. She wanted my scarf because she said that it was nicer than hers. She said I always got nicer things because I was older. She wanted it, and I wouldn’t give it to her because it was mine!’


  She ran then. I did not try to follow her, and at last Harry brought her back. She would not talk, but it did not matter, because I knew now how wrong I had been. I told the little girl that she could rest. That she could sleep. And then I sent her away.


  Harry said, ‘Is it like that, Mr Carlyle? Like going to sleep?’


  ‘I do not know,’ I said. ‘But that is what everyone wants to believe.’


  Harry brushed his hands together. ‘There’s no rest for the wicked, as my gran used to say. I’ll be back to work. It’s getting dark, and there can be trouble, after dark.’


  A week later, I was sitting on the bench in Abney Park Cemetery, near Jennifer Burton’s grave. I had been coming here every day, waiting for Jennifers sister, and her burden. Every day, at dusk, when I knew that the old woman would not come, I had passed by her mean little basement flat in Albion Road on my way home. I once saw her coming up the steps in her grey coat and her neat scarf, moving slowly and painfully, bowed under the weight of her burden, which had hissed like a cat when it had spied me across the street.


  It was another sunny day. The buds were beginning to break on the trees, so that the stark outlines of their branches were blurred by a ghostly scantling of green. The old woman came just after noon, and her burden came with her, circling us both at a distance, hardly more than broken shadow and sunlight. At last, the old woman finished tidying her sister’s grave. She took out a piece of folded paper and tucked it under the pebble, and crumpled up the note I had carefully replaced.


  The ghost circled through the trees as the old woman went away down the path. I called its name and told it to come to me and it did, glaring at me through the tangle of its hair.


  ‘You fat old fucker,’ it said. ‘You don’t scare me.’


  ‘I know why you did it, Joan. You wanted the scarf. You did not realise that you had hurt your sister so badly.’


  ‘She messed her knickers,’ the thing said, with a vicious smile. ‘She made a funny sound and messed her knickers, the smelly silly.’


  It was the ghost Joan Burton had cast off in a moment of sudden and intense anger. It was the memory that she could never acknowledge, the memory of murdering her own sister. She had been imprisoned by it ever since, a longer sentence than any court would have imposed.


  It glared at me through its tangled hair and hissed, ‘Keep away from me, you fat fucker. I’ll hurt you. I will.’


  ‘Enough,’ I said, and gathered it to me. It was like lifting up an armful of icy briars, but only for a moment.


  ‘So you found nothing,’ Detective-Superintendent Rawles said. ‘That’s not like you, Carlyle. You usually like to see things through to the end.’ Once again, we had met in The Seven Stars. Once again, Rawles was stealing glances at his watch. The jury in his case was expected to announce its verdict that afternoon.


  I said, ‘Times are changing.’


  ‘Times change, Carlyle, but you don’t. You’re more or less the same as when I met you back in ’64.’


  ‘Ah, but I was already old then.’


  ‘You do have a bit of a spring in your step today,’ Rawles said. ‘I noticed when I came in.’


  ‘I did? I suppose it is the season. Everything seems hopeful at this time of year.’


  I had passed Joan Burton on the way out of the cemetery. She was still stooped, but I think it was out of habit, not necessity. I said, ‘A nice day, is it not?’


  She glanced at me and smiled, and I saw in that smile the pretty girl she had once been. ‘I hadn’t noticed,’ she said, ‘but yes, you’re right. Isn’t it beautiful?’


  The Proxy


  Oz Hardy was in his flat, chair cocked back and feet up on the desk next to the humming computer, listening to the D’Oyly Carte recording of Ruddigore while sleepily digesting a chicken pie and two pints of Strangeways Ale after his lunchtime session at the Branch, when someone rang the doorbell. Oz nearly fell out his chair. Customers didn’t come to his flat these days. That wasn’t how he did business. No one visited his flat, except people who came to take things away: swarthy leather-clad bikers; wiry Lycra-clad cyclists; off-hand van drivers in nylon windcheaters. But someone had rung the bell, and, after a measured pause, they rang it again. Expecting bad news, Oz threw open the window and looked down.


  The old gent in the pinstripe suit lifted the horn handle of his furled umbrella from the bell push and said, ‘Mr Hardy? I’d like you to find something for me.’


  Colonel Leslie Salisbury explained that Oz had been recommended to him by a mutual friend, Teddy Bannister, the owner of a second-hand bookshop in Islington.


  ‘Teddy’s an old chum,’ Colonel Salisbury said. He was as thin as an Egyptian mummy, with fine dry hair the colour of tobacco, combed sideways across his freckled scalp, but his blue eyes were clear and sharp. He leaned forward, using his umbrella as a pivot, and added, ‘He came to my rescue twenty years ago, when I was financially embarrassed by death duties. Gave a fair price for what he took and suggested that I should send half a dozen items to auction. He said that you might be able to help me.’


  Oz said cautiously, ‘My interests are pretty specialised.’


  Colonel Salisbury looked around. They had retired to the Branch, where the Colonel had bought a pint of Strangeways for Oz and a double Bell’s for himself. The Branch was an old Victorian barn of a pub on the eastern border of Islington, close by the Grand Union Canal. There was a little theatre on the first floor, and it was popular with drama students and resting actors, none of whom ever commented on Oz’s fashion sense. Apart from Ken the barman the place was deserted, but the Colonel leaned so close that Oz could smell the whisky on his breath, and said, ‘This is rather a confidential matter.’


  ‘You have something special you want to sell?’


  ‘Not to sell: to buy. And Teddy said you were the man to help me.’


  ‘I quit the book-running business a while back, Colonel.’


  The Colonel drummed his bony fingers on the beak of his umbrella. ‘You don’t have to search for this particular item. I know just where it is. But I do need your help to buy it.’


  The Colonel was the younger son of a Kentish family which had fallen on hard times. His elder brother had squandered the family fortune, losing heavily in Lloyd’s syndicates, and at Kempton, Sandown and Cheltenham. When his brother died, the manor house had to be auctioned off to meet the debts and death duty; that’s when the Colonel had moved to London, and sold much of the library to Teddy Bannister.


  ‘But not everything, you understand. I kept my favourite volumes, and of course, the Eccham Incunabula.’


  ‘The Eccham Incunabula,’ Oz said, trying to look as though he had heard of it.


  ‘You won’t have heard of it,’ the Colonel said, twinkling over the rim of his whisky glass. ‘The man who built Eccham Manor, Sir Toby Eccham, compiled it. He was something of an alchemist, and also a Monarchist. When it was clear which way the Civil War was going, he walled up the Incunabula for safekeeping. But he never came back—he was killed at the siege of Oxford. His sister’s family—my family—took back the Manor after the Restoration. The Incunabula turned up again when my grandfather was extending the Manor. Made his fortune out in India. Jute. Anyway, it’s been a secret family treasure ever since, and I kept it through the recent troubles. But then I recently learned that it was for sale.’


  Oz said, ‘It was stolen?’


  ‘My thought exactly. I went straight around to my bank, in fact. That’s where I keep it. Far too valuable, you see, to have in the house. No, I still have it. But so, it seems, does someone else.’


  ‘A copy,’ Oz said.


  ‘Not very likely. Only the immediate family knew about it, and it has always been locked away. And what’s advertised for sale is a printed volume, dated 1818. Made when the original was still walled up in Sir Toby’s hiding place.’


  Oz sipped his beer. He said, ‘It could have been set from a copy made before Sir Toby hid the original.’


  The Colonel nodded vigorously. ‘Perhaps, perhaps. In any case, the mystery will be clearer once I’ve bought the damned thing. It’s up for auction. That’s why I came to you.’


  ‘Why not bid for it yourself?’


  ‘Because it is up for auction on the Internet. At somewhere called . . . just a minute . . .’ The Colonel reached inside his jacket, took out a piece of paper and unfolded it and held it close to his eyes. ‘Haystack full stop com. My great-niece saw it and told me, and Toby told me that you conduct most of your business that way. So, young man, will you do it?’


  ‘It’s simple enough. Your great-niece could—’


  The Colonel laid a hand on Oz’s sleeve. ‘Ah, but there’s one other thing. I want you to be my proxy in this auction, and I also want you to find out about the person who is selling it.’


  They agreed on a fee of one hundred pounds a day plus expenses; the Colonel handed over a retainer of five hundred pounds. He said that he wasn’t such a silly old fool to trust everyone he met, but he liked the cut of Oz’s jib. ‘Not many people your age appreciate Gilbert and Sullivan. And not many have the sense to dress properly either.’


  Oz was hardly the showiest character in the book trade – Lawrence Ackroyd, for instance, wore a red leather jumpsuit and went about without a shirt even in the depths of winter – but people often commented on his clothes. That day, for instance, he was wearing a high-collared white shirt with a ruffled front, a white silk cravat, a red and gold waistcoat, a black jacket and black trousers with a black velvet stripe, and a practical pair of Dr Marten’s. He habitually carried an ebony cane with a silver fox’s head, which he had picked up for a song on one of the stalls in Camden Passage, and his blond hair was worn in a shoulder-length Richard the Lionheart bob.


  It had started after he had joined the chorus of the Cornish Gilbert and Sullivan Society. He’d sung in Iolanthe, in HMS Pinafore, in The Yeoman of the Guard. He’d sung in The Pirates of Penzance, in Penzance. And he’d taken to wearing the clothes of the period, cutting such an eccentric figure at school that he had never been troubled by bullies. His parents were artists—his father American, his mother English – who had moved from San Francisco to a commune in Cornwall in 1970, two years after Oz had been born, and Oz’s adoption of Victorian formality might have begun as a typical rebellion against his parents’ values, but it had lasted half his life, for so long that it was no longer an affectation.


  Oz had been in the book trade since leaving university. He’d lived off book reviewing (exhaustive biographies of minor poets and obscure nineteenth-century politicians) and social security for a few years, but eventually dropped out of the reviewing game because it took too much time from what had become his real job: a book-runner.


  He’d fallen into that through contacts made when, every week, he staggered down to Charing Cross Road or Chancery Lane with a cardboard box of review copies. A book-runner ran after books. A customer would come into a bookshop and ask for some long-out-of-print rarity. If the bookshop didn’t have it, it would add the title to its want list. Oz and all the other book-runners ran around London looking for those wanted books. It was a little like bounty hunting, although hardly as dangerous, considerably less exciting, and very badly paid. Oz developed a talent for sniffing out rarities in the marginal bookshops of Tilbury and Greenwich, in charity shops, in church sales, in the bargain bins of department stores whose buyers didn’t have a clue. He sold on his finds, developed his own list of customers with their obscure wants and desires.


  But the Internet was bringing an end to the book-running trade. You could enter the rarest title in an Internet search engine and be presented, at once, with choices from half a dozen booksellers. You paid by credit card and received your prize by post or by courier a couple of days later.


  Collectors were shortening their want lists; booksellers were buying books off other booksellers rather than go to the bother of looking for fresh stock.


  Oz was trying to adapt. Apart from the time spent dredging the benthos of the city for saleable items, he did most of his business on-line. He had his own web site, specialising in genre fiction because genre writers often had low print runs but rabid fans, and he used an Internet auction house for his other business, selling historical documents and autographs.


  The problem was that anyone could now, in theory, sell anything to anyone else. The auction sites on the Internet were like global yard sales; sellers and buyers were cutting out the middlemen. The six months Oz had spent selling, page by page, the autograph album of a particularly tenacious pre-First World War stagedoor Johnny, now seemed like a golden age. His rusty Morris Minor, that most Victorian of car designs, had comprehensively broken down on the Westway two months ago, and it had cost him twice its scrap value to get it towed away.


  So although this job was out of the ordinary, he couldn’t pass up the chance. He really did need the money. Oz explained to the Colonel how the auction system worked, and how proxy bidding could automatically top any counter-bid to an agreed level, and the Colonel told Oz the ridiculously high price he was prepared to pay.


  They shook hands on the deal in the windy sunlight outside the Branch. Oz went back to his flat, fired up the modem, logged on to the auction web site, trawled its lists and indices, and found the relevant page.


  The auction had been under way for more than three days and was scheduled to expire at midnight; there were only six hours left. Oz initiated a proxy bid and entered the Colonel’s ceiling price—more than a hundred times the highest current bid. It took him two minutes. He wrote down the e-mail address of the sellers and went off to catch a No. 38 bus.


  ‘Looks like they’ve got their own server, man,’ Gabriel Day told Oz.


  ‘How is that a problem?’


  Oz was standing at Gabriel’s shoulder, because Gabriel was sitting at the computer on the only chair in Gabriel Day’s studio flat. The small room, in a housing association block on Rosebery Avenue, was crowded with dead tech. Vocoders, Betamax video players, video disk players, record decks, cyclostyles, ancient computers, battered printers. Boxes of 8-inch, 514-inch and 3-inch disks. Shelves of gutted electronics, sheaves of wires, the multi-coloured pips of transistors, the beautiful acorns and thimbles and pods of electronic valves.


  Gabriel Day was a forty-something university drop-out, with a greasy ponytail pulled back from his bald patch, a permanent hunch, and slab-like glasses with thick black plastic lenses. He specialised in fixing obsolete hardware, but had a sideline in sourcing obscure information.


  He told Oz, ‘If they were using a commercial service provider to get access to the Internet, I could probably get their address through the subscriber list. A simple hack, or even easier, a little bribe to an under-paid clerk. But this will take a little time.’


  ‘But you can do it?’


  ‘I’ll have to lay it off on a real black-hat hacker, but it shouldn’t take long. He’ll use a trojan program to get into their computer through their e-mail, and it’ll look around for their phone number or find some file with their address.’ Gabriel sucked at his stained teeth. ‘Two days at the most. Why do you want to find them?’


  Oz laid out the story over a cup of black coffee. Gabriel made good coffee in a battered electric percolator, but spoiled it by adding powdered milk if you wanted it white.


  ‘It might be a scam,’ Gabriel said, when Oz was finished.


  ‘I did wonder. That’s why you might get your hacker friend to check the people making bids, too.’


  ‘In case they’re fake bids, artificially jacking up the price for something which might not exist.’


  ‘Exactly.’


  Gabriel grinned, showing coffee-stained tombstone teeth. ‘Like the Australian virgins.’


  ‘There are virgins in Australia?’


  ‘Some guy in Perth, man, offered virgins for sale through one of the net auction houses. He wasn’t really selling virgins, of course. He was collecting names and addresses of everyone who made a bid. And then he posted them on his web-site. It’s the fourth wave.’


  ‘The fourth wave?’


  Gabriel adjusted his heavy glasses with finger and thumb. ‘The first wave was hardware – actual machines, IBM, the telcos. The second wave was software – that’s what Bill Gates realised, that’s why Microsoft beat out Apple, because Apple was as much about beautiful machines as it was about software. The third wave, that’s now, that’s concepts, dot coms, ideas about how to use the Internet to connect people and things in the real world. But soon there’ll be the fourth wave: stuff that never leaves the Internet, stuff that only exists in cyberspace.’


  ‘Oh. You mean virtual reality.’ Oz had read some of the sci-fi books he sold: he knew about virtual reality.


  ‘I mean fairylands, dreams, ideals. And scams, spoofs, pranks. Fairy gold, man. Looks like gold when you find it, but turns out to be cobwebs or leaves when you get it home. That’s what this book might be. You could be chasing the grail.’


  ‘But you can find the grail’s telephone number.’


  ‘Don’t worry about that, man. Everyone has to live somewhere.’


  ‘You have it?’ the Colonel said. ‘I must say that’s amazingly quick.’


  ‘We won the bid. Now you have to pay for it.’ Oz gave the details.


  ‘That’s the Queen’s bank,’ the Colonel said.


  ‘Yes, and they wouldn’t give up the name of the account holder.’


  ‘I pay the money into this account, and the book will be delivered?’


  ‘To me, yes. I gave them my address.’


  ‘I’ll do it right now,’ the Colonel said.


  ‘Use a credit card. It’ll go through at once.’


  ‘I knew I could rely on a chap like you.’


  ‘We’re not done yet, sir,’ Oz said, and rang off.


  Although Oz was fairly sure that Gabriel’s hacker would be able to dig out a telephone number, he planned to interrogate the courier who would bring the book to his flat once the Colonel had settled the bill. Couriers were physical extensions of the Internet, their routes an analog of the Internet’s web. The courier who brought the Incunabula would have to have picked it up from somewhere, and the right question (or bribe) might help Oz trace it back to its source.


  So Oz sat in his flat all day, waiting for the courier. He checked the various auctions he was conducting. He got his accounts up to date. A can of oxtail soup took care of lunch. He waited until eight o’clock in the evening, then put his hat on his head, took up his cane, and went out.


  There was a lock-in at the Branch: five-card stud poker at a penny a point, played upstairs on the tiny stage, amidst the props of the latest play, an adaptation of a minor but classic noir movie, Detour. At midnight, Oz was holding two sevens and two fives, and was pretty sure that Ken the barman was yet again bluffing on a high card pair, when he heard the throaty roar of a motorcycle. He threw in his hand, made a hasty farewell, and clattered down the stairs and shouldered through the fire door just as the motorcycle roared past again, heading back the way it had come.


  It was a big black beast, its black-clad rider bent low as it raced past, raising a wind that sent litter swirling high in the air. Oz glimpsed the insignia on the motorcycle’s tool box – an old-fashioned posthorn with a single loop of cord, white on blue – and then twin red flames stabbed from the exhaust pipes as the bike put on speed and flew across the bridge that arched over the canal, the throaty snarl of its engine rising and then cutting off as abruptly as if the motorcycle had hit a brick wall on the far side.


  Oz walked to the crown of the bridge, but saw only the empty street stretching away beneath the double chain of orange streetlights.


  The posthorn insignia wasn’t the badge of any courier service he knew, but when he got back to the flat he found that the book had been delivered. Not to his door, but to his flat: to his desk.


  The package sat on top of his computer. A big padded envelope, sealed with staples and parcel tape, his address printed on a stick-on label, with the name of the courier service in cursive script below. Thum und Taxis. Befuddled by Strangeways Ale, Oz sat on his swivel chair for some time, looking at the package. After a while, he got up and went downstairs and looked at the locks on the front door, and then at the locks on the door to his flat. There seemed to be fresh scratches around the keyholes, but he wasn’t enough of a locksmith to know if that meant anything. But, indisputably, the book existed. It had been delivered.


  ‘You didn’t open it,’ the Colonel said.


  ‘No, sir. It’s your package.’


  It was the next day, in Colonel Salisbury’s tall, narrow house in a quiet Camden square. It was crammed with old furniture designed for much bigger spaces. The living room was carpeted with three overlapping Persian rugs, and two big sofas faced each other amidst a profusion of side tables which held art deco lamps with stained-glass shades, vases, and family photographs in silver frames. Portraits in heavy gilt frames were hung cheek by jowl on the walls.


  The Colonel did the thing with his eyes which made them look like they were twinkling, and said, ‘I knew I could rely on you, young man.’ He weighed the package in both hands, then turned it over and ripped the tab of the envelope and pulled out a slim octavo volume bound in faded red calfskin with stamped gilt lettering.


  A silence fell as the Colonel stared at the cover, and at last Oz ventured, ‘It is the right book?’


  ‘What? Oh yes, yes. Would you excuse me for just a moment . . .?’


  After the Colonel had wandered out, not taking his eyes from the book, Oz sat in one of the sofas, sipping the driest sherry he had ever tasted, so pale it was almost colourless. He’d woken early, and had spent a lot of time on the Internet, where he had learned that the family of Von Thum und Taxis had had a stranglehold on postal services in Western Europe from the fifteenth to the nineteenth century. At the height of its power, it had employed more than twenty thousand mail-boys, and its monopoly on mail extended from the Baltic to Gibraltar. But after the French revolution, Napoleon allowed some of the German states to start up their own postal services, and by the nineteenth century nationalisation of mail transport in most European countries shrank Thurn und Taxis’s empire to a few German territories and cities—and even that rump had been lost after the family had supported the losing side of the war between Prussia and Austria.


  Oz used half a dozen web search engines, plundered the Internet white pages, even phoned Company House. No courier service by the name of Thum und Taxis was registered in any European country. The family still existed—you could visit their palace in Frankfurt—but the courier service had expired at about the same time as the passenger pigeon.


  A courier service which did not exist had delivered a book which should not exist.


  Oz had gone back to the auction site, poked around, and discovered that the same person (or at least, someone using the same e-mail address) who had sold the printed copy of the Eccham Incunabula was a fairly active buyer and seller of antiquarian books. He’d made some phone calls, and at last discovered that Lawrence Ackroyd (he of the red leather jumpsuit) had sold the mystery man several items.


  ‘All late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century stuff. French, mostly, and mostly commonplace stuff in no more than fair condition. Hardly your sort of thing,’ Ackroyd added, clearly suspecting that Oz wanted to edge into his business.


  Oz said, ‘I leave the gilt and leather trade to experts like you, Larry. But I have a friend who has something your client might be interested in.’


  ‘I’d be happy to take a look at it, but between you and me, I can’t guarantee anything.’


  ‘You don’t know your client?’


  ‘I’ve never met the man. He keeps in contact by mail or by e-mail, pays by banker’s draft, and the books are collected by courier.’


  ‘Thum und Taxis, I suppose.’


  ‘I wouldn’t know. I leave the books outside my door at night, and in the morning they’re gone. If your client has something to offer, I’d be happy to help out.’


  Oz said that he would bear it in mind, and called Gabriel Day, and learnt that Gabriel’s tame hacker had found the telephone number associated with the e-mail address of the mystery man.


  ‘But it won’t be much use,’ Gabriel said, ‘because it isn’t real. See, the telcos keep back certain numbers. Fake numbers, the way every number in an American movie starts with the 555 area code. And this number, man, is from 555 land. I looked it up on this reverse directory I happen to have, and it doesn’t exist.’


  ‘It’s ex-directory.’


  ‘It’s ex-everything, man.’


  Oz was looking at the time-darkened portraits when the Colonel came back. He had the dazed look of a man who has opened his own front door one morning to discover not the accustomed street, but a jungle or a cratered moonscape. He poured himself a sherry, drank it in one go, and said, ‘It’s the same text, more or less.’


  Oz said, ‘ “Things are seldom what they seem, Skimmed milk masquerades as cream.” ’ It was a famous couplet from HMS Pinafore. ‘Whoever sold you this has been buying old books, mostly battered and foxed volumes. But condition doesn’t matter if all you want to do is make pristine copies. You age them with tea, you bake them in an oven. I know this little maniac who can knock up a perfect copy of any modern edition overnight. He’ll be able to tell if what you’ve bought really is nineteenth century.’


  ‘I don’t want anyone else involved.’ The Colonel poured himself another sherry, and said, ‘Might there be more than one copy?’


  ‘It’s possible.’


  ‘I was afraid of that. And I’m afraid that I haven’t been entirely frank with you, young man.’


  The Colonel crossed to the window, looked out in both directions, then drew the heavy curtains and said, ‘Sir Toby Eccham was not just an alchemist; he was also a practitioner of black magic. The Eccham Incunabula contains descriptions of his ceremonies. Many of them involving dead bodies or parts of dead bodies. And molestation of children. Of babies.’


  Another silence, into which a clock under a glass dome threw three silvery chimes.


  Oz said, ‘Every family has its black sheep.’


  ‘It doesn’t matter to me, young man, but my nephew, you see . . .’


  The Colonel mentioned a minor cabinet minister, well known for his promotion of Christianity and family values. As far as the Colonel was concerned, it wasn’t a political matter. He was an old-fashioned Tory and disliked New Labour because they had stolen the ideas of the Conservative party (Oz, a socialist by upbringing and inclination, disliked them for exactly the same reason). It was a matter of family honour, the Colonel said: that was why he had to be sure that there were no more copies of the Incunabula.


  ‘His daughter told me about the auction, and I promised her that I would do something about it. He doesn’t know about this, and I hope he never does. But if a newspaper should get hold of this . . .’


  Oz promised that he would do his best, and walked all the way home. It was raining lightly, and he turned up the collar of his raincoat and pulled down the brim of his hat, just like a proper detective. By the time he reached his flat, he knew exactly what he had to do. No more sneaking around. Time for some direct action. He hung up his raincoat and his jacket, rolled up his sleeves, and dialled the number Gabriel Day had given him.


  It rang a long time. Oz sat in his chair, his feet cocked beside his computer, and listened to it ring. He was beginning to think that it would ring for ever when someone picked up.


  A sound like the ocean roar in the seashell of his ear, and then a whisper, hoarse and curiously intimate.


  ‘There’s no one here.’


  The line went dead. Oz redialled.


  It rang for five minutes, ten. At last a click and the sigh of distant waves. Oz said quickly, ‘I know about Thurn und Taxis.’


  No reply. Oz said into the roar of the sea, ‘I know what you’re doing. I know why you’re buying copies of old books.’ He said, ‘We need to talk.’


  The line clicked, and there was only the burr of the dial tone. Oz redialled. The phone rang and rang, but no one picked up again.


  They came for Oz that night.


  He was on the way home after sinking one too many pints of Strangeways at the Branch. They rushed him from behind a double-parked white van, two figures all in black, their heads swollen globes. Oz swung at one with his cane, but his arms were seized and something cold and wet, with a piercingly sharp chemical reek, was pressed over his mouth and nose.


  The world receded. When it came back, everything was in motion. Oz was lying in a swaying, rushing metal box stroked by flashes of light. The back of a van, a van making speed. A figure loomed over him, braced against the van’s sway. The swollen head was nothing more sinister than a black crash helmet, but behind the darkly tinted visor were two red sparks where the eyes might be, and the fingers of the hand which pushed the wet cloth against his face were tipped with strong curved claws.


  The strong reek: the van’s rush rushed away.


  Oz woke, his mouth dry, his head pounding, bathed in the cold light of three widescreen Sony TVs stacked on top of one another like a piece of modern art, all tuned to a dead channel. Oz sat up in stages and at last managed to get to his feet, fairly sure that he wasn’t going to throw up, dusted off his black jacket, straightened his cravat. His cane lay at his feet, and he picked it up and tucked it under his arm.


  The huge room was lit only by the TVs. Bare concrete walls, a poured concrete floor, no windows, metal double doors big enough to admit a truck. There was a row of bookcases behind the stack of TVs, a ticking as of many clocks in the darkest corner, beyond the caravan which sat on blocks in the middle of the dark, lofty space, a streamlined aluminium cylinder like a spaceship from a fifties B-movie. Luminescent TV snow sparkled on its side like rushing stars. A thick cable ran up from its curved roof into the darkness. Its windows were shuttered with black blinds and its door was locked; no one answered when Oz rapped on it with his cane.


  The big doors were locked too.


  There was a bog standard Panasonic video recorder on top of the three TVs, but on top of that was a silvery box from which half a thick black glass disc protruded, and on top of that was something like a reel-to-reel tape recorder that used inch-wide transparent tape. All cabled into the back of the TVs, from which three black cords rose up into darkness.


  The bookcases were ordinary enough, fibreboard and white melamine, but the books were anything but ordinary. Oz squinted at volume after volume in the TV light. There were leather-bound books in French and German and Italian. There were books which should not have existed because they had never been written. Charles Dickens’s Martin Sweezlebugg. Raymond Chandler’s The Poodle Springs Mystery. J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lost Road. H.G. Wells’s The Return of the Time Machine. James Joyce’s A Dublin Fairy Story.


  Oz thought that he’d been right all along. The Colonel’s dissolute brother had let someone take a long look at the Eccham Incunabula. He’d had debts, and there were crazed scholars who’d pay well for access to a suppressed book of the black arts. A copy had been made, and it had fallen into the hands of these people. They were forgers all right, but with a lot more style than most. They didn’t just copy books: no, they actually wrote new books . . .


  Here was a book in what looked like Babylonian cuneiform, but with pictures of what looked like airships. Here was a rack of pornography: men and women; women and women; men and men; men and animals; men and really strange animals . . .


  The biggest book of all stood on a brass lectern, a folio volume bound in heavy leather with iron corners. Oz heaved it open.


  Fiery letters hung on pages of infinite depth, burning through his eyes into his brain.


  He slammed the heavy cover shut: the crash echoed around the huge, stark room.


  A moment later, lights came on all around the walls: the ordinary miracle of electric light.


  The first thing Oz saw, through swelling tears and the fading brands of backwards-slanting script, was that the clocks ticking at the far end of the room were not clocks at all, but tickertape machines. There were more than two dozen, standing under glass domes like bird skeletons modelled in brass and meccano, pecking and clucking and scratching, busy with gears and pinwheels, extruding henpecked ribbons of paper that made untidy nests as they spilled on to bare concrete. The smallest, elevated on a mahogany table, could easily have fitted into the palm of his hand; the largest was twice as tall as a man. There were other machines on a bench, things like teletypes, thing with mirrors or crystal spheres, a tangerine iMac. Every machine connected to a thick black cord, and all the cords running up into the ceiling.


  Oz’s first thought was that Gabriel Day would definitely feel at home here.


  His second was that these maniacs weren’t forgers after all. ‘You are a traveller,’ someone said.


  ‘By your clothes we can see that you are not from this place,’ someone else added.


  Oz turned. Two people stood in front of the big doors. They were slight and slender, fine-boned and white-haired. They might have been brother and sister. They were holding hands, and dressed identically in black roll-neck sweaters and black jeans, like two beatnik elves.


  The man said, ‘You said that you know about Thum und Taxis. We do not know about you.’


  The woman said (hers was the hoarse whisper Oz had heard on the telephone), ‘We know nothing about you, but your strange clothes show that you are obviously a traveller.’


  Oz laughed.


  The two looked at each other.


  ‘He looked in the Book of Uriel,.’ the man told the woman.


  ‘If he looked too long, his mind will have been turned,’ the woman told the man.


  Oz said, ‘People make all kinds of comments about my clothes, but I think it’s the first time they’ve saved my fife.’ He was trying to regain his equilibrium. It was like walking on to the stage: you had to leave your fear behind. He said, ‘I thought it was an elaborate hoax, but it’s all real, isn’t it? The books are real. Thum und Taxis is real, too. I think it finks all kinds of places together—including places which don’t really exist.’


  ‘Of course they exist.’


  The two spoke together.


  ‘I bought a book from you, on behalf of a client. It was a printed copy of a unique handwritten manuscript that was a closely guarded family secret. A secret in this world, in this line of history – but perhaps not a secret in other histories. My client is anxious to know whether you might be selling other copies.’


  The man said, ‘Is that why you contacted us?’


  ‘That’s how it started,’ Oz said.


  ‘We sell unique items,’ the man said.


  ‘You mean, no more than one of a kind?’


  ‘We mean what we say,’ the woman said.


  ‘My client will be pleased.’


  The man and the woman looked at each other. The man said, ‘We think that you are not a traveller after all.’


  The huge metal doors swung back. The space beyond seemed as infinite as the sky. Figures were slowly advancing out of it, seeming to cover many miles with each step. It hurt Oz’s eyes to look at them, and he forced himself to look away, to look at the man and the woman.


  He said, ‘Perhaps I’ve read too much of my own stock, perhaps it’s the stuff you dosed me with, or perhaps looking in that book really did drive me crazy, but I think that Thum und Taxis didn’t fade away where you come from.’ He was talking quickly. He felt that he was talking for his life.


  ‘Perhaps Napoleon didn’t start to dismantle their empire; perhaps Napoleon never existed, or never became emperor of France. Thurn und Taxis kept growing, and grew bigger than the world. It buys quite ordinary items in one place, and sells them in another to collectors who want things which don’t exist—at least, not where they live. I know how it works: I’m in the same trade. Christ, what are those things?’


  The advancing figures seemed to be giants, but it hurt too much to look at them – like staring at a welder’s torch—to make out any details.


  The woman said, ‘In some places, people are not like you or me.’


  Oz said, ‘I want to help you. Do you think I’m the only one who can put this together?’


  ‘Most people do not ask questions,’ the man said calmly.


  ‘You haven’t been using the Internet for long,’ Oz said. ‘You’ve been relying on deals with people who were happy to take your money and ask no questions. But the thing about the Internet is that it is transparent. Anyone can find out about you because anyone can see what you buy and what you sell. You’ve to set up a point of contact, and that allows anyone to find you. Anyone in the world. I’m the first. There’ll be others.’


  The man and the woman looked at each other, looked at Oz.


  Oz said, ‘OK, perhaps I’m not the first to find you. But I’m the first who can help you. Do you know what a proxy is?’


  The two looked at each other again. After a long moment, the great doors swung shut.


  The woman said, ‘You told us that you are in the same trade?’


  If anyone asks (hardly anyone does), Oz is in the import/export trade. He handles all the work himself, with computer and modem, telephone and fax. No customers ever come to his house. That isn’t how he does business. No one visits his house except for the people who come to take things away, and he is careful never to see them.


  His imports are exotic, peculiar, unique, one of a kind, but he earns exactly the same commission from exports as mundane as skimmed milk: a complete set of Jeffrey Archer’s first editions, the Athena print of the map of Middle-Earth, a Monopoly set, a 3-D postcard of da Vinci’s Last Supper, the London telephone directory for 1953 . . .


  2001


  The Two Dicks


  Because hard sf is so hard to write well, most of its best practitioners are branded as hard sf writers regardless of what else they publish. (When was the last time you heard someone refer to “the poet foe Haldeman” or “the fantasist Greg Bear”?) Paul McAuley’s most recent novel, The Secret of Life, is definitely hard sf, but his previous three novels—the Confluence trilogy—were planetary romances in the vein of Gene Wolfe and Jack Vance. And his latest story for us is a work of alternate history, one that will have people referring to “the ingenious Paul McAuley.”


  PHIL IS FLYING. HE IS IN the air, and he is flying. His head full of paranoia blues, the Fear beating around him like black wings as he is borne above America.


  The revelation came to him that morning. He can time it exactly: 0948, March 20, 1974. He was doing his program of exercises as recommended by his personal trainer, Mahler blasting out of the top-of-the-line stereo in the little gym he’d had made from the fifth bedroom. And in the middle of his second set of situps something goes off in his head. A terrifically bright soundless explosion of clear white light.


  He’s been having flashes—phosphene afterimages, blank moments of calm in his day—for about a month now, but this is the spiritual equivalent of a hydrogen bomb. His first thought is that it is a stroke. That his high blood pressure has finally killed him. But apart from a mild headache he feels perfectly fine. More than fine, in fact. Alert and fully awake and filled with a great calm.


  It’s as if something took control of me a long time ago, he thinks. As if something put the real me to sleep and allowed a constructed personality to carry on my life, and now, suddenly, I’m fully awake again. The orthomolecular vitamin diet, perhaps that did it, perhaps it really did heighten synchronous firing of the two hemispheres of my brain. I’m awake, and I’m ready to put everything in order. And without any help, he thinks. Without Emmet or Mike. That’s important.


  By this time he is standing at the tall window, looking down at the manicured lawn that runs out from the terrace to the shaggy hedge of flowering bougainvillaea, the twisty shapes of the cypresses. The Los Angeles sky pure and blue, washed clean by that night’s rain, slashed by three white contrails to make a leaning A.


  A for affirmation, perhaps. Or A for act.


  The first thing, he thinks, because he thinks about it every two or three hours, because it has enraged him ever since Emmet told him about it, the very first thing I have to do is deal with the people who stole my book.


  A week ago, perhaps inspired by a precursor of the clear white flash, Phil tried to get hold of a narcotics agent badge, and after a long chain of phone calls managed to get through to John Finlator, the deputy narcotics director, who advised Phil to go straight to the top. And he’d been right, Phil thinks now. If I want a fed badge, I have to get it from the Man. Get sworn in or whatever. Initiated. Then deal with the book pirates and those thought criminals in the SFWA, show them what happens when you steal a real writer’s book.


  It all seemed so simple in the afterglow of revelation, but Phil begins to have his first misgivings less than an hour later, in the taxi to LAX. Not about the feeling of clarity and the sudden energy it has given him, but about whether he is making the best use of it. There are things he’s forgotten, like unformed words on the tip of his tongue. Things he needs to deal with, but he can’t remember what they are.


  He is still worrying at this, waiting in line at the check-in desk, when this bum appears right in front of him, and thrusts what seems like an unraveling baseball under Phil’s nose.


  It is a copy of the pirated novel: Phil’s simmering anger reignites, and burns away every doubt.


  It is a cheap paperback printed by some backstreet outfit in South Korea, the thin absorbent paper grainy with wood specks, a smudged picture of a castle silhouetted against the Japanese flag on the cover, his name far bigger than the title. Someone stole a copy of Phil’s manuscript, the one he agreed to shelve, the one his publishers paid handsomely not to publish in one of those tricky deals Emmet is so good at. And some crook, it still isn’t completely clear who, published this cheap completely illegal edition. Emmet told Phil about it a month ago, and Phil’s publishers moved swiftly to get an injunction against its sale anywhere in the USA. But thousands of copies are in circulation anyway, smuggled into the country and sold clandestinely.


  And the SFWA, Phil thinks, the Science Fiction Writers of America, Emmet is so right about them, the Swine Fucking Whores of Amerika, they may deny that they have anything to do with the pirate edition, but their bleatings about censorship and their insidious promotion of this blatant violation of my copyright proves they want to drag me down to their level.


  Me: the greatest living American novelist. Erich Segal called me that only last month in a piece in The New York Review of Books-, Updike joshed me about it during the round of golf we played the day after I gave that speech at Harvard. The greatest living American novelist: of course the SFWA want to claim me for their own propaganda purposes, to pump my life’s blood into their dying little genre.


  And now this creature has materialized before Phil, like some early version or failed species of human being, with blond hair tangled over his shoulders, a handlebar mustache, dressed in a buckskin jacket and faded blue jeans like Hollywood’s idea of an Indian scout, a guitar slung over his shoulder, fraying black sneakers, or no, those were his feet, bare feet so filthy they looked like busted shoes. And smelling of pot smoke and powerful sweat. This aborigine, this indigent, his hand thrust toward Phil, and a copy of the stolen novel in that hand, as he says, “I love this book, man. It tells it like it is. The little men, man, that’s who count, right? Little men, man, like you and me. So could you like sign this for me if it’s no hassle. . . .”


  And Phil is seized by righteous anger and great wrath, and he smites his enemy right there, by the American Airlines First Class check-in desk. Or at least he grabs the book and tears it in half—the broken spine yielding easily, almost gratefully—and tells the bum to fuck off. Oh, just imagine the scene, the bum whining about his book, his property, and Phil telling the creature he doesn’t deserve to read any of his books, he is banned for life from reading his books, and two security guards coming and hustling the bum away amid apologies to the Great American Novelist. The bum doesn’t go quietly. He screams and struggles, yells that he, Phil, is a fake, a sell-out, man, the guitar clanging and chirping like a mocking grasshopper as he is wrestled away between the two burly, beetling guards.


  Phil has to take a couple of Ritalin pills to calm down. To calm his blood down. Then a couple of uppers so he can face the journey.


  He still has the book. Tom in half, pages frazzled by reading and rereading slipping out of it every time he opens it, so that he has to spend some considerable time sorting them into some kind of order, like a conjuror gripped by stage flop sweat in the middle of a card trick, before he can even contemplate looking at it.


  Emmet said it all. What kind of commie fag organization would try to blast Phil’s reputation with this cheap shot fired under radar? Circulating it on the campuses of America, poisoning the young minds who should be drinking deep clear drafts of his prose. Not this . . . this piece of dreck.


  The Man in the High Castle. A story about an author locked in the castle of his reputation, a thinly disguised parable about his own situation, set in a parallel or alternate history where the U.S.A, lost the war and was split into two, the East governed by the Nazis, the West by the Japanese. A trifle, a silly fantasy. What had he been thinking when he wrote it? Emmet was furious when Phil sent him the manuscript. He wasted no words in telling Phil how badly he had fucked up, asking him bluntly, what the hell did he think he was doing, wasting his time with this lame sci-fi crap?


  Phil had been stuck, that’s what. And he’s still stuck. Ten, fifteen years of writing and rewriting, two marriages made and broken while Phil works on and on at the same book, moving farther and farther away from his original idea, so far out now he thinks he might never get back. The monster doesn’t even have a title. The Long Awaited. The Brilliant New. The Great Unfinished. Whatever. And in the midst of this mire, Phil set aside the Next Great Novel and pulled a dusty idea from his files—dating back to 1961, for Chrissake—and something clicked. He wrote it straight out, a return to the old days of churning out sci-fi stories for tiny amounts of money while righteously high on speed: cranked up, cranking out the pages. For a little while he was so happy: just the idea of finishing something made him happy. But Emmet made him see the error of his ways. Made him see that you can’t go back and start over. Made him see the depth of his error, the terrible waste of his energy and his talent.


  That was when Phil, prompted by a research paper he discovered, started on a high protein/low carbohydrate diet, started dosing himself with high levels of water soluble vitamins.


  And then the pirated edition of The Man in the High Castle appeared, and Emmet started over with his needling recriminations and insinuations, whipping up in Phil a fine hot sweat of shame and fury.


  Phil puts the thing back in his coat pocket. Leans back in his leather-upholstered First Class seat. Sips his silvery martini. The anger is still burning inside him. For the moment he has forgotten his doubts. Straight to the top, that’s the only answer. Straight to the President.


  After a while, he buzzes the stewardess and gets some writing paper. Takes out his gold-nibbed, platinum-cased Cross fountain pen, the pen his publishers gave him to mark the publication of the ten millionth copy of the ground-breaking, genre-busting The Grasshopper Lies Heavy. Starts to write:


  Dear Mr President: I would like to introduce myself. I am Philip K. Dick and admire and have great respect for your office. I talked to Deputy Narcotics Director Finlator last week and expressed my concern for our country. . . .


  THINGS GO smoothly, as if the light has opened some kind of path, as if it has tuned Phil’s brain, eliminated all the dross and kipple clagging it. Phil flies to Washington, D. C. and immediately hires a car, a clean light blue Chrysler with less than a thousand miles on the clock, and drives straight to the White House.


  Because there is no point in posting the letter. That would take days, and it might never reach the President. All Phil would get back would be a photograph signed by one of the autograph machines that whir ceaselessly in some White House basement. . . .


  No, the thing to do is subvert the chain of command, the established order. So Phil drives to the White House: to the White House gate. Where he gives the letter to one of the immaculately turned out Marine guards.


  Because of an act of wanton piracy, Sir, the young people, the Black Panthers etc etc do not consider me their enemy or as they call it The Establishment. Which I call America. Which I love. Sir, I can and will be of any Service that I can to help the country out. I have done an in-depth study of Drug Abuse and Communist Brainwashing Techniques. . . .


  Phil walking up to the White House gates in the damp March chill, handing the letter, written on American Airlines notepaper and sealed in an American Airlines envelope, to the Marine. While still buzzing from the uppers he dropped in the LAX washroom.


  And driving away to find the hotel he’s booked himself into.


  Everything going down smoothly. Checking in. Washing up in his room. Wondering if he should use the room menu or find a restaurant, when the phone rings. It’s his agent. Emmet is downstairs in the lobby. Emmet wants to know what the hell he’s up to.


  And suddenly Phil is struck by another flash of light, igniting at the center of his panic, and by the terrible thought that he is on the wrong path.


  Phil’s agent, Anthony Emmet, is smart and ferocious and tremendously ambitious. A plausible and worldly guy who, as he likes to put it, found Phil under a stone one day in the early ’50s, when Phil was banging out little sci-fi stories for a living and trying to write straight novels no one wanted to publish. Emmet befriended Phil, guided him, mentored him, argued with him endlessly. Because (he said) he knew Phil had it in him to be huge if he would only quit puttering around with the sci-fi shit. He persuaded Phil to terminate his relationship with the Scott Meredith Agency, immediately sold Phil’s long mainstream novel Voices from the Street to a new publishing outfit, Dynmart, guided Phil through endless rewrites. And Voices, the odyssey of a young man who tries to escape an unfulfilling job and a failing marriage, who is seduced by socialists, fascists, and hucksters, but at last finds redemption by returning to the life he once scorned, made it big: it sold over two hundred thousand copies in hardback, won the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Critics Circle Award, was made into a movie starring Leslie Caron and George Peppard.


  But the long struggle with Voices blocked or jammed something in Phil. After the deluge, a trickle: a novel about interned Japanese in the Second World War, The Grasshopper Lies Heavy, which received respectful but baffled reviews; a slim novella, Earthshaker, cannibalized from an old unpublished novel. And then stalled silence, Phil paralyzed by the weight of his reputation while his slim oeuvre continued to multiply out there in the world, yielding unexpected translations in Basque and Turkish, the proceedings of a symposium on the work of Philip K. Dick and Upton Sinclair, an Australian mini-series which blithely transposed the interned Japanese of The Grasshopper Lies Heavy into plucky colonial prisoners of war.


  Phil hasn’t seen his agent for ten years. It seems to him that Emmet still looks as implausibly young as he did the day they first met, his skin smooth and taut and flawless, as if made of some material superior to ordinary human skin, his keen black eyes glittering with intelligence, his black hair swept back, his black silk suit and white silk shirt sharp, immaculate, his skinny black silk tie knotted just so. He looks like a ’50s crooner, a mob hitman; he looks right at home in the plush, candlelit red leather booth of the hotel bar, nursing a tall glass of seltzer and trying to understand why Phil wants to see the President.


  “I’m on the case about the piracy,” Emmet tells Phil. “There’s absolutely nothing to worry about. I’m going to make this—” he touches the frazzled book on the table with a minatory forefinger—“go away. Just like I made that short story collection Berkley wanted to put out go away. I have people on this day and night,” Emmet says, with a glint of dark menace. “The morons responsible for this outrage are going to be very sorry. Believe me.”


  “I thought it was about the book,” Phil says. He’s sweating heavily, the red leather booth is as snug and hot as a glove, or a cocoon. “But now I’m not sure—”


  “You’re agitated, and I completely understand. A horrible act of theft like this would unbalance anyone. And you’ve been self-medicating again. Ritalin, those huge doses of vitamins. . . .”


  “There’s nothing wrong with the vitamins,” Phil says. “I got the dosages from Psychology Today.”


  “In a paper about treating a kid with schizophrenic visions,” Emmet says. “I know all about it. No wonder you’re agitated. Last week, I understand, you called the police and asked to be arrested because you were, what was it? A machine with bad thoughts.”


  Phil is dismayed about the completeness of Emmet’s information. He says, “I suppose Mike told you about that.”


  Mike is Phil’s driver and handyman, installed in a spartan little apartment over Phil’s three-door garage.


  Emmet says, “Of course Mike told me that. He and I, we have your interests at heart. You have to trust us, Phil. You left without even telling Mike where you were going. It would have taken a lot of work to find you, except I just happen to be in Washington on business.”


  “I don’t need any help,” Phil tells Emmet. “I know exactly what I’m doing.”


  But he’s not so sure now that he does. When the light hit him he knew with absolute certainty that something was wrong with his life. That he had to do something about it. He fixed on the first thing that had come into his head, but now he wonders again if it is the right thing. Maybe, he thinks unhappily, I’m going deeper into what’s wrong. Maybe I’m moving in the wrong direction, chasing the wrong enemy.


  Emmet, his psychic antennae uncannily sensitive, picks up on this. He says, “You know exactly what to do? My God, I’m glad one of us does, because we need every bit of help to get you out of this mess. Now what’s this about a letter?”


  Phil explains with great reluctance. Emmet listens gravely and says, “Well, I think it’s containable.”


  “I thought that if I got a badge, I could get things done,” Phil says. The martini he’s drinking now is mixing strangely with the martinis he drank in the air, with the speed and Ritalin he took in LAX, the speed he took just now in his hotel bedroom. He feels a reckless momentum, feels as if he’s flying right there in the snug, hot booth.


  “You’ve got to calm down, Phil,” Emmet says. Candlelight glitters in his dark eyes as he leans forward. They look like exquisite gems, Phil thinks, cut with a million microscopic facets. Emmet says, “You’re coming up to fifty, and you aren’t out of your mid-life crisis yet. You’re thrashing around, trying this, trying that, when you just have to put your trust in me. And you really shouldn’t be mixing Ritalin and Methedrin, you know that’s countraindicated.”


  Phil doesn’t try and deny it; Emmet always knows the truth. He says, “It’s as if I’ve woken up. As if I’ve been dreaming my life, and now I’ve woken up and discovered that none of it was real. As if a veil, what the Greeks call dokos, the veil between me and reality has been swept away. Everything connects, Emmet,” Phil says, picking up the book and waving it in his agent’s face. Loose pages slip out, flutter to the table or to the floor. “You know why I have this book? I took it from some bum who came up to me in the airport. Call that coincidence?”


  “I’d say it was odd that he gave you the copy I gave you,” Emmet says. “The agency stamp is right there on the inside of the cover.” As Phil stares at the purple mark, he adds, “You’re stressed out, Phil, and that weird diet of yours has made things worse, not better. The truth is, you don’t need to do anything except leave it all to me. If you’re honest, isn’t this all a complicated ploy to distract yourself from your real work? You should go back to L.A. tonight, there’s a Red Eye that leaves in two and a half hours. Go back to L.A. and go back to work. Leave everything else to me.”


  While he talks, Emmet’s darkly glittering gaze transfixes Phil like an entomologist’s pin, and Phil feels that he is shriveling in the warm darkness, while around him the noise of conversation and the chink of glasses and the tinkle of the piano increases, merging into a horrid chittering buzz.


  “I hate this kind of jazz,” Phil says feebly. “It’s so goddamn fake, all those ornate trills and runs that don’t actually add up to anything. It’s like, at LAX, the soupy strings they play there.”


  “It’s just background music, Phil. It calms people.” Emmet fishes the slice of lemon from his mineral water and pops it in his mouth and chews, his jaw moving from side to side.


  “Calms people. Yeah, that’s absolutely right. It deadens them, Emmet. Turns them into fakes, into inauthentic people. It’s all over airwaves now, there’s nothing left but elevator music. And as for TV. . . . It’s the corporations, Emmet, they have it down to a science. See, if you pacify people, take away all the jagged edges, all the individualism, the stuff that makes us human—what have you got? You have androids, docile machines. All the kids want to do now is get a good college degree, get a good job, earn money. There’s no spark in them, no adventure, no curiosity, no rebellion, and that’s just how the corporations like it. Everything predictable because it’s good for business, everyone hypnotized. A nation of perfect, passive consumers.”


  Emmet says, “Is that part of your dream? Christ, Phil. We really do need to get you on that Red Eye. Away from this nonsense, before any real damage is done. Back to your routine. Back to your work.”


  “This is more important, Emmet. I really do feel as if I’m awake for the first time in years.”


  A man approaches their booth, a tall overweight man in a shiny gray suit and cowboy boots, black hair swept back and huge sideburns framing his jowly face. He looks oddly bashful for a big man and he’s clutching something—the paperback of The Grasshopper Lies Heavy. He says to Phil, “I hope you don’t mind, sir, but I would be honored if you would sign this for me.”


  “We’re busy,” Emmet says, barely glancing at the man, but the man persists.


  “I realize that, sir, so I only ask for a moment of your time.”


  “We’re having a business meeting,” Emmet says, with such concentrated vehemence that the man actually takes a step backward.


  “Hey, it’s okay,” Phil says, and reaches out for the book—the man must have bought it in the hotel shop, the price sticker is still on the cover—uncaps his pen, asks the man’s name.


  The man blinks slowly. “Just your signature, sir, would be fine.” He has a husky baritone voice, a deep-grained Southern accent.


  Phil signs, hands back the book, a transaction so familiar he hardly has to think about it.


  The man is looking at Emmet, not the signed book. He says, “Do I know you, sir?”


  “Not at all,” Emmet says sharply.


  “I think it’s just that you look like my old probation officer,” the man says. “I was in trouble as a kid, hanging about downtown with the wrong crowd. I had it in my head to be a musician, and well, I got into a little trouble. I was no more than sixteen, and my probation officer, Mr. McFly, he straightened me right out. I own a creme donut business now, that’s why I’m here in Washington. We’re opening up a dozen new franchises. People surely do love our deep-fried creme donuts. Well, good day to you, sir,” he tells Phil, “I’m glad to have met you. If you’ll forgive the presumption, I always thought you and me had something in common. We both of us have a dead twin, you see.”


  “Jesus,” Phil says, when the man has gone. The last remark has shaken him.


  “You’re famous,” Emmet tells him. “People know stuff about you, you shouldn’t be surprised by now. He knows about your dead sister, so what? He read it in a magazine somewhere, that’s all.”


  “He thought he knew you, too.”


  “Everyone looks like someone else,” Emmet says, “especially to dumb-ass shit-kickers. Christ, now what?”


  Because a waiter is standing there, holding a white telephone on a tray. He says, “There’s a phone call for Mr. Dick,” and plugs the phone in and holds the receiver out to Phil.


  Even before Emmet peremptorily takes the phone, smoothly slipping the waiter a buck, Phil knows that it’s the White House.


  Emmet listens, says, “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” listens some more, says, “He’s not calm at all. Who is this Chapin? Not one of—no, I didn’t think he was. Haldeman says that, huh? It went all the way up? Okay. Yes, if Haldeman says so, but you better be sure of it,” he says, and sets down the receiver with an angry click and tells Phil, “That was Egil Krogh, at the White House. It seems you have a meeting with the President, at twelve-thirty tomorrow afternoon. I’ll only ask you this once, Phil. Don’t mess this up.”


  So now Phil is in the White House—in the anteroom to the Oval Office, a presentation copy of Voices from the Street under his arm, heavy as a brick. He’s speeding, too, and knows Emmet knows it, and doesn’t care.


  He didn’t sleep well last night. Frankly, he didn’t sleep at all. Taking a couple more tabs of speed didn’t help. His mind racing. Full of weird thoughts, connections. Thinking especially about androids and people. The androids are taking over, he thinks, no doubt about it. The suits, the haircuts, the four permitted topics of conversation: sports, weather, TV, work. Christ, how could I not have seen it before?


  He scribbles notes to himself, uses up the folder of complementary hotel stationery. Trying to get it down. To get it straight. Waves of anger and regret and anxiety surge through him.


  Maybe, he thinks in dismay, I myself have become an android, dreaming for a few days that I’m really human, seeing things that aren’t there, like the bum at the airport. Until they come for me, and take me to the repair shop. Or junk me, the way you’d junk a broken toaster.


  Except the bum seemed so real, even if he was a dream, like a vision from a reality more vibrant than this. Suppose there is another reality: another history, the real history. And suppose that history has been erased by the government or the corporations or whatever, by entities that can reach back and smooth out the actions of individuals who might reveal or upset their plan to transform everyone and everything into bland androids in a dull gray completely controlled world. . . .


  It’s like one of the weird ideas he used to write up when he was churning out sci-fi stories, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t true. Maybe back then he was unconsciously tapping into some flow of greater truth: the truth he should deliver to the President. Maybe this is his mission. Phil suddenly has a great desire to read in his pirated novel, but it isn’t in his jacket pocket, and it isn’t in his room.


  “I got rid of it,” Emmet tells him over breakfast.


  “You got rid of it?”


  “Of course I did. Should you be eating that, Phil?”


  “I like Canadian bacon. I like maple syrup. I like pancakes.”


  “I’m only thinking of your blood pressure,” Emmet says. He is calmly and methodically demolishing a grapefruit.


  “What about all the citrus fruit you eat? All that acid can’t be good for you.”


  “It’s cleansing,” Emmet says calmly. “You should at least drink the orange juice I ordered for you, Phil. It has vitamins.”


  “Coffee is all I need,” Phil says. The tumbler of juice, which was sitting at the table when he arrived, seems to give off a poisonous glow, as of radioactivity.


  Emmet shrugs. “Then I think we’re finished with breakfast, aren’t we? Let’s get you straightened out. You can hardly meet the President dressed like that.”


  But for once Phil stands his ground. He picked out these clothes because they felt right, and that’s what he’s going to wear. They argue for ten minutes, compromise by adding a tie Emmet buys in the hotel shop.


  They are outside, waiting for the car to be brought around, when Phil hears the music. He starts walking, prompted by some unconscious impulse he doesn’t want to analyze. Go with the flow, he thinks. Don’t impose anything on top of it just because you’re afraid. Because you’ve been made afraid. Trust in the moment.


  Emmet follows angrily, asking Phil what the hell he thinks he’s doing all the way to the corner, where a bum is standing with a broken old guitar, singing one of that folk singer’s songs, the guy who died of an overdose on the same night Lenny Bruce died, the song about changing times.


  There’s a paper cup at the bum’s feet, and Phil impulsively stuffs half a dozen bills into it, bills which Emmet snatches up angrily.


  “Get lost,” he tells the bum, and starts pulling at Phil, dragging him away as if Phil is a kid entranced beyond patience at the window of a candy store. Saying, “What are you thinking?”


  “That it’s cold,” Phil says, “and someone like that—a street person—could use some hot food.”


  “He’s isn’t a person,” Emmet says. “He’s a bum—a piece of trash. And of course it’s cold. It’s March. Look at you, dressed like that. You’re shivering.”


  He is. But it isn’t because of the cold.


  March, Phil thinks now, in the antechamber to the Oval Office. The Vernal Equinox. When the world awakes. Shivering all over again even though the brightly lit anteroom, with its two desks covered, it seems, in telephones, is stiflingly hot. Emmet is schmoozing with two suits—H. R. Haldeman and Egil Krogh. Emmet is holding Haldeman’s arm as he talks, speaking into the man’s ear, something or other about management. They all know each other well, Phil thinks, and wonders what kind of business Emmet has, here in Washington, D.C.


  At last a phone rings, a secretary nods, and they go into the Oval Office, which really is oval. The President, smaller and more compact than he seems on TV, strides out from behind his desk and cracks a jowly smile, but his pouchy eyes slither sideways when he limply shakes hands with Phil.


  “That’s quite a letter you sent us,” the President says.


  “I’m not sure,” Phil starts to say, but the President doesn’t seem to hear him.


  “Quite a letter, yes. And of course we need people like you, Mr. Dick. We’re proud to have people like you, in fact. Someone who can speak to young people—well, that’s important isn’t it?” Smiling at the other men in the room as if seeking affirmation. “It’s quite a talent. You have one of your books there, I think?”


  Phil holds out the copy of Voices from the Street. It’s the Franklin Library edition, bound in green leather, his signature reproduced in gold on the cover, under the title. An aide gave it to him when he arrived, and now he hands it to the President, who takes it in a study of reverence.


  “You must sign it,” the President says, and lays it open like a sacrificial victim on the gleaming desk, by the red and white phones. “I mean, that’s the thing isn’t it? The thing that you do?”


  Phil says, “What I came to do—”


  And Emmet steps forward and says, “Of course he’ll sign, sir. It’s an honor.”


  Emmet gives Phil a pen, and Phil signs, his hand sweating on the page. He says, “I came here, sir, to say that I want to do what I can for America. I was given an experience a day ago, and I’m beginning to understand what it meant.”


  But the President doesn’t seem to have heard him. He’s staring at Phil as if seeing him for the first time. At last, he blinks and says, “Boy, you do dress kind of wild.”


  Phil is wearing his lucky Nehru jacket over a gold shirt, purple velvet pants with flares that mostly hide his sand-colored suede desert boots. And the tie that Emmet bought him in the hotel shop, a paisley affair like the President’s, tight as a noose around his neck.


  He starts to say, “I came here, sir,” but the President says again, “You do dress kind of wild. But that I guess is the style of all writers, isn’t it? I mean, an individual style.”


  For a moment, the President’s eyes, pinched between fleshy pouches, start to anxiously search Phil’s face. It seems that there’s something trapped far down at the bottom of his mild gaze, like a prisoner looking up through the grill of an oubliette at the sky.


  “Individual style, that’s exactly it,” Phil says, seeing an opening, a way into his theme. The thing he knows now he needs to say, distilled from the scattered notes and thoughts last night. “Individualism, sir, that’s what it’s all about, isn’t it? Even men in suits wear ties to signify that they still have this one little outlet for their individuality.” It occurs to him that his tie is exactly like the President’s, but he plunges on. “I’m beginning to understand that things are changing in America, and that’s what I want to talk about—”


  “You wanted a badge,” Haldeman says brusquely. “A federal agent’s badge, isn’t that right? A badge to help your moral crusade?”


  Emmet and Haldeman and Krogh grinning as if sharing a private joke.


  “The badge isn’t important,” Phil says. “In fact, as I see it now, it’s just what’s wrong.”


  Haldeman says, “I certainly think we can oblige, can’t we, Mr. President? We can get him his badge. You know, as a gift.”


  The President blinks. “A badge? I don’t know if I have one, but I can look, certainly—”


  “You don’t have one,” Haldeman says firmly.


  “I don’t?” The President has bent to pull open a drawer in the desk, and now he looks up, still blinking.


  “But we’ll order one up,” Haldeman says, and tells Emmet, “Yes, a special order.”


  Something passes between them. Phil is sure of it. The air is so hot and heavy he feels that he’s wrapped in mattress stuffing, and there’s a sharp taste to it that stings the back of his throat.


  Haldeman tells the President, “You remember the idea? The idea about the book.”


  “Yes,” the President says, “the idea about the book.”


  His eyes seem to be blinking independently, like a mechanism that’s slightly out of adjustment.


  “The neat idea,” Haldeman prompts, as if to a recalcitrant or shy child, and Phil knows then, knows with utter deep black conviction, that the President is not the President. Or he is, but he’s long ago been turned into a fake of himself, a shell thing, a mechanical puppet. That was what I was becoming, Phil thinks, until the clear white light. And it might still happen to me, unless I make things change.


  “The neat idea,” the President says, and his mouth twitches. It’s meant to be a smile, but looks like a spasm. “Yes, here’s the thing, that you could write a book for the kids, for the, you know, for the young people. On the theme of, of—”


  “ ‘Get High on Life,’ ” Haldeman says.


  “ ‘Get High on Life,’ ” the President says. “Yes, that’s right,” and begins a spiel about affirming the conviction that true and lasting talent is the result of self-motivation and discipline; he might be one of those mechanical puppets in Disneyland, running through its patter regardless of whether or not it has an audience.


  “Well,” Haldeman says, when the President finishes or perhaps runs down, “I think we’re done here.”


  “The gifts,” the President says, and bends down and pulls open a drawer and starts rummaging in it. “No one can accuse Dick Nixon of not treating his guests well,” he says, and lays on the desk, one after the other, a glossy presigned photograph, cufflinks, an ashtray, highball glasses etched with a picture of the White House.


  Emmet steps forward and says, “Thank you, Mr. President. Mr. Dick and I are truly honored to have met you.”


  But the President doesn’t seem to hear. He’s still rummaging in his desk drawer, muttering, “There are some neat pins in here. Lapel pins, very smart.”


  Haldeman and Emmet exchange glances, and Haldeman says, “We’re about out of time here, Mr. President.”


  “Pins, that’s the thing. Like this one,” the President says, touching the lapel of his suit, “with the American flag. I did have some. . . .”


  “We’ll find them,” Haldeman says, that sharpness back in his voice, and he steers the President away from the desk, toward Phil.


  There’s an awkward minute while Egil Krogh takes photographs of the President and Phil shaking hands there on the blue carpet bordered with white stars, in front of furled flags on poles. Flashes of light that are only light from the camera flash. Phil blinks them away as Emmet leads him out, through ordinary offices and blank corridors to chill air under a gray sky where their car is waiting.


  “It went well,” Emmet says, after a while. He’s driving the car—the car Phil hired—back to the hotel.


  Phil says, “Who are you, exactly? What do you want?”


  “I’m your agent, Phil. I take care of you. That’s my job.”


  “And that other creature, your friend Haldeman, he takes care of the President.”


  “The President, he’s a work of art, isn’t he? He’ll win his third term, and the next one too. A man like that, he’s too useful to let go. Unlike you, Phil, he can still help us.”


  “He was beaten,” Phil says, “in 1960. By Kennedy. And in 1962 he lost the election for governor of California. Right after the results were announced, he said he would give up politics. And then something happened. He came back. Or was he brought back, is that what it was? A wooden horse,” Phil says, feeling hollow himself, as empty as a husk. “Brought by the Greeks as a gift.”


  “He won’t get beaten again,” Emmet says, “you can count on that. Not in 1976, not in 1980, not in 1984. It worked out, didn’t it—you and him?” He smiles, baring his perfect white teeth. “We should get you invited to one of the parties there. Maybe when you finish your book, it’ll be great publicity.”


  “You don’t want me to finish the book,” Phil says. He feels as if he’s choking, and wrenches at the knot of his tie. “That’s the point. Whatever I was supposed to do—you made sure I didn’t do it.”


  “Phil, Phil, Phil,” Emmet says. “Is this another of your wild conspiracy theories? What is it this time, a conspiracy of boring, staid suits, acting in concert to stifle creative guys like you? Well, listen up, buddy. There is no conspiracy. There’s nothing but a bunch of ordinary guys doing an honest day’s work, making the world a better place, the best way they know how. You think we’re dangerous? Well, take a look at yourself, Phil. You’ve got everything you ever dreamed about, and you got it all thanks to me. If it wasn’t for me, you’d be no better than a bum on the street. You’d be living in a cold-water walk-up, banging out porno novels or sci-fi trash as fast you could, just to keep the power company from switching off your lights. And moaning all the while that you could have been a contender. Get real, Phil. I gave you a good deal. The best.”


  “Like the deal that guy, the guy at the hotel, the donut guy, got? He was supposed to be a singer, and someone just like you did something to him.”


  “He could have changed popular music,” Emmet says. “Even as a donut shop operator he still has something. But would he have been any happier? I don’t think so. And that’s all I’m going to say, Phil. Don’t ever ask again. Go back to your nice house, work on your book, and don’t make trouble. Or, if you’re not careful, you might be found dead one day from vitamin poisoning, or maybe a drug overdose.”


  “Yeah, like the folk singer,” Phil says.


  “Or a car crash,” Emmet says, “like the one that killed Kerouac and Burroughs and Ginsberg in Mexico. It’s a cruel world out there, Phil, and even though you’re washed up as a writer, be thankful that you have me to look after your interests.”


  “Because you want to make sure I don’t count for anything,” Phil says, and finally opens the loop of the tie wide enough to be able to drag it over his head. He winds down the window and drops the tie into the cold gritty wind.


  “You stupid bastard,” Emmet says, quite without anger. “That cost six bucks fifty. Pure silk, a work of art.”


  “I feel sick,” Phil says, and he does feel sick, but that’s not why he says it.


  “Not in the car,” Emmet says sharply, and pulls over to the curb. Phil opens the door, and then he’s running and Emmet is shouting after him. But Phil runs on, head down in the cold wind, and doesn’t once look back.


  He has to slow to a walk after a couple of blocks, out of breath, his heart pounding, his legs aching. The cold, steely air scrapes the bottoms of his lungs. But he’s given Emmet the slip. Or perhaps Emmet doesn’t really care. After all, he’s been ruined as a writer, his gift dribbled away on dead books until nothing is left.


  Except for that one book, Phil thinks. The Man in the High Castle. The book Emmet conspired to suppress, the book he made me hate so much because it was the kind of thing I was meant to write all along. Because I would have counted for something, in the end. I would have made a difference.


  He walks on, with no clear plan except to keep moving. It’s a poor neighborhood, even though it’s only a few blocks from the White House. Despite the cold, people are sitting on the steps of the shabby apartment houses, talking to each other, sharing bottles in brown paper bags. An old man with a terrific head of white hair and a tremendously bushy white moustache sits straight-backed on a kitchen chair, smoking a cheap cigar with all the relish of the king of the world. Kids in knitted caps and plaid jackets bounce a basketball against a wall, calling to each other in clear, high voices. There are Christmas decorations at most windows, and the odors of cooking in the air. A good odor, Phil thinks, a homely, human odor. A radio tuned to a country station is playing one of the old time ballads, a slow, achingly sad song about a rose and a brier twining together above a grave.


  It’s getting dark, and flakes of snow begin to flutter down, seeming to condense out of the darkening air, falling in a slanting rush. Phil feels the pinpoint kiss of every flake that touches his face.


  I’m still a writer, he thinks, as he walks through the falling snow. I still have a name. I still have a voice. I can still tell the truth. Maybe that journalist who interviewed me last month, the one who works for the Washington Post, maybe he’ll listen to me if I tell him about the conspiracy in the White House.


  A bum is standing on the corner outside the steamed window of a diner. An old, fat woman with a mottled, flushed, face, gray hair cut as short as a soldier’s. Wearing a stained and tom man’s raincoat that’s too small for her, so that the newspapers she’s wrapped around her body to keep out the cold peep out between the straining buttons. Her blue eyes are bright, watching each passerby with undiminished hope as she rattles a few pennies in a paper cup.


  Phil pushes into the diner’s steamy warmth and uses the pay phone, and then orders coffee to go. And returns to the street, and presses the warm container into his sister’s hand.
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  The sky was full of ships.


  Sturdy little scows that were mostly motor; lumpy intrasystem shuttles, the workhorses of space; the truncated cones of surface-to-orbit gigs; freighters that, stripped of their cargo pods, looked like the unclad skeletons of skyscrapers; even an elegant clipper, a golden arc like the crescent moon of a fairy-tale illustration. More than a hundred ships spread in a rough sphere a thousand kilometers in diameter, in the Lagrangian point sixty degrees of arc ahead of Dione. All of them hulks. Combat wreckage. Spoils of war waiting to be rendered into useful components, rare metals, and scrap.


  From the viewports of the battered hab-modules of the wrecking gangs, hung in the midst of this junkyard Sargasso, four or five ships were always visible, framed at various angles against starry space. Only a few showed obvious signs of damage. There was a passenger shuttle whose cylindrical lifesystem had been unseamed by carefully placed bomblets, a kamikaze act of sabotage that had killed the fleeing government of Baghdad, Enceladus. There was a freighter wrecked by a missile strike, its frame peeled back and half-melted, like a Daliesque flower. A dozen tugs, converted into singleship fighters, had been drilled by X-ray lasers or holed by smart rocks. But most were simply brain dead, their cybernetic nervous systems zapped by neutron lasers, microwave bursts or emp mines during the investment of the Saturn system. Salvage robots had attached themselves to these hulks and pushed them into low-energy orbits that had eventually intersected that of Dione. Their cargo pods had been dismounted, the antihydrogen and antilithium had been removed from their motors, and now, two hundred days after the end of the Quiet War, they awaited the attention of the wrecking gangs.


  The men and women of the gangs were all outers recruited by Symbiosis, the Earth-based transnat that had won the auction for salvaging and rendering these casualties of the Quiet War. They were engineers, General Labor Pool grunts, and freefall construction mechanics on thirty-days-on/thirty-days-off shifts under minimum wage contracts, and pleased to get the work; the Quiet War had wrecked the economy of the Outer System colonies, and seventy percent of the population depended upon the charity of the victorious Three Powers Alliance.


  Maris Delgado, foreperson of Wrecking Gang #3, was supporting her mother and father, and her brother and his family back in Athens, Tethys. Every cent of her wages, after deductions, went to them. Maris was a practical, gruff, level-headed woman. She preferred to put her faith in machines rather than people. You could always flange up a rough solution to a machine’s problems, but people were unfathomable and all too often untrustworthy. Her approach to running her gang was pragmatic: do what Symbiosis asked, no more and no less. Her family depended upon her, and she wanted to get the job done with the minimum of fuss. She took no part in the gossip and rumors the wrecking gangs exchanged by clandestine laser blink whenever they were out of the line-of-sight of the Symbiosis supervisor’s ship. She poured scorn on the rumors of ghosts and hauntings, of curses worked by dying crews, of hatches mysteriously locked or unlocked, machinery suddenly starting up or breaking down. She ridiculed the vivid stories that Ty Siriwardene, the youngest member of her gang, liked to conjure up, told him that the last thing you needed on a job like this was an imagination.


  Not even on their latest assignment, which was a shuttle that Maris had helped to build a couple of years before the war, when she had been working in the orbital shipyards of Tethys. Ty said that the coincidence was spooky; Maris said that it was ridiculous to make anything of it. She’d worked fifteen years at the yards—all her working life. It was a statistical inevitability that sooner or later she’d find herself taking apart a ship that she had once helped assemble, and she was determined to treat it like any other.


  Maris did the initial survey of the hulk with Somerset. It was grossly intact, and its lifesystem still pressurized; the only potential problem was the thick black crust growing around the motor, a vacuum organism that was probably subsisting on water vapor leaking from the attitude-control tanks. Somerset, who had been a data miner before getting religion, plugged a slate into the shuttle’s dead computer and pulled the manifest from the memory core. The shuttle had been carrying a single passenger and miscellaneous agricultural supplies; it seemed likely that the vacuum organism had escaped from one of the cargo pods before they had been removed.


  For once, Maris and Somerset didn’t have to search for the crew; the Symbiosis workers who had uncoupled the cargo pods and decommissioned the motor had already done that. The three bodies, still wearing sealed pressure suits, were huddled together in an equipment locker around some kind of impedance heater lashed up from cable and an exhausted fuel cell. The locker, the heater, and the p-suits had been the crew’s last stand against the inevitable after the shuttle’s systems had been fritzed by an emp mine and the stricken lifesystem had cooled to minus two hundred degrees centigrade. One by one, they had succumbed to hypothermia’s deep sleep, and their corpses had frozen solid.


  Watched by one of the half-dozen drones that for some reason were floating about the lifesystem, Maris and Somerset identified each of the bodies, collected and documented their personal effects, and sealed them into coffins that Symbiosis would with impersonal charity deliver to surviving relatives. They were one body short—the passenger. Maris assumed that the woman had wandered off to die on her own in some obscure spot not discovered by the Symbiosis workers; the wrecking gang would find her frozen corpse by and by, when they stripped out the lifesystem.


  Once the coffins had been sent on their way, the other two members of the wrecking gang came aboard. They rigged lights and a power supply, collected drifting trash, vented the lifesystem, and generally made the hulk safe, so that they could begin the second stage of the salvage operation, stripping out gold and silver, iridium and germanium, and all the other rare metals from the shuttle’s control systems.


  It was Ty Siriwardene who noticed that the shuttle’s foodmaker had been dismantled, and that its yeast base block was missing. He told Maris about it at the end of the shift, back in the hab-module; she suggested that it couldn’t be due to one of his famous ghosts, because it was well known that ghosts didn’t eat.


  “Something took the stuff,” Ty said stubbornly. “I’m not making this up.”


  He was a raggedy young man, scrawny and slight in his grubby blue suitliner, thick black tattoos squirming over his shaven scalp. He chewed gum incessantly; he was chewing it now, a tendon jumping on his neck, as he locked eyes with Maris.


  “Maybe the crew ate the yeast because the maker couldn’t synthesize food without power,” Maris said.


  Ty popped gum. “If they just wanted the yeast, why did they dismantle the maker? And why would they have eaten the yeast when they hardly touched the reserves of food paste in their suits?”


  “They preferred yeast,” Maris said curtly. She was tired. She had been working for twelve hours straight. She was looking forward to a shower and a long sleep. She didn’t have time for Ty’s spooky shit. He wanted her to contradict him, she realized, so that he could keep his silly notions alive in a pointless argument. She said, “We’ve got just one week left before we’re all rotated rockside. Let it go, Ty, unless you want to write up a report for Barrett.”


  Ty didn’t write it up, of course. The supervisor, James Lo Barrett, was considered a joke amongst the wrecking gangs: an inflexible bureaucrat who was working off some kind of demerit at this obscure posting, an incomer who hardly ever left his ship, who had no idea of the practical difficulties of the work. But Ty didn’t let it go, either. The next day, mid-shift, he swam up to Maris and pulled a patch cord from his p-suit’s utility belt. Maris sighed, but took the free end of the cord and plugged it in.


  “Something’s screwy,” Ty said. “I was outside, checking the service compartment? Turns out all the fuel cells in the hack-up power system are gone.”


  “The crew moved them inside after their ship was crippled,” Maris said. “We found one cell right by their bodies.”


  “Yeah, but where are the other three?”


  “They’ll turn up,” Maris said. “Forget it, and get back to work.”


  They were floating head-to-head in the narrow shaft that ran through the middle of the shuttle’s tiny lifesystem, where Maris was feeding circuitry into the squat cube of a portable refinery that boiled off metals and separated and collected them by laser chromatography. Ty’s gaze was grabby and nervous behind his gold-filmed visor. He really was spooked. He said, “You don’t feel it? It’s not just that something weird happened here. It’s as if something’s still here. A presence, a ghost.”


  “That would be Barrett. You know he’s always on my tail to keep you guys on schedule. We have fifteen days to strip this hulk. If we fall behind, he’ll dock our pay. Can you afford that, Ty? I can’t. I have people who depend on me. Forget about the fuel cells. It’s one of those mysteries that really isn’t worth thinking about. It’s nothing. Let me hear you say that.”


  “It’s something,” Ty said, with a flicker of insolence. He pulled the patch cord, spun head-over-heels, and shot away down the long corridor.


  “And another thing,” Maris said over the common radio channel, as Ty did a tuck-and-tum and pulled himself through a hatchway, “don’t fuck around with any more drones. Barrett called me up a couple of hours ago, said he thought you’d done something to one of them.”


  “I don’t like being watched while I work,” Ty said.


  “What did you do, Ty?”


  “Glued it to a bulkhead. If Barrett wants to spy on me, he can come out and unglue it himself.”


  Ty wouldn’t give up his idea that something was haunting the shuttle. Later, Maris caught him plugged into a private conversation with Bruno Peterffeund, the fourth member of the wrecking gang. They had just spent a couple of hours combing through the shuttle’s lifesystem, and presented her with an inventory: the com module gone; pumps and filters from the air conditioning dismounted; sleeping bags and tools missing.


  “Something took all this stuff,” Ty said, “and made itself a nice cozy nest.”


  “I think he’s right, boss,” Bruno said. “The stuff, it is not floating around somewhere. It’s gone.”


  “The shuttle was zapped right at the beginning of the war,” Maris said. “Nothing could have survived out here for three hundred days.”


  “Nothing human,” Ty said. “It’s a spook of some kind for sure. Hiding in the shadows, waiting to jump our asses.”


  Maris told the two men to get back to work, but she knew this wouldn’t be the end of it. Ty and Bruno had wasted precious time chasing a ghost that couldn’t possibly exist. They had fallen behind on the job.


  Sure enough, Barrett called her that evening. He’d checked her day log, and wanted to know why her gang were still refining rare metals when they should have started to dismount the fusion plant. Maris wasn’t prepared to expose her crew to Barrett’s acid ridicule, so she flat-out lied. She told him that the calibration of the refinery had drifted, that there had been cross-contamination in the collection chambers, that she had had to run everything through the refinery all over again.


  “I don’t want to fine you,” Barrett said, “but I’m going to have to do it all the same. You’ve gotten behind, Maris, and I can’t be seen to favor one gang over another. It’s nothing, just 30 percent of the day’s pay, but if your gang don’t have the fusion plant dismounted by the end of tomorrow, I’m afraid that I’ll be forced to invoke another penalty.”


  James Lo Barrett, the smug bastard, giving her a synthetic look of soapy sympathy. He had a fleshy, pouched face, a shaven head (even his eyebrows were shaved), and a pussy little beard that was no more than a single long braid hung off his chin and wrapped in black silk thread. He looked, Maris thought, like a fetus blimped up by some kind of accelerated growth program. He was sitting at his desk, at ease in the centrifugal gravity of his ship in a clean, brightly lit room, with real plants growing on a shelf behind him and a mug of something smothered in his podgy hands. Coffee, probably—Maris thought she could see steam rising from it. She hadn’t had a proper hot drink or meal in twenty days; the hab-module’s atmosphere was a nitrox mix at less than half an atmosphere, and water boiled at seventy degrees centigrade. It stank too, because its air scrubbers didn’t work properly; its joints needed careful monitoring because they were prone to spring leaks; its underpowered electrical system was Hable to unpredictable brown-outs and cut-offs; it had a low grade but intractable black mold infection; the motors and fans of its air conditioning thrummed and clanked and groaned in a continual dismal chorus. But it was infinitely better than sitting rockside, subsiding on the meager charity of the Three Powers Occupation Force and enduring the random sweeps of its police. It was work, and work was what Maris lived for, even if she had to deal with people like Barrett.


  She’d met him just once, at the start of her contract. He’d made a big deal about coming out to the hab-module to meet the new wrecking gang, had a clammy handshake, grabby eyes, and smelled of eucalyptus oil. He’d tried to convince her then that he was on her side, that he thought outers were getting a tough break. “The war is over,” he’d told her. “We should draw a line under it and move on. There are tremendous possibilities out here, vast resources. Everyone can benefit. So don’t think of me as the enemy, that’s all in the past. Deal with me like you would anyone else, and we’ll get along just fine.”


  Maris decided then that although she had to work for him, he couldn’t make her pretend to like him. She said now, direct and matter-of-fact, “We’ll get back on schedule. No problem.”


  “Work with me, Delgado. Don’t let me down.”


  “Absolutely,” Maris said. Her job would have been so much easier if Barrett had been a tough son of a bitch. Maris could deal with sons of bitches—you always knew where you were with them. But Barrett pretended that he was not responsible for the authority he wielded, pretended that punishing his crews hurt him as much as it hurt them, demanding their sympathy even as he sequestered money that was needed to feed starving children. His spineless mendacity made him a worse tyrant than any bully.


  “If there’s a problem,” he said, “you know I’m always here to help.”


  Yeah, right. Maris knew that if there really was a problem, he’d get rid of her without a qualm. She gave her best smile, and said, “The refinery threw a glitch, but it’s fixed now. We’ll get on top of the schedule first thing.”


  “That’s the spirit. And Delgado? No more games with my drones.”


  Wrecking Gang #3’s hab-module was nothing more than two stubby, double-skinned cargo pods welded either side of a central airlock, like two tin cans kissing a fat ball bearing. Maris sculled from the workspace cylinder, with its lockers and racks and benches, through the spherical airlock, into the living quarters. Ty glanced up from his TV; he was an addict of the spew of reworked ancient programs pumped out by autonomous self-replicating satellites in Saturn’s ring system. Half hidden by the flexing silvery tube of the air ducting, Bruno Peterfreund, his long blond hair coiled under a knitted cap, was painstakingly scraping mold from a viewport.


  Maris told the two men the bad news. She gave it to them straight. She didn’t mention their sudden obsession with missing fuel cells and the rest; she let the inference hang in the air. “You guys will start dismounting the fusion plant,” she said, “and once Somerset and I have finished up metal reclamation, we’ll come and give you a hand. We’ll start early, finish late. Okay?”


  “Whatever,” Ty said, affecting indifference but not quite daring to meet Maris’s fierce gaze.


  “That won’t interfere with your social plans, Bruno?”


  “Nothing I can’t put off, boss.” Bruno was a stolid, taciturn man of thirty-five, exactly the same age as Maris, a ship’s engineer from Europa who had been stranded in the Saturn system by the war. He had spent more than a hundred days in a forced labor camp, helping to rebuild wrecked agricultural domes. Now that the Three Powers Occupation Force had declared “normalization” throughout the Outer System, and the embargo on civilian travel had been lifted, he hoped to earn enough from salvage work to pay for his ticket home. He had a round, impassive face and dark watchful eyes that didn’t miss much; lately, Maris had caught him checking out her trim whenever he thought she wasn’t looking. He was lonesome, she thought, missing the family he hadn’t seen for almost a year. If he hadn’t been married, and if they hadn’t been working together, she might have responded; as it was, by unspoken agreement, they kept it at the level of mutually respectful banter.


  “We’ll make up the time,” Maris told the two men. “I know you guys can work hard when you have to. Where’s Somerset? Gardening?”


  “As usual,” Ty said.


  Somerset was cocooned in a sleeping bag in a curtained niche at the far end of the chamber, eyes masked by spex, ringed fingers flexing like pale sea plants.


  “Hey,” Maris said.


  Somerset pushed up the spex and turned its calm, untroubled gaze toward her. Like all neuters, its age was difficult to estimate; although it was thirty years older than Maris, and its spiky crest of hair was as white as nitrogen snow, its coffee-and-cream skin had the smooth, unlined complexion of a child. It was a member of some kind of Buddhist sect, and all of its wages went to the refugee center run by its temple. It owned nothing but a couple of changes of clothes, its p-suit, and its garden—a virtual microhabitat whose health and harmony were, according to the precepts of its faith, a reflection of its spiritual state.


  Maris said, “How’s everything growing?”


  Somerset shrugged and said dryly, “You don’t have to attempt pleasantries, Maris. I will do my part.”


  “You heard what I told Ty and Bruno.”


  “I thought you were quite restrained, considering the trouble they have caused.”


  “I want to know just one thing,” Maris said. “I want to know if this is some kind of joke on me. If you’re all winding me up because I helped build the ship, and I’ve bored you to death about why I don’t believe in ghosts. If that’s what it is, ha-ha, you’ve all made your point, and I’m wiser for it. But we have to get back on schedule.”


  “I don’t play games,” Somerset said disdainfully.


  Maris said, “But you know what’s going on, don’t you? It’s Ty. Ty for sure, and maybe Bruno. Bruno’s quiet, but he’s sly.”


  “To begin with,” Somerset said, “I thought Ty’s stories were as silly as you did, but now I’m not so sure. We still haven’t found that missing passenger, after all.”


  “She died in some obscure little spot,” Maris said, “or she took a walk out of the airlock. One or the other. The ship was shut down, Somerset. It was killed stone dead. The emp blast fritzed every circuit. No lights, no air conditioning, no heat, no communications, no hope of rescue. Remember that other shuttle we did, last shift? All the crew were gone. They took the big step rather than die a long lingering death by freezing or asphyxiation.”


  “I did an infrared scan,” Somerset said. “Just in case.”


  Maris nodded. Somerset was smart; Somerset was methodical. Anything warmer than the vacuum, such as a hidey-hole with a warm body living in it, would show up stark white in infrared. She said, “I should have thought of that.”


  Somerset smiled. “But I didn’t find anything.”


  “There you are.”


  “Of course, absence of evidence is not evidence of absence.”


  “Meaning?”


  “Its hiding place could be well-insulated. It could be buried deep in the shuttle’s structure.”


  “Bullshit,” Maris said. “We’ll finish stripping out the circuitry tomorrow. We’ll find her body in some corner, and that will be an end to it.”


  Maris and Somerset didn’t find the missing passenger. Ty and Bruno did.


  The two men came into the lifesystem a couple of hours before the end of the shift, ricocheting down the central shaft like a couple of freefall neophytes. Ty was so shaken that he couldn’t string together a coherent sentence; even the normally imperturbable Bruno was spooked.


  “You have to see it for yourself, boss,” Bruno told Maris, after they had all used patch cords to link themselves together, so that Barrett couldn’t overhear them.


  “If you guys are setting me up for something, I’ll personally drag your asses rockside.”


  “No joke,” Ty said. “Clan’s honor this is no joke.”


  “Tell us again what you found,” Somerset said calmly. “Think carefully. Describe everything you saw.”


  Ty and Bruno talked: ten minutes.


  When they were finished, Maris said, “If she’s in there, she can’t be alive.”


  “Gang #1 found bodies hung on a bulkhead in one of the freighters,” Ty said. “Bodies with chunks missing from them. They figure that one of the crew killed the rest. They think that he might still be alive.”


  Maris said firmly, “No one could have survived for long in any of these hulks. No power, no food, no air . . . it isn’t possible.”


  “You don’t know what the gene wizards made for the war,” Ty said. “No one does.”


  Maris had to admit that Ty had a point. Before the Quiet War, Earth had infiltrated the Outer System colonies with spies, dopplegangers, and suicide artists, most of them clones and most of them gengineered. The suicide artists had been the worst—terror weapons in human form, berserkers, walking bombs. One type had hidden themselves near sensitive installations and simply died; symbiotic bacteria had transformed their corpses into unstable lumps of high explosive. Maris’s younger brother had been killed when one of these corpse-bombs had blown a hole in the agricultural dome where he had been working.


  She said, “Did any of Barrett’s drones follow you?”


  “Not a one,” Ty said.


  “You’re sure.”


  “My suit’s radar can spot a flea’s heartbeat at a hundred klicks. Yeah, Fm sure.”


  “If Barrett suspected anything, boss,” Bruno said, “he would be asking you some hard questions around about now.”


  “We should consider telling him,” Somerset said. “If something dangerous is hiding in there, Symbiosis can provide the appropriate back-up.”


  “Soldiers,” Ty said. “Armed soldiers.”


  “If we could tell anyone other than Barrett, I’d agree with you,” Maris said. “But Barrett can’t make a decision to save his life. Faced with something like this, something that isn’t covered by his precious rule book, he’ll panic. The first thing he’ll do is sling our asses rockside. The second thing he’ll do is, if by some miracle she’s still alive, he’ll kill her. He’ll declare her a saboteur or a spy, kill her, and get promoted for it. Or he’ll simply get rid of her, pretend she never existed. And don’t try and tell me that this is some spook or monster, Ty. This has to be the missing passenger—Alice Eighteen Singh Rai. A person, not a monster.”


  “The boss has a point,” Bruno said. “Barrett does not accept responsibility for his actions. He hides behind his position in the company, and his position in the company is all he is. In the camp, there were many like him, people who told themselves that they must do terrible things to the prisoners because their superiors demanded it, people who refused to see that they were doing these things out of fear and denial. Those people, they made themselves into monsters, and I think Barrett is that kind of monster. He will commit murder rather than risk doing something that might endanger his status, and he will tell himself it is for the good of the company.”


  It was the longest speech any of them had heard Bruno make, and the only time he had ever talked about the labor camp.


  “Aw, shit,” Ty said. “Let’s do it. But if we all get killed by some kind of monster, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


  “I would like you all to remember that I have expressed my reservations,” Somerset said.


  “If it was a monster,” Maris said, “don’t you think it would have killed us already?”


  They went out together. They carried percussion hammers, bolt cutters, glue guns. Bruno carried a portable airlock kit. Ty carried a switchblade he’d somehow smuggled past Symbiont security. Maris carried a tube of plastic explosive. Somerset carried a portable ultrasonic scanner. They fingertip-flew over the swell of the shuttle’s main body toward the flared skirt of the motor’s radiation shield. Saturn’s pale crescent, nipped like a fingernail paring in the delicate tweezers of its ring system, hung just a few degrees above it. At zenith, the twin stars of the Symbiosis ship, motor and lifesystem linked by a fullerene tether four kilometers long, rotated once a second around their common center.


  Beyond the radiation shield, the bulbous cylinder of the motor and most of its ancillary spheres and spars were coated with the black crust of the vacuum organism, smooth as spilled paint in some places, raised in thin, stiff sheets in others. The biggest sheets clustered like mutant funeral flowers around the mass-reaction tanks, a ring of six aluminum spheres, each three meters in diameter, that were tucked in the lee of the radiation skirt. The tanks contained water that had fuelled superheated steam venturis used for delicate attitude control; one of the tanks, Ty claimed, was the hiding place of a monster.


  They plugged in patch cords; they went to work.


  While Somerset fiddled with the ultrasonic scanner, Maris used a wand to confirm that the tank was leaking minute traces of an oxyhelium mix. Bruno showed her a clear spot in the otherwise ubiquitous coating of the vacuum organism, hidden behind one of the triangular struts that secured the tank to the motor’s spine. It was like a dull grey eye surrounded by ridged and puckered black tar; in its center, a fine seam defined a circle about half a meter in diameter.


  “That is what gave us the clue,” Bruno said. “The vacuum organism must be an oxygen hater. Also, we find a current flowing in it.”


  “It’s not just photosynthetic,” Ty said. He hung back from the tank as if ready to bolt, the patch cord that connected him to Bruno at full stretch. His white p-suit was painted with swirling lines and dots that echoed his tattoos.


  “It generates electricity,” Bruno said. “Something like ten point six watts over its entire surface. Not very much, but enough—”


  “I’m ahead of you,” Maris said. “It’s enough to run the tank’s internal heaters. Well, but it doesn’t mean that she’s alive. What do you see, Somerset?”


  Somerset, hanging head down close to the tank’s sphere, his orange p-suit vivid against the stiff black sheets of the vacuum organism, was using the ultrasonic scanner. It said, “Nothing at all. It is very well insulated. Maris, you know that we have to tell Symbiosis.”


  “If it is the missing passenger, she has to be crazy,” Bruno said. “Or why would she still be hiding?”


  “She has to be some kind of thing,” Ty said.


  “She has to be dead,” Maris said. “Let’s get her out of there.”


  They set dots of plastic explosive around the almost invisible seam. They rigged the portable airlock over it. They took shelter behind another tank, and Maris blew the charges.


  An aluminum disc, forced out by pressure inside the tank, shot to the top of the transparent tent of the airlock and bounced back to meet something shuddering out of the hole—another portable airlock struggling to fit inside the first. After nothing else happened for a whole minute, Maris sculled over to investigate. She pushed the visor of her helmet against the double layer of taut, transparent plastic, and shone her flashlight inside.


  At the center of the tank, curled up in a nest made from the absorbent material and honeycomb vanes that had channeled the water, was the body of a little girl in a cut-down pressure suit.


  They thought at first that she was dead: her p-suit’s internal temperature was just two degrees centigrade, barely above the freezing point of water, and she had no pulse or respiration signs. But a quick ultrasonic scan showed that her blood was sluggishly circulating through a cascade filter pump connected to the femoral artery of her left leg. There was also a small machine attached to the base of her skull, something coiled in her stomach, and a line in the vein of her left arm that went through the elbow joint of her p-suit and was coupled to a lash-up of tubing, pumps and bags of clear and cloudy liquids, and the three missing fuel cells.


  “That’s what happened to the foodmaker,” Ty said. “She’s got some kind of continuous culture running.”


  He hung just outside the hatch, watching as Maris and Somerset worked inside the tank, tying off the line into the little girl’s arm, detaching a cable trickling amps to her p-suit.


  “She is hibernating,” Bruno said, his helmet jostling beside Ty’s. “I have heard of the technique. Soldiers on the other side were infected with nanotech that could shut them down if they were badly injured.”


  “Then she’s a spy,” Ty said.


  “I don’t know what she is,” Somerset said, looking across the little girl’s body at Maris, “but I do know that no ordinary child could have rigged this. We should leave her here. Let Symbiosis deal with her as I have already suggested.”


  “I don’t think so,” Maris said. “The temperature inside her suit has risen by five degrees, and it’s still rising. I think she’s waking up.”


  They waited until the Symbiosis ship was eclipsed by a freighter that was slowly rotating end over end thirty klicks beyond the shuttle, and then rode their sled to the hab-module. Halfway there, the little girl’s arms and legs spasmed; Maris held her down, saw that she was dribbling a clear liquid from her mouth and nostrils. Then her eyes opened, and she looked straight at Maris.


  Her eyes were beaten gold, with silvery, pinprick pupils.


  Maris touched her visor to the little girl’s. “It’s okay,” she said. “Everything’s okay, sweetheart. We’ll look after you. I promise.”


  By the time they had bundled her inside the hab-module, the little girl was dazed but fully awake. Out of her p-suit, she stank like a pharm goat and was as skinny as a snake, in a liner that was two sizes too big. Even though the intravenous line had been dripping vitamins, amino acids, and complex carbohydrates from the yeast culture into her blood, she had used up all of her body fat and a good deal of muscle mass in her long sleep. She seemed to be about eight or nine, was completely hairless, and had bronze skin, and those big silver-on-gold eyes that stared boldly at the wrecking crew who hung around her.


  Although she responded to her name, she wouldn’t or couldn’t talk; hardly surprising, Maris said, considering what she had been through. When Bruno tried to examine the blood pump that clung to her leg like a swollen leech, she drew her knees to her chest and carefully detached it, then reached behind her head, plucked the tiny machine from the base of her skull, and flicked it away. Bruno deftly caught it on the rebound, and after a brief examination said it was some kind of Russian Sleep gadget. “Some monster, boss,” he said. “I’m disappointed.”


  “We could throw her back,” Maris said, “and try for something better.”


  Ty laughed, showing for a moment the wad of green gum that lay on his tongue. He was fascinated by the little girl; his fear had transformed directly to excitement and a kind of proprietorial pride. “She’s amazing,” he said. “Could you have done what she did? I couldn’t.”


  “None of us could,” Somerset said. “That’s why she can’t be a normal little girl. That’s why we have taken a very grave risk in bringing her aboard.”


  “Aw, come on,” Ty said. “Look at her. She’s a kid. She’s half-starved to death. She couldn’t harm a blade of grass.”


  “Appearances can be deceptive,” Somerset said.


  Alice Eighteen Singh Rai watched them carefully as they spoke about her, but showed no sign that she understood what they were saying.


  “She would have died if we had not found her,” Bruno said. “Whatever she is, she needs our help.”


  “Of course,” Somerset said. “But we know nothing about her.”


  Ty snorted air through his nose. “What are you saying, we should tie her up?”


  “We should certainly take precautions,” Somerset said, ignoring Ty’s sarcasm.


  Maris decided that Somerset needed something to do, and told him, “Before we can decide anything, I need you to find out everything you can about where Alice came from.”


  “Somewhere on Iapetus, I should think,” Somerset said. “That was the shuttle’s point of departure, according to its manifest. It was on a straight run to Mimas when the emp mine intercepted it.”


  “I’m sure you can find out exactly where on Iapetus.”


  “I will try my best,” Somerset said, and swam off to its cubicle.


  “And take the rod out of your ass while you’re about it,” Ty murmured.


  “Somerset does have a point,” Bruno said. “We have to think very carefully about what we’re going to do.”


  “I’m going to have to come up with some excuse for Barrett,” Maris said. “But first, I’m going to give this little girl her first shower in three hundred days.”


  Alice Eighteen Singh Rai scrubbed up well, submitting docilely to the airmask necessary in the freefall shower. Enveloped in one of Maris’s jumpers, she refused the bags of chow Ty patiently offered one by one, then suddenly kicked off toward the kitchen nook, quick and agile as an eel. She had ripped open a tube and was cramming black olive paste into her mouth before Ty could pull her away by an ankle.


  “Let her eat,” Maris said. “I think she knows what her body needs.”


  “Man,” Ty said, wonderingly, “she sure is hungry.”


  Bruno said, “I have only a minimum of medical training, boss. I don’t know anything about mental illness or brain damage. The autodoc can work up her blood and urine chemistry for chemical signs of psychosis, but that’s about all. I hate to say it, but the Symbiosis ship has better facilities.”


  “I don’t want to turn her over to Barrett.”


  Bruno nodded. His eyes were dark and solemn under the brim of his knitted cap. “She’s one of us, isn’t she?”


  “She’s no ordinary little girl. Somerset is right about that. But she’s no monster, either.”


  “She sure is hungry,” Ty said again, watching with tender pride as Alice unseamed her third tube of olive paste.


  Maris left her with Ty and Bruno, and, with heavy foreboding, wrote up a false report for the day log and sent it off. Barrett called back almost at once. He said, “I want to believe you, but somehow I’m having a hard time.”


  Maris’s first thought was that one of Barrett’s drones had spotted them working around Alice’s nest. She hunched over the com, sweat popping over her body. Her pulse beat heavily in her temples. She said, “If this is about why we’re still behind—”


  “Of course it is. And I’m very disappointed.”


  “The vacuum organism caused a bigger problem than we anticipated.”


  “All you have to do is cut through it,” Barrett said scornfully. “Cut through it, scorch it off, deal with it.”


  “Can you tell me about the shuttle’s cargo, Barrett? What was it carrying?”


  Barrett gave her a sharp, bright look. “Why do you want to know?”


  “Perhaps the vacuum organism was part of the cargo. If we know what it is, we can deal with it more easily.”


  “The v.o. was checked out when the cargo pods were detached. It’s nothing out of the ordinary.”


  “Don’t you have more specific information? The ship was recovered five months ago. Symbiosis must know what was in the cargo pods by now.”


  “That’s none of your business, Delgado. Your business is to render down that shuttle, and your gang is a whole ten hours behind. You have to understand that Symbiosis wrote up these work schedules with generous margins—”


  Relief that Barrett didn’t seem to know about Alice made Maris bold. She said, “The schedules weren’t drawn up with vacuum organism contamination in mind.”


  “Please don’t interrupt me again,” Barrett said, all frosty rectitude. “The margins are there, and you’ve overrun them. You know the contract regs as well as I, Delgado. What else can I do?”


  “Okay, fine, take off ten hours pay.”


  “A day’s pay plus penalties. The contract is quite specific.”


  “Okay.”


  “What’s wrong, Delgado? Talk to me. Are you having trouble maintaining discipline?” Barrett suddenly mock-solicitous, leaning so close to the camera that his face looked like a pockmarked moon, his silly little braid wagging on his chin.


  “There’s no problem,” Maris said, snapping off the com and instantly regretting it. It was a sign of weakness, and the one skill that Barrett had honed to perfection was sniffing out weaknesses in others.


  She waited five minutes in case he called back, then sculled back to the living quarters. Ty and Alice were watching a TV sheet floating in the air. Both were chewing gum. Bruno and Somerset broke off a whispered conversation, and Somerset told Maris, “I have found out where she came from.”


  The Saturn infonet had been badly damaged during the Quiet War, but after running Alice’s name through half a dozen clandestine search engines, Somerset had discovered that the shuttle’s cargo and passenger had both originated in Hawaiki, an agricultural settlement on the great dark plains of Iapetus’s Cassini Regio.


  “I discovered something else, too,” Somerset said. “The settlement was designed by Avernus.”


  The name of the woman who had been the Outer System’s most famous gene wizard, and was now its most wanted so-called war criminal, hung in the air for a moment.


  “Man,” Ty said, “I knew our Alice was something special. Didn’t I say she was special?”


  “Avernus was famous for the totality of her designs,” Somerset said. “She tailored both ecospheres and their inhabitants. Given her appearance and what she did to survive, it seems quite likely that our guest benefited from Avernus’s art.”


  Alice smiled at them all, seemingly quite happy to be the center of their attention.


  “It doesn’t mean that she’s a monster,” Maris said forthrightly, although she had to admit that Somerset’s discovery was disquieting. Avernus had dedicated her considerable skills to pushing the envelope of humanity’s range. Some of her commissions—a sect in which adults lost the use of their limbs and eyes and grew leathery, involuted integuments stained purple with photosynthetic pigment, becoming sessile eremites devoted to praising God; a community with a completely closed ecosystem, the bellies of its citizens swollen with sacs of symbiotic bacteria—had tested even the generously inclusive tolerance of the outers.


  “Aw, hell,” Ty said, “according to the flatlanders, we’re all monsters. And you know what? It’s true. We’re all tweaks, and we’re all proud to be tweaks! Flatlanders need drugs and nanotech to live here, but we’re gengineered for low-gravity. Maybe Avernus gave Alice a few extra special abilities, but so what?”


  Maris asked Somerset, “Can we get in touch with Alice’s home?”


  “Hawaiki no longer exists,” Somerset said. “It was captured and destroyed during the war.”


  “There must be survivors,” Maris said.


  “They were probably put in a camp,” Bruno said darkly. “One of those experimental camps.”


  “Hey,” Ty said, “not in front of Alice.”


  “The TPA must know,” Somerset said, “but there are no records that I can access.”


  “One thing is certain,” Maris said. “We were absolutely right not to tell Barrett about Alice.”


  She remembered with a chill the supervisor’s sudden bright look when she had asked about the shuttle’s cargo, and knew that he knew all about the shuttle’s passenger, knew that she was valuable.


  “You’re going to stay here,” Ty told the golden-eyed little girl. “Stay here with us, until we find a way of getting you back to your family.”


  “I would like to know,” Somerset said, “how we can keep Barrett from finding out about her.”


  “We just don’t tell him,” Maris said.


  “I’m relieved to see that you have thought it through,” Somerset said.


  Bruno said, “The boss is right, Somerset. Barrett hardly ever leaves his ship. If we don’t tell him about Alice, he’ll never know.”


  “This isn’t like playing around in your garden,” Ty said. “This is for real.”


  “My garden has nothing to do with this,” Somerset said.


  “Ty didn’t mean anything by it,” Maris said.


  “I meant,” Ty said doggedly, “that this is the real world, where what you do has real consequences for real people. We rescued Alice, Somerset, so it’s up to us to look after her.”


  “I believe that we have all agreed that Barrett would almost certainly kill Alice if he found out about her,” Somerset said, with acid patience. “It follows that the only morally correct course of action is to assume responsibility for her care. I merely point out that it is also a very dangerous course of action.”


  “Nevertheless, we’re all in this together,” Maris said.


  Everyone looked at everyone else. Everyone said yes. Alice smiled.


  Maris, strung out by anxiety and the physical exhaustion of zero-gravity work, fell asleep almost as soon as she wriggled into her sleeping bag. She slept deeply and easily, and when she woke in the middle of the night, it took her a little while to realize what was wrong.


  The spavined rattle and bone-deep thrum of the air conditioning was gone.


  Maris pushed up her mask, hitched out of the sleeping bag, and ducked through her privacy curtain. Ty and Bruno hung in midair, watching Alice mime something in the soft red light of the hab-module’s sleep-cycle illumination. Ty spun around as Maris caught a rung. He was chewing gum and grinning from ear to ear. “She fixed the air conditioning,” he said.


  “You mean she broke it.”


  “She fixed it,” Ty insisted. “Listen.”


  Ty and Bruno and Alice watched as Maris concentrated on nothing but the sound of her own ragged breath . . . and heard, at the very edge of audibility, a soft pulsing hum, a whisper of moving air.


  Somerset shot through its privacy curtain, caught a rung, reversed. Its crest of white hair was all askew. It said, “What did she do?”


  Bruno said, “She altered the rate of spin of every fan in the system, timing them to a single harmonic. No more vibration.”


  “Alice knows machines,” Ty said proudly.


  “It seems she does not sleep,” Bruno said. “So, while we slept, she fixed the air conditioning.”


  “Swaddling,” Somerset said. “Or a tether. I am serious. Suppose she meddles with something else? We do not know what she can do.”


  “Alice knows machines,” Ty insisted, proud as a new parent.


  Which, in a sense, he was, Maris thought. Which, in a sense, they all were. She sculled through the air until her face was level with Alice’s. Those strange silver-on-gold eyes, unreadable as coins, stared into hers. She said gently, “You did a good job, but you mustn’t touch anything else. Do you understand?”


  The little girl nodded—a fractional movement, but a definite assent.


  “If she did a good job,” Ty said, “what’s the problem?”


  “We hardly know anything about her,” Somerset said. “That’s the problem.”


  “You can find out,” Bruno told Somerset. “Use those data mining skills of yours to dig deeper.”


  “I have found all there is to find,” Somerset said. “The war wrecked most of the infonet. I am surprised that I found anything at all.”


  “Let’s all get some rest,” Maris said. “We have to start work in three hours. A lot of work.”


  She did not think that she would get back to sleep, but she did, and slept peacefully in the harmonious murmur of the fans.


  They started their shift early. As they all sucked down a hasty breakfast of gritty, fruit-flavored oat paste and lukewarm coffee, Somerset made it clear just how unhappy it was about leaving Alice alone in the hab-module.


  “We should take her with us,” the neuter said. “If she is as good with machines as Ty claims, she can be of some help.”


  “No way,” Maris said. “Even Barrett can count up to five. What do you think he’ll do if he spots an extra body out there?”


  “Then someone should stay behind with her,” Somerset said stubbornly.


  “If Barrett can count up to five,” Maris said, “he can also count up to three. None of us can afford to lose any more pay, and we’ll never catch up on our schedule if we’re one body short.”


  Ty said, “Alice, honey, you know we have to go out, don’t you? You promise you’ll be good while we’re away?”


  Alice was floating in mid-air with her arms hooked under her knees, watching TV; when she heard her name, she looked over at Ty, eyes flashing in the half-dark, and nodded once.


  “You see,” Ty said. “It’s not a problem.”


  “I don’t like what she did to the air,” Somerset said. “It smells strange.”


  “If by strange you mean it doesn’t smell of crotch-sweat and stale farts any more,” Ty said, “then I don’t think it’s strange—I think it’s an improvement!”


  “The temperature is higher, too,” Somerset said.


  “Yeah,” Ty said. “Nice and comfortable, isn’t it? Look, Somerset, Alice is just a kid. I guess, what with your religious bent and all, you might not know much about kids, but I do. I used to look after a whole bunch of them back in the clan. Trust me on this. There’s no problem.”


  “She is not merely—”


  Maris flicked her empty paste and coffee tubes into the maw of the disposal. “No time for argument, gentlemen. Suit up and ship out. We have plenty of work to do.”


  For a little while, absorbed in the hard, complicated job of dismounting the shuttle’s fusion plant, they all forgot their worries. Clambering about the narrow crawlspaces around the plant’s combustion chamber, they severed cables and pipes, sheared bolts and cut through supports, strung temporary tethers. They worked well; they worked as a team; they made good time. Maris was beginning to plan the complicated pattern of explosive charges that would pop the fusion plant out of its shaft when her radio shrieked, a piercing electronic squeal that cut off before she could access her suit’s com menu.


  Everyone shot out of the access hatch, using their suit thrusters to turn toward the hab-module.


  “Alice,” Ty said, his voice sounding hollow in the echo of the radio squeal. “She’s in trouble.”


  Bruno, his p-suit painted, Jupiter-system style, with an elaborate abstract pattern, spun around and shot off toward the sled. Maris saw the black sphere of Barrett’s pressurized sled clinging like a blood-gorged tick to one of the hatches of the hab-module’s airlock, and chased after him.


  Bruno took the helm of the sled, told them all to hang on, and punched out with a hard continuous bum. Directly ahead, the hab-module expanded with alarming speed.


  “You’ll overshoot,” Somerset said calmly.


  “Saint Isaac Newton, bless me now in my hour of need,” Bruno said. He flipped the sled with a nicely judged blip of its attitude jets, opened the throttle in a hard blast of deceleration that seemed to squeeze every drop of Maris’s blood into her boots, and fired off tethers whose sticky pads slapped against the airlock and jerked the sled to a halt.


  Maris signed for radio silence. They fanned out, peering through viewports into the red-lit interiors of the two cylinders. Somerset’s orange-suited figure, at the far end of the workspace, raised a hand, pointed down. The others clustered around him.


  Alice stared up at them through the little disc of scratched, triple-layered plastic. After a moment, she smiled.


  They opened the airlock’s secondary hatch and cycled through, the four of them crowding each other in the little spherical space as they shucked helmets and gloves. Alice was waiting placidly in the center of the cluttered workroom, floating as usual in midair, hands hooked under her knees.


  “Oh my,” Maris said in dismay.


  Still in its yellow p-suit, Symbiosis’s sunburst-in-a-green-circle logo on its chestplate, Barrett’s body was strung against the bulkhead behind Alice. Its arms were bound to its sides by a whipcord tether; a wormy knot of patch sealant filled the broken visor of its helmet. The end of Barrett’s braided beard stuck out of the hard white foam like a mountaineer’s flag on a snowy peak. Maris didn’t need Bruno’s pronouncement to know that the supervisor was dead.


  It took Ty ten minutes to get the story from Alice. He asked questions; she answered by nods or shakes. Apparently, Barrett had come looking for her after his AI had decrypted and audited Somerset’s infonet usage records; he’d boasted about his cleverness. He had been friendly at first, but when Alice had refused to answer his questions, he had threatened to kill her. That was when she had immobilized him with the tether and suffocated him with the sealant.


  Somerset found Barrett’s weapon. It had fetched up against one of the air-conditioning outlets.


  Ty asked Alice, “Did he threaten to kill you, honey?”


  A quick nod.


  “Why did he want to kill you? Was he scared of you?”


  Alice nodded, then shook her head.


  “Okay, he was scared of you, but that wasn’t why he wanted to kill you.”


  A nod.


  “He wanted something from you.”


  A nod.


  “He probably wanted Alice,” Bruno said. “She has been gengineered by Avernus. Her genome, it must be very valuable.”


  Alice shook her head.


  Ty said, “What did he want, honey?”


  Alice put a finger to her lips, assumed a sudden look of inward concentration, and started, very delicately, to choke. She shook her head when Ty reached for her, coughed, and started to pull something from her mouth.


  Blue plastic wire, over two meters of it.


  Maris’s parents had owned a vacuum organism farm before the war; she knew at once what the wire was. “That’s how vacuum organism spores are packaged.”


  Alice smiled and nodded.


  Maris said, “Does it contain spores of the vacuum organism growing on the shuttle?”


  Alice nodded again, then held up her right hand, opened and closed it half a dozen times.


  Ty said, “It contains all kinds of spores?”


  Bruno said, “This is why you were a passenger. You were carrying it all the time.”


  “Symbiosis knew about it,” Maris said. “They must have had the complete cargo inventory. When they didn’t find it in the cargo pods, they searched the lifesystem for the only passenger. And Barrett knew about it too, or found out about it. That’s why he sent drones to watch us as we stripped out the lifesystem.”


  “He did not watch us work outside,” Bruno said.


  “Barrett is a flatlander,” Maris said. “It didn’t occur to him that the passenger might be hiding outside. Outside is a bad, scary place, as far as flatlanders are concerned; that’s why he hardly ever left his ship. But then he discovered Somerset’s trail in the infonet, and worked out that we had found Alice. He wanted her for himself, so he couldn’t confront us directly; he waited until we went to work, got up his nerve, and came here.”


  Somerset was hanging back from the others, near the hatch to the airlock. It said, “You grow an intricate story from only a few facts.”


  Ty told the neuter, “Don’t you realize it’s your fault Barrett found out about Alice?”


  “I asked Somerset to make a search on the infonet,” Maris said. “It isn’t its fault that Barrett’s AI was able to break into its records. And I was stupid enough to ask Barrett about the shuttle’s cargo, which probably made him suspicious in the first place.” She took a breath to center herself, called up every gram of her resolve. “Listen up, you three. We all brought Alice back; we all decided that we couldn’t give her up to Barrett; we’re all in this together. We have to decide what to do, and we have to do it quickly, before the crew of the Symbiosis ship start to worry about their boss.”


  “Somerset has a point,” Bruno said. “We don’t know what happened between Alice and Barrett.”


  “He didn’t come over for a social visit,” Ty said. “He wanted these spores, he threatened her with the weapon. That’s why she killed him.”


  Somerset said calmly, “I am not sure that Symbiosis will believe your story.”


  Ty knuckled his tattooed scalp. “Fuck you, Somerset! I know Alice is no murderer, and that’s all that matters to me.”


  “That’s the problem,” Somerset said, and pointed Barrett’s weapon at Ty. It was as black and smooth as a pebble, with a blunt snout that nestled between the neuter’s thumb and forefinger.


  Maris said, “What are you doing, Somerset?”


  Somerset’s narrow face was set with cold resolve. It looked wholly masculine now. It said, “This fires needles stamped from a ribbon of smart plastic. Some of the needles are explosive; others sprout hooks and barbs when they strike something; they all cause a lot of damage. It is a disgusting weapon, but I will use it if I have to, for the greater moral good.”


  “Stay calm, Somerset,” Maris said. “Don’t do anything foolish.”


  “Yeah,” Ty said. “If you want to play with that, go outside.”


  “I want you all to listen to me. Ty, before we found Alice, you were convinced that she was a monster. I believe that you were right. Because she looks like a little girl, she triggers protective reflexes in ordinary men and women, and they do not realize that they are being manipulated. I, however, am immune. I see her for what she is, and I want you all to share this clear, uncomfortable insight.”


  Ty said, “She killed Barrett in self-defense, man!” He had drifted in front of Alice, shielding her from Somerset.


  “We do not know what happened,” Somerset said. “We see a dead man. We see what looks like a little girl. We make assumptions, but how do we know the truth? Perhaps Barrett drew this weapon in self-defense.”


  Maris said, “You don’t like violence, Somerset. I understand that. But what you’re doing now makes you as bad as Barrett.”


  “Not at all,” Somerset said. “As I believe I have said before, if you take the side of a murderer with no good reason, then you are as morally culpable as she is.”


  “She isn’t a murderer,” Ty said.


  “We do not know that,” Somerset insisted calmly.


  “You fucking traitor!” Bruno said, and dove straight at the neuter.


  Somerset swung around. The weapon in his fist made a mild popping sound. Bruno bellowed with pain and clutched at his right arm. Suddenly off-balance, he missed Somerset entirely, slammed against the edge of the airlock hatch, and tumbled backward. And Alice spun head-over-heels and threw something with such force that Maris only saw it on the rebound, after it had sliced through Somerset’s fingers. It was a power saw blade, a diamond disc that ricocheted sideways and lodged in the door of a locker with an emphatic thud. Somerset, its truncated right hand pumping strings of crimson droplets into the air, made a clumsy grab for the weapon; Maris snatched the black pebble out of the air, and Ty knocked the neuter through the airlock hatch.


  Ty and Maris trussed Somerset with tethers, and Bruno staunched its bleeding finger stumps and gave it a shot of painkiller before allowing Maris to bandage his own, much more superficial wound. Alice hung back, calm and watchful.


  “I am lucky,” Bruno said. “It was not an explosive needle.”


  “You’re lucky Somerset couldn’t shoot straight,” Maris told him.


  “I don’t think Somerset wanted to kill me, boss.”


  “We should make the fucker take the big walk without its suit,” Ty said, glaring at Somerset.


  “You know we can’t do that,” Maris said.


  “Z can do it,” Ty said grimly.


  Somerset returned Ty’s angry glare with woozy equanimity, and said, “If you kill me, you will only prove that I was right all along.”


  “Then we’ll both be happy,” Ty said.


  “She’s using us,” Somerset said, slurring every s, “and no one sees it but me.”


  Maris grabbed the hypo from the medical kit and swam up to Somerset. “You can’t keep quiet, can you?”


  “Silence is a form of complicity,” Somerset said. Its eyes crossed as it tried to focus on the hypo. “I do not need another shot. I can bear pain.”


  “This is for us,” Maris said, and pressed the hypo against Somerset’s neck. The neuter started to protest, but then the blast of painkiller hit and its eyes rolled up.


  “We could fly it right out of the airlock,” Ty said. “It wouldn’t feel a thing.”


  “You know we aren’t going to do any such thing,” Maris said. “Listen up. Any minute now, the ship’s crew are going to notice that their boss is missing. What we have to do is work out what we’re going to tell them.”


  Ty said, “I’m not giving her up.”


  “We know Alice must have killed Barrett in self-defense,” Maris said. “We can testify—”


  Bruno said, “Ty is right, boss. We know that Alice isn’t a murderer, but our testimony won’t mean much in court.”


  Alice waved her hands to get their attention, then pointed to the workshop’s camera.


  “It’s recording,” Ty said. He laughed, and turned a full somersault in midair. “Alice knows machines! She had the internal com record everything!”


  Maris shook out a screen, plugged it into the camera, and started the playback. Ty and Bruno crowded around her, watched Barrett struggle through the airlock in his p-suit, watched him question Alice, his p-suit still sealed, his voice coming cold and metallic through its speaker. He loomed over her like a fully armed medieval knight menacing a helpless maiden. Her stubborn intervals of silence, his amplified voice getting louder, his gestures angrier. Alice shrank back. He showed her his weapon. And Alice flew at him, whipping a tether around his arms and body, the tether contracting in a tight embrace as her momentum drove him backward; she wrapped her legs around his chest, smashed his visor with a jackhammer, and emptied a canister of foam into his helmet.


  The camera saw everything; it even picked up the glint of the weapon when it flew from Barrett’s gloved hand. He flung his helmeted head from side to side, trying to shake off the foam’s suffocating mask; Alice pressed against a wall, unobtrusively out of focus, as his struggles quietened.


  Maris said, “It looks good, but will it look good to the court?”


  “We can’t turn her over to Symbiosis or the TPA police,” Bruno said. “At best, they’ll turn her into a lab specimen. At worst—”


  “Where is she?” Ty said.


  Alice was gone; the hatch to the airlock was closed. Neither the automatic nor manual system would budge it. As Bruno prized off the cover of the servomotor, Maris joined Ty at the door’s little port, saw Alice wave bye-bye and shoot through the hatch into Barrett’s sled. A moment later, there was a solid thump as the sled decoupled.


  Maris and Bruno and Ty rushed to the viewports.


  “Look at her go!” Maris said.


  “Where is she going?” Ty said.


  “It looks like she is heading straight to the Symbiosis ship,” Bruno said. “She sure can fly that sled.”


  “Of course she can,” Ty said. “What do you think she’s going to do?”


  “We’ll see soon enough,” Maris said. “Meanwhile, let’s get busy, gentlemen.”


  Bruno glanced at her. “I do believe you have a plan,” he said.


  “It’s not much of one, but hear me out.”


  By the time Ty and Maris had hauled Barrett’s body to the shuttle, his sled had docked with the motor section of the Symbiosis ship. They tethered the body to the tank where Alice had slept out three hundred days, and tethered the weapon to the utility belt of its p-suit. Maris dragged some of the plastic insulation out of the tank’s hatch for dramatic effect, fired a couple of shots into the tangle of bags and tubes inside, then scooted back to look at her work. The tank looked like something had hatched from it in a hurry; Barrett’s body, with its mask of lumpy foam, hung half-folded like a grotesque unstrung puppet, its yellow p-suit vivid against the black film of the vacuum organism.


  “It looks kind of cheesy,” Ty said doubtfully, over their patch cord link.


  “If you have a better idea,” Maris said, “let me know.”


  “Maybe it’s because I don’t think he would have had the sense to tether his weapon.”


  “He found where Alice was hiding,” Maris said, “and opened up the tank. There was a struggle. She killed him and took his sled. The weapon is necessary. It shows he meant her harm. If we don’t tether it to him, it’ll drift off somewhere and no one will find it. So let’s pretend that in his last moments he was overcome with common sense.”


  “Yeah, well, none of that will matter if the crew knew where he was going in the first place.”


  “We’ve been over that already. Barrett wouldn’t have told them where he was going because he wanted what Alice had for himself. Otherwise, you can bet that he would have come with plenty of back-up, or sat tight in the safety of his ship and let the Symbiosis cops take care of it.”


  Ty looked as though he was ready to argue the point, but before he could say anything, Bruno broke in on the common channel. “Heads up,” he said. “The Symbiosis ship just broke apart. It would seem that the cable linking the two halves has been severed.”


  Maris called up her suit’s navigation menu, and after a couple of moments, it confirmed Bruno’s guess. With the cable cut, the lifesystem and motor section of the ship had shot away in opposite directions. The lifesystem, tumbling badly, was heading into a slightly higher orbit; the motor section was accelerating toward Saturn, its exhaust a steady, brilliant star beyond the ragged sphere of wrecked ships. Maris’s com system lit up: the distress signal of the Symbiosis ship’s lifesystem; messages from the other two wrecking gangs; Dione’s traffic control.


  “A perfect bum,” Bruno said, with professional admiration. “It is too early to judge exactly, but if I had to make a guess, I would say that it is heading toward the rings.”


  “Let’s get packed up,” Maris told Ty, over the patch cord. “The cops will be here pretty soon.”


  “She’ll be all right, won’t she?”


  “I think she knew what she was doing all along.”


  Back at the hab-module, Maris and Ty stripped off their suits and grabbed tubes of coffee while Bruno flipped through a babble of voices on the radio channels. Two tugs were chasing the Symbiosis ship’s lifesystem, but as yet no one was pursuing the motor section. Bruno had worked up a trajectory, and showed Maris and Ty that it would graze the outer edge of the B ring.


  “One hears many wild stories of rebels and refugees hiding inside the minor bodies of the rings,” he remarked. “Perhaps some of them are true.”


  Maris said, “She’s going home.”


  A small, happy thought to cling to, in the cold certainty of days of inquiries, investigations, accusations. Wherever Alice was going, Wrecking Gang #3 was headed rockside, their contracts terminated.


  “We’ll have to let Somerset go,” she said.


  “I still think we should make it take the big step,” Ty said. “Anyone seen my TV? Maybe the news channels will tell us what’s going down.”


  “Somerset is a fool,” Bruno said, “but it is also one of us.”


  Maris said, “I can’t help wondering if Somerset was right. That we were manipulated by Alice. She killed Barrett and ran off, and left us to deal with the consequences.”


  “She could have taken Barrett’s shuttle as soon as she killed him,” Bruno said. “Instead, she took a very big risk, alerting us with that radio squeal, waiting for us to get back. She wanted us to know she was innocent. And she wanted to give us a chance to get our story straight.”


  Maris nodded. “It’s a pretty thought, but we’ll never know for sure.”


  Ty suddenly kicked back from his locker, waving something as he tumbled backward down the long axis of the living quarters. It was his TV, rolled up in a neat scroll. “Will you look at this,” he said.


  The scroll was tied with a length of blue wire. The wire Alice had regurgitated. The cargo she had guarded all this time.


  The consequences of Barrett’s murder and the sabotage of the Symbiosis ship took a couple of dozen days to settle. Maris and the rest of Wrecking Gang #3 spent some of that time in jail, but were eventually released without trial.


  Before the cops came for them, they agreed to take equal shares of Alice’s gift. At first, Ty didn’t want to give Somerset anything, and Somerset refused to take its share of the wire.


  “I have agreed to lie about what happened. I have agreed to tell the police that my injury was caused by an accident. I do not need payment for this; I do it to make amends to you all.”


  “It isn’t payment,” Maris said. “It’s a gift. You take it, Somerset. What you do with it is up to you.”


  Maris hid the wire by splicing it into the control cable of her p-suit’s thruster pack. It turned out to be an unnecessary precaution; Symbiosis believed that the passenger had taken the missing vacuum organism spores with her, after she had killed Barrett and hijacked the engine section of his ship, and the police’s search of the hab-module was cursory. After they were released, the members of Wrecking Gang #3 met just once, to divide the spore-laden spool of wire into four equal lengths. They never saw each other again.


  Somerset and Bruno sold their portions on the grey market. Somerset donated the money to his temple’s refugee center; Bruno bought a ticket on a Pacific Community liner to the Jupiter System. Maris became a farmer. With an advance on the license fees for the two novel varieties of vacuum organism that her length of wire yielded, she and her family set up an agribusiness on Iapetus, ten thousand square kilometers of the black, carbonaceous-rich plains of Cassini Regio. The farm prospered: the population of the Outer System was expanding rapidly as the economy recovered and migrants poured in from Earth. Maris married the technician who had helped type her vacuum organisms. He was ten years younger than her, and eager to start a family. The dangerous idea of exploring the ruins of the domed crater where Alice’s family had lived was an itch that soon dissolved in the ordinary clamor of everyday life.


  A few years later, on a business trip to Tethys, Maris paid a spur-of-the-moment visit to the hearth-home of Ty’s clan. She learned that he’d given them his length of wire and set off on a Wanderjahr. His last message had been sent from a hotel in Camelot, the only city on Mimas, the small, icy moon whose orbit lay between Saturn’s G and E rings. It seemed that Ty had taken a sled on a trip to the central peak of Hershel, the huge crater smashed into the leading edge of Mimas, and had not returned. The sled had been found, but his body had never been recovered.


  Maris believed that she knew what grail Ty might have been searching for under the geometric glory of Saturn’s rings, but she kept her thoughts to herself. Tales of feral communities, fiddler’s greens, pirate cities, rebel hideouts, edens, posthuman clades, and other wonders hidden in the millions of moonlets of Saturn’s rings were by now the mundane stuff of sagas, psychodramas, and the generic fictions broadcast on illicit TV. Maris knew better than most that a few of these stories had been grown from grains of truth, but by now there were so many that it was impossible even for her to tell fact from fable.


  Under Mars


  FOUR in the afternoon, and at last it’s the end of Bill “Buzz” Brown’s shift on the Marsport shuttle ride. The other steward, Cristal, hands out lollipops to half a dozen fretting kiddies while Buzz does his bit about how it might be a bumpy ride because there’s a dust storm in the upper atmosphere, “So make sure those seat belts are done up tight, folks,” and then zones out in his bucket seat, his long fingers surreptitiously kneading a scrap of paper, Homer’s mysterious message, while the shuttle bucks and slews, red light flaring through the viewscreen portholes and most of the guests yelling and screaming gleefully as they get into the spirit of the ride.


  The biggest screams of all, as usual, are for the final moments when the shuttle rolls through twenty degrees (the viewscreens make it seem steeper) as it shoots past a cruel mountain peak, uncoiling rock snakes spitting great washes of fire that clear to show the white dome of Marsport like a ripe boil on the cratered red plain. A minute later the shuttle shivers and settles. The seat belt lights go out and there’s a scattering of applause which quickly dies down as everyone starts to get up. Buzz Brown is on his feet a scant moment before the guests, a tall, tanned, twenty-five-year-old in a purple jumpsuit trimmed with gold, his crisp crew cut bleached almost white by Florida sun. With the mike cable whipped once around his forearm, he delivers the last line in his script, “All you folks be sure to remember to take your stuff along with you, and have yourselves a fine time in Marsport,” not much caring that the guests are too busy getting ready to leave to pay any attention to him. He and Cristal work the clunky, old-fashioned air lock doors and say good-bye to the disembarking guests, police the seats, finding nothing but candy wrappers and waxed paper cups half-full of melting ice, a well-chewed soft toy and a pair of cheap sunglasses not worth keeping, and exit through the curtained door that ostensibly leads to the cockpit.


  The two stewards taking the next shift are already climbing the steep metal ramp between the big hydraulic rams at the front of the shuttle’s cradle. One of them stops to ask Buzz if he’s holding, and Buzz tells him what he’s been telling everyone else these past few days, that he’s out but he’s going to connect soon, and escapes down the ramp.


  Cristal dumps the bag of trash in the pneumatic tube which sucks it straight to the central incinerator, lifts off her blonde wig and shakes out her shag-cut black hair and says, “How about me, sweetie? I need some of your candy, too, and you’ve been telling me you’re out for three days now. What’s going on?”


  “Nothing’s going on,” Buzz tells her, although he himself does not believe it. “I’m seeing Homer in a couple of hours, he got in contact with me just this morning. Everything’s going to be fine.”


  Homer is Buzz’s source, his one-time roommate at Florida State. It was Homer’s idea to drop out of college and come and work here (“What else are you going to do with your media studies degree, except ask people if they want fries with their burgers five hundred times a day?”), and Homer’s idea to supplement their meager wages by selling speed he cooks up in his apartment’s kitchenette. Half the park’s workers get by on speed or coke; because of their just-above-minimum wages, most casual temps need a lot of overtime, and need to keep the bounce in their steps and the smiles on their faces. Dealing home-cooked crank isn’t how Buzz planned his life to turn out, but he thinks of it as a public service, part of the lubrication that keeps the park moving; a semi-official position even, since the management turns a blind eye to it—there’s no blood or urine testing, and most leads and line managers aren’t averse to the odd pill or snort. You can get fired for half a hundred infractions, for not smiling enough, for being too friendly to a guest, for not black-bagging a costume properly when carrying it to and from work, so a tentacle tip or an antenna sticks out in full view, but no one has ever been sacked for getting high.


  Homer’s speed is prime stuff, and he and Buzz have a nice little business going, but just lately Homer has been increasingly evasive whenever Buzz has asked him when he’s going to cook up a fresh batch. Buzz feels pushed into a corner by Homer’s intransigence and the demands of his customers, feels the same claustrophobic oppression, a sick clutching pressure on his heart he gets when he’s stuck on a level of a virtual game with energy levels draining fast and no obvious way out. Last evening, when Homer didn’t answer his phone, Buzz finally nerved himself up to drive over to his apartment building. Homer didn’t answer the bell, and his window, which Buzz could see through the closed gate, beyond the little courtyard swimming pool, remained stubbornly dark. But just this morning a tech stopped Buzz as he was coming through the employees’ entrance and pressed a note into his hand: a brief message, in Homer’s childish, backward slanting scrawl, telling Buzz to meet him in the Bradbury section canteen at six p.m.


  Cristal says, as she and Buzz enter the service tunnel, “I need a little pick-me-up right now. I’m double-shifting, another eight hours waitressing on the strip, and then tomorrow morning I’m doing auditions.”


  “You go for it,” Buzz says absent-mindedly, still thinking about the note. Maybe it’s nothing more than the delivery of a fresh batch of speed, but Buzz can’t shake the feeling that Homer is up to something, that he’s about to try and persuade Buzz to take another wrong turning in his life.


  “I will. This ride isn’t where this girl is going to spend the rest of her life. I’m a comedic actress. I should at least be out on the strip in Marsport doing one-on-one routines with the guests, but the spot I’m going for?” Cristal lifts her slim arms above her head, does a shimmy step. “It’s the coolest: one of the Princesses in the Barsoom section.”


  Buzz has to smile at her burlesque. “You’re a natural,” he tells her.


  “Eight years of dance classes, I don’t intend to waste them. And there’s no way I’m casual temping forever. I was laid off seven weeks before my last rehire. If I get the Barsoom gig, I’m going to make it my own, and then I’m on the road to a full-time job and all those yummy benefits. So I just need a little lift, sweetie, a little something to put a spring in my step.”


  “Like I said, I’m out until maybe later this evening.” Cristal looks at him. She’s a tall, willowy girl, with a long, mobile upper lip that lifts now in amusement. “You’re too nice a guy to be a dealer, Buzz. You can’t lie to save your life. I know you took a little lift from your own personal supply before the shift, I know you’re holding out on me. How about I take you to this thing I know about? It’s this bunch of musicians, and you know they know how to party. Someone’s birthday or divorce, I forget which, tomorrow night.” Cristal puts a little bump and grind into her walk. “It could be fun.”


  She’s just twenty, pretty under the pancake and thick blue eyeshadow in a com-fed teeth’n’tits Kansas kind of way, but Buzz has a rule not to mess around with the people he deals to, and he says, “I don’t think so.”


  Cristal’s face hardens. “Well, maybe I don’t need your stuff. I hear there’s something new coming in.”


  Buzz has heard the rumors too. It’s another reason why he’s been trying so hard to get hold of Homer. On impulse, he says, “You can have what I’ve got, but it isn’t much.”


  “Don’t do me any favors.”


  “This is a favor,” Buzz protests. “I’m down to dust. But step into my office, and I’ll see what I can do.”


  Between two green-painted dumpsters, out of sight of the tunnel security cameras, Buzz takes from the pouch hung inside the pants of his purple jumpsuit the very last glassine envelope. Cristal digs into it with a long pinkie nail, lifts the nail to her nose, sniffs up the crest of white powder, shudders with delicate pleasure.


  “Buy a full bag tomorrow,” Buzz tells her, “and we’ll call it even.”


  “You’re a doll,” Cristal says, and treats him to the nailful. As he bends to sniff, she adds, “I’ll be thinking of you when I get that gig.”


  “Knock ’em dead,” Buzz tells her. He means it, but he feels a prick of jealousy too. She’s moving on, and it seems he’ll be here for the rest of his life.


  In the men’s locker room, he strips off his skanky costume and throws it into a hamper, and feels the speed coming on as he showers. A sudden dryness in the throat, a tightening of the skin over his face, a sharpening of the lights and the hiss and needlepoint kiss of the shower. The crushing accumulation of his anxiety recedes a little. Maybe things will work out, he thinks, as he dresses in a clean white T-shirt and red jeans and straps on his watch, a good Timex some guest left behind a few months ago. He looks at the message on the scrap of paper for about the fiftieth time, and decides to catch Homer, who plays the child-emperor of Mars, at the end of the Bradbury section’s five o’clock parade. If Homer is playing one of his silly mind games, Buzz is going to put his own spin on it.


  The park is divided into twelve sections, like a neatly sliced pie, the hotels spaced around the perimeter, a fifty-meter-high scale replica of Olympus Mons at the center. Each section is its own little kingdom, with its own tunnel complex, its own set of locker rooms and break areas, its own cafeteria. Section crews don’t mix. Company policy encourages fierce loyalty to your own crew, a divide and rule strategy that’s created a dozen little rival factions. Sometimes there are even West Side Story style rumbles and spats between crews; last year, one of the Barsoom crew was knifed by a jealous boyfriend when he hassled a Marsport bar girl. Buzz has been ripped off a couple of times when he’s dealt with people for other crews, and feels a flutter of apprehension under the speed’s steely rush as he rides a service lift topside. In this part of the Florida panhandle, the limestone is saturated with water only a couple of feet below the surface, so the park is raised up like an ant mound, and its underground tunnels and service areas are actually the ground floor. Buzz comes up at the far edge of Marsport’s geodesic dome, the first sunlight he’s seen for more than nine hours blazing through its translucent panes, and makes his way through a crowded fast food area to the mock air lock which links Marsport’s dome with the Face of Mars section.


  Buzz puts on his shades, strides quickly along the empty walkway. The air is hot and sultry; the sunlight brassy. The red rocks and the red sands, the three rough, red pyramids and the Face itself, tilted at a viewable angle, glow like heated iron. From this aspect, the mock Olympus Mons has the profile of a cowled nun.


  In five minutes, Buzz is on the other side, amongst the limpid canals and crystal towers of the Bradbury section, making his way through increasingly dense crowds to the central canal. Men and women and children in shorts and T-shirts, slacks and sports shirts, pack the bleachers. Baseball caps, sunglasses, sneakers. Children ride their fathers’ shoulders or clutch their mothers’ legs. Almost every adult is watching through the viewfinder of a video or still camera the dancers and musicians in skintight silvery costumes and weird masks who swirl along either side of the wide canal, where decorated barges linked nose to tail smoothly plough the limpid water.


  Buzz discovers that he is grinding his teeth. He pops a stick of gum in his mouth and drops the wrapper; it’s barely touched the tiles when a little maintenance robot, a slipper-sized silver teardrop, scoots over and snatches the slip of paper in its jaws and scoots away.


  The child-emperor of Mars, a small skinny silvery figure with a flowing purple robe and a huge fantasticated mask and head, stands at the center of a giant crystalline flower on the last barge. As the barge glides past, Buzz sees with a stir of alarm that something’s wrong. The child-emperor is sort of slumped in his cloak, and he isn’t waving at the guests. Buzz keeps pace with the barge, threading through the crowds, following the last of the dancers around the barrier which shields the working part of the canal from the view of the guests, which separates the magic from the mundane.


  In the backstage zoo, dancers are shucking their masks, hanging towels around their shoulders, lighting cigarettes; assistants are leaping onto the barges, helping actors disengage their headpieces. A locker room smell of sweat and talcum powder mingles with the hot oil and ozone of working machinery.


  When the child-emperor’s barge comes gliding under the arch of the false bridge, Buzz jumps aboard, shakes the slight, silver-clad figure’s shoulders but gets no response. Homer must have fainted inside his costume, something that happens all the time; it can get as hot as a hundred thirty degrees inside the heavy costume heads, under the brutal Florida sun. Buzz finds the latches which hold the mask and head to the costume’s metal shoulder rack. A steel pole runs up the back of the costume to the top of the head, and when the latches snap open the emperor slides down the pole into Buzz’s arms. It isn’t Homer.


  A moment later, a tech jostles Buzz aside. “You go on down to the cafeteria,” the man says.


  “What’s going on?”


  The tech bends over the impostor emperor, anoints the paper-white face with water from a spray bottle. “Go on down,” he says. “People are waiting for you.”


  The Bradbury section cafeteria, like all the other staff cafeterias in the park, is a charmless bunker carpeted in astroturf, with arctic air-conditioning and tired fluorescent lighting. Tables and chairs scattered amidst stands of fake tropical plants; a long row of vending machines that sell everything from cola to enchiladas; a gaming area at the back, with pool tables, virtual reality machines, and a dartboard. Buzz is scanning the groups of actors in half costume, techs in taupe coveralls, teenage sales persons, receptionists and restaurant staff in red jeans and white T-shirts, when someone calls his name.


  It’s Wolfie Look, the kingpin of the Bradbury section, a beefy, fortysomething redneck with a shaved scalp and bad skin, a wet black cheroot plugged into his grin. He runs the section’s garage, and runs the numbers and drug rackets, too. He’s lounging at a table with half a dozen of his cronies, all of them, like Wolfie Look, maintenance gangers. Homer sits in the middle of them.


  Buzz ignores Wolfie Look and says, “What’s up, Homer?”


  “He’s been a bad boy,” Wolfie Look says.


  Buzz ignores him, and tells Homer, “You weren’t answering your phone for about a week, and then you ask me to come all the way over here. What’s up?”


  “Be cool,” Homer says. He’s small and squat, with a pockmarked face and coke-bottle-end glasses, the only person Buzz knows who came to work in the park because this is the next best thing to going to Mars. His half of the college room he shared with Buzz was covered with photographs of red, rocky panoramas taken by robot surveyors; he even persuaded Buzz to join the Mars Society, a group of fanatics who make endless, deeply detailed plans for terraforming Mars. Homer is a very scientific boy, but he’s also deeply lazy, and he hides his laziness with an affected contempt for the straight world.


  “There aren’t any secrets between me and Homer,” Wolfie Look says. “Not anymore. Isn’t that right, boys?” There’s a murmur of agreement, and Wolfie Look tells Buzz, “I knew you’d be along, speedo, chasing after that home-brewed crank your pal puts out, and here you are.”


  “Talk to me, Homer,” Buzz says. “What have you got yourself into? Who was that guy who took your place? And why did he take your place? What’s going on?”


  “You’ll see why I had to take time out,” Homer says, “if you’ll just sit down and listen.”


  “The guy fainted, Homer,” Buzz says. “If the parade lead finds out what’s going on, he’ll can the substitute and he’ll can you, too.”


  “Don’t you worry about that,” Wolfie Look says, with a smile that shows half a dozen gold teeth. He shifts his cheroot from one corner of his mouth to the other, pushes out a chair with his foot, and tells Buzz, “Take a load off.”


  Buzz knows that Wolfie Look’s good of boy act masks a devious and dangerous mind, and says warily, “I just want a quick word with Homer, then I’ll be gone.”


  “Oh, I don’t think so, speedo. For one thing, this isn’t your turf, and for another, Homer’s business is my business now.” Wolfie Look raps the table. There are gold rings on every one of his fat, dirty fingers. “You sit down. I’ll tell you what’s going down.”


  Buzz sits.


  “What it is,” Wolfie Look says, “is that Homer here is in the hole with me for about five thousand dollars.”


  “Five thousand three hundred and forty,” one of his cronies says.


  “There you go,” Wolfie Look says. “So the deal is that either Homer does some business for me, or I break his arms and legs.”


  “He isn’t interested in selling crank,” Homer says. “Frankly, nor am I, not anymore.”


  Buzz says, “Then I don’t know why I’m here,” and pushes back his chair. The speed has made him bold.


  “You came because I asked you to,” Homer says. “This is a great opportunity. We’re getting into the big time.”


  “Your pal’s right,” Wolfie Look says, his smile stretching as wide as a frog’s. “I can supply you with something far superior to home-brewed crank. Focus. You might even have heard of it.”


  “Focus?”


  “Trust me,” Homer says. “We’ll clean up on this stuff.”


  “First of all you have to do a little job for me,” Wolfie Look says. “Think of it as an initiative test.”


  “I knew you’d come in with me,” Homer says happily. “You won’t regret it.”


  “You’d better tell just how you got so deep in the hole,” Buzz says. “Five thousand dollars? I know you’re not a betting man, Homer.”


  “It was this stuff,” Homer says. He twirls the plastic bag, printed with the park’s logo, that’s weighted with the package Wolfie Look gave them.


  “Focus?”


  “Yeah. Focus. The stuff we’re muling.”


  Buzz steps around a guest, four hundred pounds of Midwest beef crammed into Bermuda shorts and a War of the Worlds T-shirt who’s standing in the middle of the path and panning his video camera up the side of one of the crystal towers. He tells Homer, “I wish you wouldn’t call it that. It makes us sound like criminals.”


  “That’s what we are, Buzz,” Homer says. “Let’s face it, that’s what we’ve been since we started up our little business. And now we’re in with the big boys,” he says, and gives the plastic bag an extra-wide twirl.


  “Jesus, Homer. Aren’t you being, I don’t know, a little insouciant about this?”


  “You think someone will guess that I’m carrying a half kilo of an illegal drug in this plastic bag? No way.”


  A couple of guests glance at them.


  “Keep your voice down,” Buzz says, feeling sweat prickle his whole skin. “Be cool.”


  “I am cool!” Homer shouts. “I’m the king of the world! I’m the emperor of Mars!”


  “Okay, okay. Jesus. Maybe you’d better tell me what this Focus shit does.”


  “It concentrates the mind wonderfully,” Homer says.


  “Like an impending execution?” Buzz’s jaws ache; he’s been maniacally chewing the same stick of gum for twenty minutes now. He spits the flavorless wad into his hand, drops it into one of the flower-shaped crystal waste bins, which in a tiny, tinny tinkle says thank you. Buzz unwraps a fresh stick and tells Homer, “You spent five thousand dollars on this stuff? No wonder you weren’t answering your phone. Not to mention getting around to making up your orders.”


  “I was on Mars.”


  “You’re on Mars now.”


  “No, seriously. That’s what Focus does.”


  “It takes you to Mars. Right.”


  “It puts you wherever you want to be.”


  “This is a VR thing, isn’t it?”


  “Not exclusively,” Homer says. “That’s why Wolfie Look is going to clean our clocks.”


  “And it does what? Makes you dumb enough to believe VR is real?”


  They walk through a crystal gateway into the next slice of the park’s pie. Red rocks and red sand dunes saddle away into the trompe l’oeil distance of a painted backscene. Signs point toward the Viking landing site, the secret flying saucer factory, the Mars landing simulation, the life on Mars display.


  “It works in here,” Homer says, tapping his head. “Focus makes the impossible real. It suspends disbelief. It makes fake reality as real as you and me. I was plugged into one of the NASA rovers, Buzz, traveling through Nirgal Vallis. I was on Mars.”


  “You’re on Mars right now,” Buzz says, turning in a circle with his arms out, taking in the red sands (dyed Florida beach sand fixed into shape with resin), the pockmarked red rocks (each hand-carved from Arizona sandstone), the red crags (ditto).


  “I never did try it in the park,” Homer says, “but I’m told it works just as well here as with VR.”


  “You’re serious about this stuff, aren’t you?”


  “It’s the real deal. When we’re done with this little job, we’ll try it out. You and me, what do you say?”


  “I’d say you’ve done so much of this stuff you don’t know what’s real or not anymore. Hey! Quit it!”


  Because Homer has grabbed Buzz’s arm, is steering him off the main path.


  “I want to show you something,” Homer says.


  Buzz pulls free. “Man, what’s wrong with you?”


  “It won’t take but ten minutes,” Homer says stubbornly.


  Buzz knows better than to argue. It’s always been this way: Homer making up his mind, and Buzz going along with it. Homer is the go-getter, the man with the plan; Buzz is the sidekick.


  The path winds between bigger and bigger rocks, dives down into an artfully simulated crevice in a simulated arc of a crater’s rampart wall. The room beyond is low ceilinged, red lit, and, apart from a bored docent lounging in the far corner, completely deserted. Tall glass cylinders are scattered across the black rubber floor, and Homer walks straight across the room to the largest, in which a red lump of rock half a meter high sits on a black display stand.


  “There,” Homer says. “That there is real.”


  “Come on, Homer. It’s just plastic. A model.”


  “I know that. I’m not fried. But it exists. It’s sitting on Mars right this moment, in one of the canyons in Deuteronilus Mensea. A robot took twenty-eight days to scan that rock right there on Mars, and a laser stereolithograph used the information to build it up out of polymer. Look at it, Buzz. It’s a fossilized stromatolite, just like the ones found in three-billion-year-old sedimentary rocks on Earth, which in turn are just like living stromatolites found in certain shallow bays of the Australian coast. See the striations, like pages in a book? Each one is a layer of sediment trapped and stabilized by a year’s worth of growth of mat-forming microorganisms. There was life on Mars, once upon a time. This is the hard evidence.”


  “Look around you, Homer,” Buzz says, exasperated. “We’re the only people here. No one cares about the real Mars because no one but a bunch of robots is ever going there.”


  “I’ve been. That’s the point. That’s what Focus does.”


  “You’d rather be a robot than the emperor of Mars.”


  “It was like I grew into it. Like the way you grow into the corners of your car when you drive, only more intense. It was as if I was right there.”


  “You always were a scientific boy, Homer, but don’t you think you’re taking this a little too far?”


  “When did you get so cynical, Buzz? You used to love this place as much as me.”


  “I guess when I realized I’m just another temp loser pissing away his life smiling and greeting in a second-rate amusement park. Are you done with your little lesson here? We’ve a job to do.”


  “I just want you to know that I know what I’m doing. You’ve got to think of it as a career opportunity.”


  “It’s working for a redneck drug dealer, is what it is.”


  “Wolfie is smart, in his own way,” Homer says, rooting in the plastic bag. “He wants the whole park, and with this stuff he’s going to get it, too. This is the real deal, Buzz.”


  “He certainly has you by the balls. You’ll be paying off your debt forever.”


  “I’ll play Wolfie Look’s game for now, but I have a plan, Buzz, don’t you worry. I’m going to analyze the hell out of this shit. I’m going to figure out how to synthesize it and then I’m going to undercut that shit-kicker until he squeals for mercy. You and me, Buzz, what do you think?”


  “I think you’re crazy. What are you doing?”


  Homer has pulled out the package. A dozen medium baggies, each stuffed rigid with white powder and bound together by duct tape and saran wrap.


  “Christ,” Buzz says. “It might as well have Dangerous Drugs written all over it in big red letters.”


  “You just need the tiniest snort,” Homer says, pulling at an edge of duct tape like a child impatient with the wrapping of a present, “and it all becomes real.”


  Buzz grabs at the package. “If Wolfie Look’s guy finds he’s short, Wolfie really will break your arms and legs.”


  “Just one tiny snort,” Homer pleads. “I want to see how real hyperreality can get.”


  There’s a glint of wildness in Homer’s eyes that alarms Buzz. He manages to snatch the package away, leaving Homer with a long curl of silvery tape in his hand. Behind them, someone says, “Can I help you guys?”


  It’s the docent, a tanned teenage boy in red jeans and a white T-shirt. Homer grabs the package from Buzz, drops it in the plastic bag, and says, “We were just going.”


  “I thought maybe you might give me a taste,” the boy says. His crew cut hair is dyed yellow, as bright as a sunflower.


  “There is something I can give you,” Buzz says, and spits the wad of gum in the boy’s hand and closed his fingers around it. “Take care of that, will you? I don’t want to mess up your nice display.”


  Buzz and Homer pass through the War of the Worlds section, where amniotronic walrus-like Martians with wise, friendly faces disgorge scientific nuggets amidst fantasticated steampunk machineries, their earnest discourses mostly ignored by guests, who prefer the Battle of Dorking arena. They pass through the Malacandrian section, its bosky dells amidst giant celery trees populated by hundreds of cute amniotronic animals, a queue of parents and children for the It’s All One World ride snaking around a dozen turns, neatly corralled by railings. And then, through a crumbling stone archway hung with green and red and gold banners, they enter the Burroughs section.


  Wolfie Look told them to drop off the stuff in one of the taverns. They try to look as inconspicuous as possible while drinking root beer from paper cups at a wooden table in a corner of a big open space bounded by half-ruined arches and crowded with guests, while a trio of huge, green-skinned four-armed amniotronic musicians play a selection of Beatle tunes. Homer, the plastic bag planted firmly between his feet, keeps glancing at his watch; they’re waiting for the tavern to empty when the show begins, when Burroughs’ Earth hero and his band of Martians fight the yellow Martians and rescue the Princess and her handmaidens. The Burroughs section is packed with guests waiting to see the spectacle, as Buzz can’t resist pointing out.


  “Disney has Tarzan, we have the nearly nude Princesses of Mars.”


  Homer shrugs. “The dads love them, the daughters want to be them.”


  “Did you ever think it would come to this, Homer? Two grown men play-acting a Mars shuttle flight attendant and the child-emperor of Mars.”


  “I wanted to be an astronaut,” Homer says. “That’s all I ever wanted to be when I was a kid. I went to space camp every year. I majored in physics and math. I even thought that being not so tall would be a help. Most astronauts aren’t exactly endowed in the vertical direction.”


  “Except no one goes into space any more.”


  “The first time I took this stuff, Buzz, it really did put me there. It was like finding the place you’ve belonged to all your life. It was like going home. It’s the new thing. It beats speed hollow.”


  “We’re still young. We’ve still got our looks. We could do anything out in the world.”


  But Homer isn’t listening. Buzz turns and sees what he’s staring at: two rent-a-cops are threading through the crowded tables at the far side of the tavern, followed by a yellow-haired boy.


  Homer and Buzz make it out into the crowded street by keeping a family group, from grandmother to two-year-old riding her father’s shoulders, between themselves and the rent-a-cops.


  “This isn’t good,” Homer says. He’s clutching the plastic bag close to his chest.


  “Where are we going?”


  “We’ll find a phone and make a new rendezvous,” Homer says, and plunges purposefully into the crowds.


  Technicians are roping off the wide avenue where the show will take place. People are camped along its edge, on the curb, under clustered palm trees and banana plants. Homer and Buzz badge themselves into the staging area behind a false stone wall. It’s a chaos of buffed bodybuilders in metal-leaf kilts and red skin-paint, handmaidens in long black wigs and spray-on flesh-colored bodysuits decorated with scales at appropriate places, lizardmen and apemen, their big false heads in one hand and, cigarettes or paper cups of ice water in the other, leads with clipboards and stopwatches trying to get everyone into line, technicians talking into headsets. The actor who plays John Carter is standing in a corner, wearing a red kilt and a big brass belt and staring manfully into the far distance as his muscular torso is sprayed with glycerin by a pert teenage girl. A tech is checking the systems of the amniotronic model of a giant, shag-furred, fanged dog, typing instructions into the laptop which is plugged into the thing’s back, making each of its five pairs of legs flex in turn.


  Buzz follows Homer through this melee toward the office area at the back, but they’re only halfway there when one of the leads challenges them. As Homer shoves the man out of the way, a rent-a-cop comes running, pushing through startled actors. Buzz and Homer dodge around a train of prop carts and a hurry down the stairs to the service tunnels. Turning left and right at random, they run past a row of steel trash cans, past someone trundling a rack of costumes, past locker rooms and a canteen, and run up a ramp and come out into the staging area, deserted now apart from techs standing in the bright sunlight at the far end. The cheers and laughter of the crowd is a dull roar through the fake stone wall. They have run in a circle.


  Homer bends over and breathes hard, hands on knees.


  Buzz says, “All we have to do is get out of the section.”


  “We have to get out of the park. And how are we going to do that? Listen.”


  Shouts sound faintly in the tunnel at the bottom of the ramp.


  “They must have tracked us on the security cameras,” Homer says.


  “We’re not finished yet,” Buzz says. “Give me the bag.”


  “Don’t be dumb.”


  “Give it to me. They don’t know what’s in it. If they don’t have any hard evidence, all they can do is fire us.”


  The shouts are closer now. Suddenly, half a dozen rent-a-cops turn the corner, start running up the ramp toward them. Homer throws the plastic bag to Buzz, and Buzz takes it and runs, charging across the staging area, dodging startled techs and running out into sunlight and loud cheers, and people dancing all around him.


  He’s come out through an archway into the middle of the staged fight. The actor playing John Carter is dueling with a warrior with lemon-yellow skin. The nearly nude princesses of Mars are in a pen on a rough wooden wagon in the center of the wide, white avenue, stagily menaced by lizardmen. Two white apes are chasing each other in circles. Red-skinned swordsmen are trading sword blows with their yellow-skinned counterparts. And a couple of rent-a-cops are pushing through the guests pressing up against the red rope stretched on the other side of the avenue.


  Buzz picks up a sword which lies beside a “dead” yellowskinned warrior, who opens an eye and whispers fiercely, “What the fuck are you doing?” The sword is made of a light, pliable alloy, but it makes a satisfactory swish as Buzz runs forward, hacking the air. Guests cheer, thinking this is part of the show, a Keystone Cops comedy routine. The air prickles with camera flashes as Buzz drives the rent-a-cops back against the rope, then dodges a trio of bare-chested red Martians who try and bring him down. He tries to climb over the rope, but a guest built like a linebacker enters into the spirit of things and pushes him back.


  John Carter has, on schedule, finished off his opponent and sent the lizardmen running, and is now hacking at the big rope around the nearly nude princesses’ cage. The rope, held only by a twist of nylon wire, parts as it is supposed to. The princesses rush into John Carter’s arms, all long limbs and spangles and toothy squeals of delight.


  Overhead, a crane lowers the flier that will carry them off, a wooden platform on a raft of inflated bladders, its gossamer propeller spinning in a rainbow blur.


  The rent-a-cops regroup and rush at Buzz. He turns and runs at the flier, swinging the plastic bag around his head like David confronting Goliath. And lets it go. A rent-a-cop jumps for it, misses. It soars through the air, hits the whirling propeller. There’s an explosion of white, thinning immediately as it’s blown over Buzz and the actors and the rent-a-cops and the guests.


  The air seems to brighten. Everything swims into focus and is intensified, from the grains of dust hung in the sunlit air to the pull of Buzz’s sheathed muscles, and every moment is as separate and intense as the sunstruck dust grains. One half of Buzz’s brain is trying to tell the other half that it’s just the drug, but the urgent reality of the world shuts out this sensible advice. He’s on Mars.


  The red and yellow warriors redouble their fight. Dejah Thoris and John Carter, the Red Princess and the Swordsman of Mars, kiss and rekiss. Guests lower their cameras, look around themselves as if for the first time. Everyone is on Mars, in a terrible and strange city on the floor of a lost, dry sea.


  Buzz runs down the ancient avenue. Crowds of Martians part before him. He runs through the ancient gate and runs on across the red sands of Mars. He’s free, and so full of sudden joy that gravity seems to lessen with every step he takes.


  The Assassination of Faustino Malarte


  Paul McAuley’s most recent story for us, “The Passenger,” appeared in our March 2002 issue. His latest novels are The Secret of Life (nominated for the Arthur C. Clarke and British Science Fiction Association Awards) and Whole Wide World. Mr. McAuley lives in North London.


  On the day the assassin was programmed to kill him, Colonel Faustino Malarte woke as usual from a dream of falling. He was alone in his sleeping niche. The woman was gone, his phone was ringing, his heart and head were pounding, and his legs were tangled in bloodstained spidersilk sheets—perhaps that was why, in his dream, he had been bound hand and foot as with swooning slowness he tumbled past the ice cliffs of Camelot Chasma, the sun a chill diamond pinned to the center of the black sky, deep shadows far below.


  His mother, who had a reputation for riddling auguries and omens from dreams, said that dreams of falling were about death; that if in your dream you smashed into the ground before waking, you would die in the real world at the same moment, and your soul would be forever bound to your rotting corpse. Amongst Faustino’s scattered thoughts, as he tried to map the extent of his hangover, with the sharp residue of snuff pricking the bridge of his nose and the phone indignantly drilling the air, was the notion that since he had escaped death in his dream he would surely escape death in real life. The assassin would be caught; his plan would succeed; he would buy back his family’s honor and leave this insignificant iceball forever.


  “Take the message,” he told the house, certain that the call would be from Todd Krough, but the house told him that he was not being paged on its com system, and Faustino realized that the infernal racket was the high-pitched warble of his own official stealth-proofed phone, which was sewn into the lapel of his jacket, which lay with his trousers in a puddle of white cloth on the floor. He was pretty sure that his deputy was going to be on the other end, which meant that (1) it was not going to be good news, and (2) it would keep ringing until he got up and answered it.


  Even after two years in Mimas’s microgravity, Faustino was still as clumsy as any incomer fresh off the mass mover. He lost his balance when he swung out of the sleeping niche, tumbled as lightly as a feather across the egg-shaped room, and barely managed to catch hold of a double handful of the carpet’s crisp green blades before he slammed headfirst against the wall. He rolled onto his back, dizzy and out of breath, and lay there until he was certain that he was not going to throw up. The ceiling showed a simulation of a predawn sky somewhere on Earth, and a carpet of green, half-life polymer grew up the curved walls, giving him the illusion that he was cupped in a deep, grassy hollow. A chill breeze wafting over his bare skin. Stars pricking a purple sky in which the woman’s scribbles were barely visible. The shrill chorus of his stealth phone. He hitched himself across the floor like an overgrown toddler, pulled the jacket into his lap, and ran his thumb down the lumpy braid that edged its wide lapel.


  “It is done,” Todd Krough said.


  “Christ’s balls, man,” Faustino said, his blood suddenly fizzing with spiders and amphetamine. “You shouldn’t be using this channel!”


  “It is done,” Todd Krough said again.


  “It’s done?”


  “Your problem, it is disposed of. Perhaps you require the details, Colonel. Perhaps you would like me to file a report.”


  “Of course I don’t want the fucking details! Not over the phone, anyway. I’ll talk to you face to face. I mean, it is safe for me to go out now, isn’t it?”


  “I told you that your problem was disposed of. The trap worked exactly as intended.”


  “Then there really was—”


  Even though he had turned his house into a fortress, Faustino had not until this moment quite believed that someone had set an assassin after him.


  “I have done my part, Colonel, as I said I would. I sent a message through the appropriate channel, and I have been waiting for you ever since.”


  “Waiting?”


  Faustino looked at the watch tattooed on his wrist. He should have been woken more than two hours ago. The bitch must have reset the house system again.


  “I have been waiting,” Todd Krough’s killingly patient voice said, “for exactly one hour. You did not respond when, three hours ago, I sent a message with the good news and details of our rendezvous, but I charitably ascribed that to the shocking lack of good manners you so often exhibit. However, it is now quite clear that you have no intention of attending this very important meeting, at which I planned to seal our agreement. I hope, Colonel, you have not had second thoughts. I hope that this does not mean that you have no faith or trust in my methods and my word of honor. Because if that is the case, I must say in all honesty that I would take the slur on my integrity very badly indeed.”


  “Of course I trust you.”


  It was a good thing the bitch wasn’t here, Faustino thought—he would have been tempted to kill her, and although as head of security on Mimas he could easily square the death of a convicted prisoner, it would have led to all kinds of complications.


  He said, “I’ve been incredibly busy, getting loose ends tied up. There’s still plenty of time before the shuttle leaves. I’ll be ready in an hour. You can—”


  “If you are worried about your safety, Colonel, I suggest you look at the message I sent to you. It will assure you that it is quite safe for you to leave your house.”


  “Where should I—”


  “Find somewhere discreet in the lower levels of the main dome, and make yourself comfortable,” Todd Krough said. “One of my men will bring you to me posthaste.”


  Faustino asked the house if it had any messages for him; it said that it had received one three hours ago.


  “Why the fuck didn’t you tell me?”


  “You instructed me not to disturb you.”


  “I did no such—” Then Faustino realized just how comprehensively the woman had meddled with the house’s systems. “That bitch. Give me the message.”


  It was a compilation of anodyne news clips from Greater Brazil, playing in a cube of virtual light a meter in front of his face. Faustino found the encryption stick in the pocket of his jacket, waved it through the projection, and told the house to play the clip again.


  This time it was a crude montage of mismatched spycam shots, a homemade snuff movie. A mild-faced middle-aged man shot with shark-like swiftness into a pod somewhere in one of Camelot’s industrial levels, threw himself at another man trussed to a crossbrace and tore him apart with teeth and hands and feet, murderer and murderee disappearing in a fog of blood and bloody fragments. A jump-cut to a close-up of the murderer, his face a red wet mask, plucking at darts sticking in his neck and chest before shuddering and going limp; another jump-cut to pale, skeletal Todd Krough elegantly relaxed in a sling chair, telling Faustino that, as he could see, the assassin had taken the bait, and they must now meet at once.


  When Faustino had first heard the rumor that an assassin had been programmed to kill him, he had thought that it was nothing more than a bit of black propaganda, a chide effort to make him panic, to fuck up his deal with Todd Krough. The gangster’s ruthless, meteoric rise after the Quiet War had made him plenty of enemies on Mimas and the other moons of the Saturn system, and Faustino had enemies too, not all of them tweaks. But then, just two days ago, Faustino’s security force had confirmed that a dedicated vat-grown assassin had indeed infiltrated Camelot; investigation of the last batch of incomers had turned up an anomaly in the records of one man, who had vanished after scorching clean his capsule room and leaving a crude death’s head and a date—today’s date, the day Faustino was due to depart for Paris, Dione—scrawled in blood on the door. Faustino had locked himself in his house and surrounded it with a squad of troopers and several dozen drones, and Todd Krough had called in a favor from a grey market gene wizard. Now the trap, baited with an innocent victim treated to a crude cosmetic job and infected with tailored bacteria that gave him an exact duplicate of Faustino’s body odor, had been sprung, and the assassin had been neutralized.


  “Play it again,” Faustino told the house, and at the same moment the stealth phone rang.


  This time it was Faustino’s gloomy deputy, Gabriel Blanca. “Sri Hong-Owen wants to talk with you, boss. I know you don’t want to leave your house, what with the assassin, so I told her that you had to attend to some very important business. But she said that she would send someone to find you, and I thought I had better warn you.”


  “You’re right about the business,” Faustino said. “As a matter of fact, I have to go out right now.”


  “You’re going out, boss? What about the assassin?”


  “Forget about the assassin. As for talking to the witch, forget about that, too. I have to take a little trip, Gabriel.”


  “A trip, boss? Is that wise?”


  “A trip, Gabriel, to Paris, Dione. In six hours I’ll have escaped from this miserable ball of ice. So, she is your problem, not mine.”


  “She said that she has made an important discovery, boss. And she was serious about sending someone to find you. Perhaps you should delay your trip, and find out what she wants. You can stay in your house, and meanwhile we will continue to search for the assassin.”


  Faustino, sprawled naked on the pseudograss carpet, stinking of sex and booze, could in his mind’s eye clearly see his deputy’s mournful face—his cap of curly black hair, the hyphen of his razor-trimmed moustache, his reproachful, poached-egg eyes—and felt a squirm of unease in his gut, a little blurt of acid. He could never decide if Gabriel Blanca was a model of rectitude, and too stupid or too unimaginative to see what was going on under his nose, or if he chose to ignore it because he didn’t want to get involved.


  “I won’t be at home,” Faustino said, “and I won’t be coming into the office, except very briefly, when I expect you to keep everyone and anyone away from me. After that, I’ll be on the shuttle to Dione. So you see that I don’t have any time for this nonsense, Gabriel. You’ll just have to handle this yourself.”


  “She said that she wanted you to see what she had found. She was very clear about that.”


  Faustino groaned. “This has to be about the cave full of vacuum organisms. We’ve both read her reports, Gabriel. We both know that she hasn’t found anything interesting.”


  One of the AIs monitoring Mimas’s communication traffic had intercepted and decrypted reports sent by Sri Hong-Owen’s field crew to her laboratory in orbit above Titan. They had discovered and mapped a vast underground complex, and had located an entire ecosystem of vacuum organisms designed by Avernus, who had been the pre-eminent gene wizard in the solar system before the Quiet War, and was now its most wanted war criminal. Faustino had paid a professor of biology in the University of Brasilia a considerable fee to assess the tedious details of vacuum organism metabolism, only to be told that there was nothing novel—that is, nothing that was not already patented. Faustino suspected that these anodyne reports were a smokescreen, that Sri Hong-Owen was holding back the good stuff for herself, but she ran a notoriously tight crew that was impossible to infiltrate, and hiring black bag mercenaries to stage a hit-and-run job would have been horribly expensive. Besides, he was busy enough with his own schemes, and most especially with the plan he had cooked up with Todd Krough.


  Gabriel Blanca said, “She didn’t say what it was about, boss. Only that she wanted you to see something.”


  “You didn’t think to ask, of course.”


  “I did not ask,” Gabriel Blanca said primly, “because we are not supposed to know anything about it.”


  Faustino was picking at a patch of dried blood—the woman’s blood—on his thigh. Black flakes fell slowly into the wiry turf of half-life polymer that would, by and by, absorb them. He said, “No doubt she’s found something that she thinks is important, but will anyone else care? Do I care? I think not. She’s an obsessive. Give her just one moment of your attention, and she’ll never let you go.”


  “I only tell you what she said, boss,” Gabriel Blanca said stubbornly. “That it was important, and that you had to see it for yourself. Perhaps you should go. At least you would be safe from the assassin.”


  Faustino clutched the back of his aching head. Bristly hair rasped under his palm. He had the wild idea that if he squeezed hard enough his headache would spray into the air like black milk. He said, “I have business to attend to. I have a shuttle to catch. Stall the witch. Say anything you like, but stall her. I don’t have time for her nonsense.”


  He had to talk with Todd Krough, calm the tweak down, soothe his affronted sense of honor, and extract the first tranche of the fee. He had to arrange the transfer of credit through a web of virtual middlemen to his anonymous account on the Bourse. He had to go to his office and pick up the bribe for the general in charge of traffic control, and he had to catch the shuttle to Dione. For a moment, contemplating the extent of these interlocking tasks gave him a bad case of claustrophobic dread.


  Gabriel Blanca was protesting that he didn’t have the authority to deal with Sri Hong-Owen.


  “I’m giving you the authority,” Faustino said. “Imagine that I’m already on Dione, that I’m in Paris, strolling beside one of its famous rivers, in one of its famous parks. In gravity where you can actually walk upright, as God intended. You’re in charge, Gabriel, so you will have to deal with the witch. Meanwhile, I will do you the favor of praying that she returns to Titan as soon as she can.”


  “I’ll note your transfer of authority,” Gabriel Blanca said stiffly.


  “You do that,” Faustino said, and switched off the phone and added, “Write it on a stick, Gabriel, and shove it up your ass.”


  He called for light and coffee, and when the house told him in its soft contralto that there was no coffee, remembered that in a moment of careless generosity last night he had allowed the woman to take it all in return for fulfilling the lubricious promises she had whispered in his ear. Real coffee was as good as Greater Brazilian dollars on the grey market.


  “I can synthesize coffee,” the house said.


  “I’d rather drink yeast shit.”


  “As an alternative, I have chocolate or seven types of tea,” the house said, and Faustino told it chocolate would be fine, remembering how the woman’s quick clever mouth had planted lingering kisses on every centimeter of his skin, how she had looked at him across the hairy expanse of his torso with the sullen contempt that excited him so—even now his poor chafed penis grew in weight at the thought, a tender throb.


  He’d managed to trick her into playing one of his little games last night—a game with his pistol, waving it in her face, setting it down between them, goading her into trying to use it. As usual, she had refused, and as usual he had worked her into a fine fury with inventively embellished war stories (he really was rather good at concocting disgusting details; next time, he should ask the house to make a recording), her quivering outrage inspiring him to even greater heights of invention, until at last, because it was the only way she could make him stop, she had made a grab for the pistol he had carefully left within reach. He took her on the instant the viral fit seized her; it was like riding a condemned prisoner when the first jolt of electricity struck. It was a pity that the loyalty virus, another of Todd Krough’s little gifts, couldn’t be made legal. There were thousands of prisoners rotting in the forced labor camps. One dose of virus, a session of indoctrination, and every trooper could have his own body servant.


  Faustino asked the house to turn up the lights, and saw that the woman had added another drawing to the involuted scrawls that now stretched halfway across the low, curved ceiling of the sleeping chamber. She slept far less than he did: all tweaks seemed to need little sleep, surviving on strings of snatched catnaps. Often, after sex, she would swing into the day hammock and lie there doodling with a stylus gripped in hand or foot. She had elaborated a regular Sistine Chapel up there, although the sketches of flayed or bursting bodies and body parts skewered like grotesque flowers on branches or bits of broken machinery were more like a work by Goya that Faustino had once seen in the Prado than Michaelangelo’s great murals. He remembered his father pointing out the gruesome details, telling him that this was the necessary cost of war, that this was what men sometimes had to do to other men. He remembered his father’s grave, gravelly voice, his complex odor compounded of sweat, stale tobacco, sherry fumes and the polish of his black boots, the weight of his hand on his shoulder. His father had shot himself at his desk two weeks later, his web of debts and deceit unraveling far and wide, a court order sequestering the family estate spattered with his blood and brains.


  Faustino had once asked the woman if these drawings were the kind of thing she had stenciled on pressure suits, and she’d given him one of her dark, contemptuous looks and said that it had been different before the war. This new bit of work was a skull born aloft on dove’s wings that sprouted below its jaw; Faustino realized, as he pulled himself toward the shower, that the bony face was somehow his. Sublimation, that was what the brain doctors called it. The woman wanted so badly to kill him, and she couldn’t, even with a charged pistol in her hand: the loyalty virus saw to that. All she could do was show him how much she wanted him dead, and that inspired him to greater cruelties, which made her hate him even more. Faustino liked to think that they were exquisitely matched.


  In the shower capsule, he discovered that she had taken all his special soap beads again, the ones, delicately infused with frankincense and bergamot and mimosa, he had shipped in from the three-hundred-year-old shop in the exclusive arcade in Rio. What did she do with them? She certainly did not use them—she always came to him smelling of sour sweat, a calculated bit of defiance that was actually illegal in this fastidious city. All that was left were sachets of the pink, gritty soap synthesized by the foodmaker. And there was still black mold defining the edges of the capsule’s door seal, even though he had told her about it—had shown her, pushing her face right up to it. She hadn’t bothered to program the house mites to take care of it, although she had reset the capsule’s temperature; it was so chilly his naked hide prickled with goose bumps, and he squealed when the shower’s powerful fans threw a dense cold mist around him.


  Black mold in the shower’s airmask, too, he realized, as a musty, acrid taste filled his mouth. Well, it wouldn’t kill him. The woman had once tried to poison him, but the virus had forced her to tell him all about it as soon as she had doctored the wine. Faustino had had a lot of fun with her that night, and the very next day she’d tried to get the house to suffocate him by gradually increasing the carbon dioxide content of the air while he slept. She’d had to wake him up so he could hear her strangled, weepy confession, and afterward they’d had a truly rousing session that had put her in the hospital for forty-eight hours.


  Happy days.


  Showered, shaven, medicated with aspirin and a tiny cup of bitter hot chocolate sprinkled with something that passably imitated cinnamon, the trench between his lower lip and teeth tingling with a dusting of snuff he’d dredged from the bottom of the wrap he’d consumed last night, Colonel Faustino Malarte felt a good deal more human when, after briefly talking to the AI in charge of Camelot’s spycam network, he left his house for the last time. It was ten fifteen. The shuttle to Dione was due to depart in just under six hours; he had plenty of time to finish his business.


  The first thing he did was tell the sergeant in command of the squad guarding his house that he did not want an escort. The sergeant knew better than to argue with his superior officer, but Faustino had only just passed through the sphere of security mesh when his phone rang. It was, of course, Gabriel Blanca.


  “You really are going out, boss.”


  “Want do you want, Gabriel?”


  “You have to tell me where you are going, and you have to go with an escort. Those are the standing orders.”


  “They are my standing orders. Cancel them.”


  “You do remember what day it is, boss.”


  “Even I would hardly forget the day I am supposed to be killed, Gabriel. But none of that matters now.”


  “Of course it matters.”


  “It doesn’t matter because it isn’t going to happen.”


  “You don’t know that, boss,” Gabriel Blanca said stubbornly. “If you insist on going out, you must have an escort.”


  “Leave the squad to watch the house if you want, but I’ll have your head if anyone follows me. And don’t waste any more time looking for the assassin, by the way. I can assure you that there’s no need.”


  “Assassins were designed to be hard to find, boss. That’s why they were so successful in the war. That’s why we are watching you. That’s why you should stay in your house until the matter is resolved.”


  Poor Gabriel Blanca. His plodding mind, trapped within the narrow confines of bureaucratic procedure, was entirely unable to think sideways, could never in a thousand years have come up with the cunning, albeit entirely illegal, ambush that had caught the assassin.


  Faustino, swollen with secret amusement, said, “Assassins are terrible weapons, yes, and that is without doubt why one of our enemies hatched this pernicious rumor in the first place. Whisper that a rewired assassin is loose, then sit back and watch us go crazy as we chase around after a ghost. Trust me on this, Gabriel: there is no assassin. It’s a trick. No doubt to divert us from something someone doesn’t want us to know about.”


  “It isn’t a trick, boss. It’s very real. A man disappeared. He set off an incendiary charge in his room to foil our forensics. He left a message written in blood—”


  “Really, Gabriel. That was nothing more than a bit of stage management to add to the lie.”


  “But, boss, this is the day—”


  “I have work to do, Gabriel. Don’t call me again, don’t have me followed, and don’t even bother trying to use the spycams to keep an eye on me. I’ve already had a word with the AI about that. I’ll be at headquarters in a couple of hours.”


  Faustino’s house was one of the finest in Camelot, confiscated from the eldest son of what had been, before the war, its richest family. It sat at the top of the leafiest of the little city’s many domes, hidden from its neighbors by trees and bushes and vines that in the fractional gravity grew from hydroponic tubing in extravagant puffball explosions and cascading ridges dripping with flowers and fruit. As Faustino hauled himself toward the main cordway, he felt that he was swimming through a fantastic floral replica of a coral reef, the spheres and blunt-ended ovals of houses tucked away amongst hanging curtains of foliage like the Easter eggs his mother used to hide in the garden of the estate, constellations of suspensor lamps burning overhead, and Saturn a swollen storm cloud tilted beyond the spiderweb of the dome’s fullerene struts and diamond panes. A gang of gardeners were trimming a puffball of shaggy cypresses, like fish grazing at a great green cloud of algae. Before the war, tribes of tweaked rats had taken care of the plantings, but most of the incomers couldn’t tolerate the idea of vermin swarming freely about their homes and businesses, and the rats had been culled by a tailored plague. Faustino missed them. Their fur had been patterned as gorgeously as Persian carpets, and it had been fun, at the end of the day, to take pot-shots at them with a wire gun from the terrace of his new house. The bloom of blood and flesh when an explosive needle hit one of the little fuckers! Ah, the good old days just after the war, when everything had been free and easy. There had been no need for all this black-bagging and finicky intrigue back then. If you wanted something done, you arranged it directly. It was in its way a more honest time. Back then, Colonel Faustino Malarte could have arrested a crook like Todd Krough, confiscated his business and had him shot for treason, and no questions would have been asked. Now, he was forced to make deals with him.


  Below the busy cordways that girdled the equator of Camelot’s main dome, the lighting was dimmer, the air colder, the air conditioning noisier. Pipes leaked steam that condensed into drifting clouds of cold droplets, sucked this way and that by humming fans. The fat resin and plastic cylinders of studios and workshops were suspended like bowerbird nests amongst islands of dark green foliage, complex tangles of electrical and fiberoptic cables and service pipes strung between them. Discreet holographic signs hung shimmering in dim air that smelled of solvents, paint, and hot metal and plastic, and tingled with the greedy hiss of suction pumps and the stuttering blurt of power tools.


  Faustino found an open air café beside a fall of jasmine and golden ivy, and ordered up a sticky pastry and a beaker of coffee, making sure the counterman prepared the coffee with a triple helping of real ground beans. It went without saying that he did not pay; he did not have to pay for anything in the city. He commandeered the café’s phone and told Todd Krough where he was, cut off the man’s impertinent bluster mid-sentence, and then hooked himself to a sling chair, sipping coffee and watching the street scene like a benevolent emperor.


  Camelot was famous for its pressure suits, and this was where they were made, along with sleds, air plants, reaction pistols, tethers, and a hundred specialist tools for vacuum work. Tweaks came from all over the Saturn system to buy custom-made p-suits and accessories. They made a big deal about authentic hand-crafted artifacts. They valued things not just for their utility but for the intrinsic worth of skilled labor and artistry, could argue for hours about the particular merits of a single artisan. Another district, in the dome west of this one, specialized in the growth and quickening of suit liners. A third, devoted to the decoration of p-suits, was where the woman had worked before the war, painting whatever it was she had painted before she had started specializing in skulls and filleted corpses. Baalambs and bluebirds perhaps. Pre-war pastoral scenes. The only time Faustino had ever seen her look interested in anything at all had been when he’d taken her to his office to show off his prize, a p-suit chestplate decorated with the third of Munk’s Seven Views of Saturn’s Rings. Faustino was going to use it to bribe the general in charge of traffic control in the Saturn system. The man already had two of them; three more were in museums on Earth; only God knew what had happened to the seventh. Faustino remembered the way the woman’s gaze had moved over the painting—her look so dreamily intense that for the pleasure of seeing it vanish he’d immediately switched off the lights and ordered the safe to shut itself away. She’d told him that he didn’t deserve to own it, and had pretended not to listen to the amusing story of how the piece had come into Faustino’s possession after its owner had committed ritual suicide at the end of the Quiet War.


  That new drawing she had left on the ceiling—was it really a death’s-head portrait of him? Why had she done it? A warning? A malign joke? She knew about the assassin and the promise he had scrawled in blood; Faustino had told himself he wouldn’t tell her, and then he’d gotten drunk and told her anyway. A gengineered killing machine is after you, she’d said, so what? It didn’t impress someone who had spent every second of the Quiet War’s hundred and twenty days wondering if a missile or a chunk of rock was about to smash her city flat.


  As Faustino perched in the sling chair, sweating into yesterday’s slightly soiled uniform as he sipped his coffee, he noticed that many of the tweaks who swam or glided past glanced sidelong at him, and three were openly watching him from the mouth of one of the studios a hundred meters down the cordway. Eyes big and dark in pale faces, sly whispers. How tweaks liked to stare at incomers—especially at him, one of the most important people in their miserable little city, which for all its vaunted ecological design and integrated systems was really nothing more than a collection of fragile bubbles raised on stilts above a wasteland of ice colder than the inner circle of Hell and pocked everywhere with ancient craters.


  Maybe those fuckers up there, staring at him like a bunch of affronted lemurs, had heard about the assassin—maybe they were waiting for something to happen. You could definitely sell tickets for that kind of show to the tweaks; they’d pay any price to see one of their so-called oppressors reamed from throat to balls. Faustino toyed with the notion of identifying them with his phone and calling in a squad of troopers and giving them the roughest day of their lives—and he would have done it, too, except he had only a few hours to fix things with Todd Krough, pick up the first installment of the fee and get aboard the shuttle, dot the i’s and cross the t’s of the sweet deal that meant early retirement, purchase of land to replace the estate his profligate father had lost, and restoration of his family’s honor.


  A stick-thin young man with a powder-white complexion, in a plain black jumper and tights patterned with black and white diamonds, was hanging nonchalantly on the other side of the street’s skein of red and yellow cords, and taking a good long look at him. After a moment, Faustino realized that he knew the tweak—he was one of Todd Krough’s junior hoods, Joly or Josif or some other dumb anglo name—and gave him a cool nod of recognition.


  The boy gangster looked left and right and up and down, and swung neatly across the cordway onto the café’s net platform. Faustino drained his beaker of coffee, tossed it in the general direction of the disposal, and said, “Where’s your boss, companero?”


  The boy said, “Todd doesn’t like public places. Todd told me to take you to him.”


  His black eyes were set close together above the sharp blade of his nose; he must have practiced for hours in front of the mirror to perfect that flat, fuck-you stare. He was twice Faustino’s height, but so thin that in Earth’s gravity he would have collapsed like a bundle of twigs. Faustino could have snapped one of his arms between thumb and forefinger.


  “Suppose I want to talk to him here, out in the open with God as our witness. What would Todd do about that?”


  The boy shrugged. “Todd knows that you must leave soon. Todd knows you have no time to play games. Todd also told me to tell you that you are late, and Todd isn’t happy about that. Todd wants you to know he’s pissed.”


  “Todd needs to learn patience,” Faustino said, thinking that this kid had big balls to try and give him such grief. He was about to elaborate on this theme, to explain to the boy exactly where he stood in the scheme of things, when someone called his name.


  Faustino turned—too quickly and with too much force. He almost tipped out of the sling chair and had to grab the boy’s shoulder to steady himself. The boy’s collar bone made a sharp edge under the slick material of his jumper.


  “Oh no,” Faustino said.


  Coming down the cordway, smooth and fast as any native, was Sri Hong-Owen’s right-hand man, Yamil Chou. He saw Faustino staring at him, smiled, and came on.


  “Who the fuck is that?” the boy said.


  “It isn’t anything to do with you,” Faustino said. “It shouldn’t be anything to do with me, either. Stay frosty, friend. Let me deal with it.”


  But the boy reached for something under his jumper as Yamil Chou swung down to the net platform, and Yamil Chou, quick as a striking snake, caught the boy’s thin wrist and broke it with a crunching snap. Faustino winced; the boy turned even paler but somehow managed not to cry out. He had big balls, all right.


  Yamil Chou looked Faustino up and down, perfectly balanced on the swaying net, neat as a cat in white tunic jumper and white tights, his startling green eyes radiating a weird serenity. It was impossible to read from his face or his body language his intentions or his state of mind. Perhaps he didn’t have a state of mind. Perhaps he was some kind of tweak, too: a vat-grown zombie. It was entirely possible. After all, what was the point of being a gene wizard if you couldn’t make your servants exactly the way you wanted them? Perhaps Yamil Chou, with his porcelain perfect skin, his small still face and those extraordinary eyes, was what an assassin looked like before assuming a temporary human disguise.


  “Lieutenant-General Hong-Owen is very anxious to show you what she has found,” he told Faustino. He was still holding on to the gangster’s broken wrist, but other than that he seemed to be paying the poor kid no attention whatsoever.


  “It will have to wait,” Faustino said, trying to kindle some anger from the ashes of his utter dismay. How the fuck had this creature found him, down in the bowels of the city? Did he have access to the surveillance system? Or had that moron Gabriel Blanca somehow overridden the spycam Al, traced him, and blabbed?


  “This is of extreme importance,” Yamil Chou said.


  “So is my business,” Faustino said. “You can let go of the kid, by the way. He isn’t going to cause any trouble.”


  The boy said, “Just tell me who the fuck—”


  And then he was tumbling away head over heels, arms and legs flailing. He slammed into the roof of a workshop a dozen meters below the cordway, slid down its tight curve, howling when his broken wrist knocked against a resin spur, and managed to catch hold of a power cable with a prehensile foot. He twisted upside-down like a bat, his right hand going for his weapon and finding it not there—it was magically in Yamil Chou’s hand, although the man had barely moved, was still poised like a dancer on the net platform, as if he was able to violate the law of action/reaction everyone quickly learnt about in Mimas’s microgravity. He looked at the thing he’d taken from the boy, a fat tube of clear plastic with indented fingergrips at one end, then tossed it into the maw of the café’s disposal.


  “You go tell your boss I’m busy,” Faustino told Yamil Chou loudly, for the benefit of the boy. “Anything she wants to disclose to the security force should go directly to my deputy.”


  “You must come with me,” Yamil Chou said.


  “The fuck I will, you freak,” Faustino said, and reached for his pistol and tried to pull back when Yamil Chou grasped his wrist. The freak’s long, neatly manicured fingers were as strong as steel. His calm green eyes were scant centimeters from Faustino’s.


  “Colonel Faustino Malarte,” Yamil Chou said formally, “Lieutenant General Sri Hong-Owen requests that you attend her at once. It is a matter of the gravest importance, concerning the fugitive war criminal known as Avernus. I must tell you now that I have been given the authority to carry out my duty in any way I see fit.”


  Yamil Chou let go of Faustino’s wrist and slapped his cheek, all in one smooth quick motion. Something stuck just below Faustino’s eye, and even as he reached up to pull it off his muscles went as weak as water. He saw café, cordway and flowering thickets revolve around each other as Yamil Chou towed him away; he heard, small as the squeak of an ant, the boy gangster shouting that Todd would kill him for this. Then something like sleep claimed him.


  Faustino was falling feet first past an endless cliff, with a demon riding his chest and a crackling jellyfish pressed against his nose and mouth. The assassin! He was being murdered! He tried to grab his pistol, but his arms were bound, the demon rode him expertly, and the movement was too much for his gorge. His stomach clenched and he spewed a hot jet of bitter brown fluid. Tears swelled in his eyes; in the vestigial gravity they did not break but clung to his lashes like watery goggles. A second spasm brought up a weaker surge of coffee and chyme, and he coughed and spat and snorted until he could get his breath.


  “Hold still,” the demon said. It was Yamil Chou. He deftly wiped Faustino’s mouth and eyes with a tissue, flicked the tissue into the jellyfish, which somehow had become a plastic bag, and pinched the neck of the bag shut.


  “What did you do to me?”


  Faustino was strapped to an acceleration couch. His throat was raw, and his headache had returned. Sunlight splintered in his eyes. Beyond his boots, beyond a semireflective curve of clear diamond, a vast cliff was rushing past, its pale glare printed with inky crescents and clefts. Or no, Faustino realized, his stomach floating toward the top of his throat as his perspective swung through ninety degrees, it was not a cliff at all, but the surface of Mimas. This close little hemisphere of air was the cabin of a gig falling in a precise trajectory across the pockmarked face of the icy moon.


  Yamil Chou unsnapped the couch’s straps. “It was necessary to give you a small dose of tranquilizer, Colonel. I regret the side-effects of the counteragent.”


  Those cold green eyes gave nothing away. Faustino realized now that their color reminded him of the winter swells of the Atlantic breaking on the long, long beach at the northern boundary of his family’s estate. His nostrils stung and he sneezed; disgustingly, a little spray of vomit shot from his nose.


  Faustino swallowed his nausea, gathered what was left of his dignity, and said, “You are going to have a lot to answer for, my friend.”


  Yamil Chou blotted at the widening constellation of opalescent globules with a tissue. “Lieutenant General Hong Owen requested your presence, Colonel. I was instructed to facilitate it.”


  Faustino’s fingers ever-so-casually brushed the flap of his holster. It was empty. Of course it was empty. He had a sudden horrible vision of Yamil Chou towing his snoring self through the cordways of the city. Tweaks hanging everywhere, tweaks laughing at his shame, tweaks videoing him, and not one moving to help him. Pictures of his shame all over the city’s infoweb.


  “Facilitate my presence—is that what you call it? You drugged me, you freak! You kidnapped me!”


  “I was instructed to use any means necessary, Colonel. Lieutenant-General Hong-Owen has made an important discovery, and it is necessary that you, as senior officer of Mimas’s security force, witness it. I was instructed to bring you to her, and to show you this.”


  Yamil Chou held a sheet of film in front of Faustino’s face.


  Faustino said, “What the fuck is this?”


  But he knew very well what it was. Greasy globules of panic sweat popped from his armpits and his forehead as he studied the neat rows of black and red numbers. Some data miner had reconstructed every scam and clandestine deal, had even pierced the black ice encryption protecting his very private account on the Bourse. It was all there. The blackbook enterprises, the placement bribes, the fees for expediting licenses: everything.


  Yamil Chou gave the film a short, sharp shake. Numbers swarmed to its margin and a little window opened in its center, a spycam view of Faustino in his white uniform with its scrambled egg trim, talking head to head with Todd Krough.


  “. . . No one will know about it,” Faustino heard himself saying, “until the guidance motors fire, and then it will be too late. A nudge at the very end of its trajectory, and it will fertilize your own territory, not the government’s. A nudge that will be very reasonably explained by a mistake in the guidance system—a deliberate mistake inserted by a rogue technician who will be executed for sabotage. I have already selected our scapegoat. She had a cousin who was crewing a scow at the beginning of the war. The scow was taken out by an emp mine, and of course her cousin died—”


  Yamil Chou shook the film again, and the tinny whisper of Faustino’s recorded voice cut off.


  “An outrageous fake,” Faustino said with trembling defiance. “An evil tissue of lies woven by some story machine.”


  “We have much more, of course,” Yamil Chou told Faustino. “More than enough to incriminate both the senior officer who has agreed to help you, and the man in the traffic control center who has been paid to infect the ring fragment’s guidance AI with a virus, to alter its trajectory.”


  “There is no such virus. I challenge you to ask for the guidance AI to be completely analyzed. Nothing out of the ordinary will be found.”


  “Of course not, because the virus will be downloaded into the guidance AI tomorrow. That is why Lieutenant-General Sri Hong-Owen wishes to talk with you.”


  “And I certainly will talk with her. After I have arrested her, and taken her back to Camelot.”


  Yamil Chou pulled on mesh gloves with a brisk snap. “I suggest that you strap yourself into your couch. We are almost at our destination.”


  “I will arrest her,” Faustino said, his voice loud in the tiny space. “And you, sir, and all of her crew.”


  But Yamil Chou had turned away from him. He waved his hands through a virtual display, and the ice plain tilted away as the gig spun end for end. Faustino felt weight ghost through him as the gig’s motor fired up, and he hastily fumbled with the snaps of the couch’s straps. The gig was traveling backward as it decelerated, and now its nose was pointed toward Saturn, which hung huge and swollen just above the close, curved horizon.


  They must be near Herschel crater and the western edge of the sub-saturian hemisphere, Faustino thought, which meant that those long dark streaks thrown across the ground weren’t shadows at all, but thin films of sooty material flung across ancient craters and fractured plains by the impact of the chunk of carbonaceous-rich ice that had been culled from Saturn’s B ring a year ago. And if Sri Hong-Owen had gone to all this trouble to have him brought to Herschel crater, perhaps she really had found something after all.


  Sri Hong-Owen had come to Mimas sixty-five days ago, after a survey team had discovered the entrance to a subsurface structure on the outer slope of Herschel crater’s rimwall. The entrance had been revealed by quakes caused by the impact of a sooty ring fragment that had been intended to fertilize the ice plain north of Camelot Chasma, and turn it into vacuum organism farmland that could support the growing population of incomers. But instead of blowing into a cloud of fine dark dust a kilometer above the surface, the fragment had smashed down intact, creating a new crater half a kilometer in diameter, spattering debris over a quarter of the little moon’s sub-saturnian hemisphere, and causing violent localized quakes and landslides as the rigid ice crust rang like a bell. Two of Camelot’s domes had ruptured; more than eighty people had died because they had not been able to grab air masks in time. Luckily, Faustino, his senior officers, and half of the security force had taken the precaution of going into orbit, and had been able to restore order as soon as they had returned to the city.


  At first, almost everyone had believed that this disaster had been caused by sabotage—three technicians with questionable security records had been arrested, tried, and executed within an hour of the impact—but a detailed inquiry had discovered that someone had entered a minus instead of a plus into the program that had controlled the explosive charges: they had been set to detonate a kilometer below the surface of Mimas instead of a kilometer above it.


  Out of this comprehensive disaster came a single stroke of luck. A landslide revealed the entrance to a tunnel high in an ice cliff at the western edge of Herschel crater, a tunnel that led into the warren of chambers and caves that was the secret laboratory of Avernus. The Three Powers Occupation Force had known that it was hidden somewhere in Herschel, but the gigantic crater was a hundred and thirty kilometers across, about one-third the diameter of Mimas, and whole cities could have been hidden in its jumbled icescapes. When a tourist had disappeared in the area a couple of years ago, a thorough grid search of ten square kilometers of fractured ice around his abandoned rover had failed to turn up so much as a boot print. It was pure chance that a survey team had spotted gases venting from the tunnel, that the very disaster that had given Faustino the idea for the scheme that would restore his family’s fortune had also revealed the treasure Sri Hong-Owen so badly craved.


  Chance. Fate. A bad cosmic joke.


  Never tell anyone your plans, Faustino’s mother liked to say, because God will hear about them.


  The gig was dropping toward a tall ice cliff that stood knee-deep in great fans of debris. Yamil Chou fluttered his gloved fingers, as if conducting a delicate minuet. Attitude jets thumped. The gig slewed sideways, dropping between two huge folds of ice toward silver-grey domes that clung to a sheer wall—they reminded Faustino of the swallows’ nests under the eaves of the red-tiled roof of the villa his family had rented each year in the little Portuguese village, in the happy summers before his father had lost everything. Two puffs of white vapor briefly flowered beneath the domes and something explosively unfurled: a net of smart fullerene mesh. The gig yawed close to the ice wall, dropped. The net folded around it.


  Sri Hong-Owen was the best gene wizard on Earth; it was said that in all the solar system she was second only to Avernus. She had designed most of the bioweapons deployed by the Three Powers Alliance; she was a billionaire several times over (she was rumored to have bought outright the co-orbital satellites Janus and Epimetheus); she was utterly obsessed with the woman she believed to be her sworn enemy.


  Faustino had met Sri Hong-Owen just once before, when she had first arrived on Camelot. She was a short, slender woman with a large, vivid presence, punctilious, brusque, and caring not at all for social niceties. Her head was shaven, she wore plain coveralls and was barefoot—her toes were as long and flexible as fingers, the result of a famous self-experiment in postnatal homeobox morphogensis. Her eyes, their pupils capped with silvery datalenses, raked Faustino from head to toe, and she told him that she was going to throw a security zone with a radius of fifty kilometers around what she called the nest, that all the supplies she required would be routed from Dione and sent directly to her research station unopened and untampered, that he, Colonel Faustino Malarte, could best help her by staying out of her way. Faustino had been entirely agreeable. For one thing, he had no choice—she out-ranked him, and could have bought and sold his soul with her spare change. For another, he wanted never to see the condescending, ice-cold witch again.


  But now here he was, being hustled by the witch’s chief of staff down the bore of a quilted corridor that had snaked out like a tongue to kiss the hatch of the gig. They passed through a series of pressure doors to a narrow walkway that twisted between little cubicles and cells and carousels where, in a hum of self-absorbed activity, techs were busy at whatever techs did, to a small, spherical room lined entirely with white fur where Sri Hong-Owen and her young son, Alder, lounged at their ease like a pair of haughty cats.


  The gene wizard favored Faustino with a bright smile. “Thank you for coming,” she said. “Yamil, fetch our guest tea.”


  Faustino felt prickly fur liquidly sway beneath him, and was struck by a weak surge of nausea. Was he going to throw up again? No, thank Christ.


  The woman and the boy were watching him with barely concealed amusement. Both wore blood-red skinthins, and their shaven scalps gleamed in chilly fight shed by a single suspensor lamp. Both had the same intense, serious gaze, the same bright blue eyes with silver points instead of pupils, the same knowing smile crimping the corners of their bloodless lips. Faustino noticed that Sri Hong-Owen was stroking her son’s calf with one of her long-toed feet, and remembered the rumor that she had illegally cloned herself and switched the embryo’s sex; certainly, no one knew who the father of her son had been, or who was the father of the embryo she was currently incubating in an artificial womb on the Titan station.


  Sri Hong-Owen said, “Do you believe in fate, Colonel? Do you believe that our destinies are shaped by patterns and forces we cannot see? Or do you think that everything we do is shaped by nothing more than chance and contingency?”


  “I was raised as a Catholic, Madam.”


  “That’s a slippery answer, Colonel. But then, you’re a slippery man, aren’t you? It’s certainly been hard, getting hold of you.”


  “I understand that you have made a discovery,” Faustino said. He felt the same mixture of dread and impatience that had settled over him while enduring the mandatory Sunday visit with his great-grandmother in her dim, stuffy suite, its dusty shadows cluttered with two centuries’ worth of mementos and the little medical machines that kept her alive.


  Sri Hong-Owen studied him for a moment, then said, “What do the citizens of Camelot have to say about Avernus, Colonel?”


  Faustino shrugged. “I’ve never asked them.”


  “But you know that they think she’s alive.”


  “I suppose so,” Faustino said.


  “It doesn’t mean that she is alive,” the little boy, Alder, said, his piping treble thickened by scorn.


  Sri Hong-Owen ignored her son. “Do your spies keep you informed about the rumors concerning Avernus, Colonel?”


  The mention of spies made Faustino uneasy. He said stiffly, “I take little notice of rumors, Madam. I prefer facts.”


  “The citizens of Camelot think she is alive—that’s a fact. They think she has a secret laboratory. Not this one, which she has obviously abandoned, but one hidden somewhere far from here. In the rings, or in an asteroid whose orbit crosses that of Saturn, or even further out. On Charon, or in one of the Kuiper Belt objects, or even in a comet. There’s even a story that she and her retinue lie sleeping in the heart of a comet outward bound from the sun, that when she returns, in a hundred or a thousand years, she will begin a war that will free the colonies of the Outer System. Romantic nonsense of course, but I believe that it has been elaborated around a kernel of truth.”


  “You came here to look for her, Madam. Have you found her?”


  “Of course not. She is hiding somewhere, but not here.” Sri Hong-Owen’s gaze suddenly focused on something behind Faustino, and she said, “Thank you, Yamil.”


  The chief of staff had silently reappeared. With a modest flourish he presented to Faustino a beaker soothingly warm to the touch. The air of the fur-lined tent was so cold that everyone’s breath was visible; Faustino was uncomfortably aware the whole structure was pinned to an ice cliff, with nothing but vacuum beyond its thin skin, was aware too of the soft sounds of the techs working in their cells all around, of an oppressive sense of watchful thought. It was if, somehow, he had become trapped inside Sri Hong-Owen’s skull.


  “The tea will help you,” Sri Hong-Owen said. “It is a formulation of mine.”


  Faustino took a polite sip, and found that the tea was good: hot, green, and sharpened with ginger.


  “When you see what I have found, you will understand why I took such extraordinary measures to bring you here, Colonel Malarte,” Sri Hong-Owen said.


  “I am not sure whether I should congratulate you or arrest you, Madam. You may have made an important discovery, but that is no justification for kidnapping the head of Camelot’s security force.”


  “You would not come voluntarily, Colonel. You were too busy with that silly little ruffian. . . .”


  Sri Hong-Owen snapped her fingers impatiently, and Yamil Chou said, “Todd Krough, Madam.”


  “That’s the man. Please, Colonel, don’t try to deny it. You know that I know all about your little scheme, but let me assure you that I did not bring you here to condemn you. Quite the contrary.”


  Faustino said, “Who gave you permission to pry into my business affairs?”


  “I am operating within the parameters of our agreement, Colonel.”


  “I remember no such agreement, Madam.”


  “Of course you do. You waived all rights to oversee my investigation, and gave me carte blanche to proceed as I saw fit.”


  “Your investigation into this facility, yes—”


  “The scope of my investigation includes all the activities of the war criminal, Avernus,” Sri Hong-Owen said. “That includes assessing rumors, stories, gossip, and hearsay circulating within the local population. As part of that investigation, I turned up enough evidence of corruption to damn you forever.”


  Her cold, bright gaze pierced him through. The boy, Alder, was staring at him too.


  “However,” Sri Hong-Owen said, “I am not at all interested in your petty schemes, except that one of them makes you useful to me.”


  Faustino gave her his best smile. It was obvious that she needed something from him. He was acutely aware that the clock was ticking, but there was still enough time to make a deal with her, and to get back to Camelot and catch the shuttle to Dione. It was possible that he was not doomed after all.


  He said, “I am in your hands, Madam. What do you want of me?”


  “Even I was beginning to believe that Avernus had stripped everything out of her nest,” Sri Hong-Owen told Faustino. “But just as I was about to abandon the search, I found what she had been forced to leave behind.”


  “She wanted you to find it,” Alder said, and told Faustino, “You’ll have to forgive my mother. Until now, she’s been unable to brag about her discovery.”


  The boy sat beside Sri Hong-Owen, facing Faustino and Yamil Chou. They were all cased in pressure suits and strapped into a cart that was traveling down a rack-and-pinion track laid down a narrow, steeply sloping shaft driven through four kilometers of ice to the bottom of Avernus’s secret facility. Ripples and flaws within the opalescent walls of the shaft glowed in the cart’s headlights like seams of semi-precious stones, slipping past at a steady twenty kilometers per hour. Faustino thought that it was like sliding down the throat of a giant.


  Sri Hong-Owen said, “If she did mean me to find it, she set me no easy task. There are hundreds of chambers and at least a thousand kilometers of corridors and shafts. It is a labyrinth more complicated than any the pharaohs built to memorialize their deaths.” (Alder whispered, “He won’t know about them? His mother ignored him.) “But this is no monument; Avernus simply turned on dozens of mining machines and left them running. There are mazes in three dimensions and chambers as big as cathedrals. There is a shaft that runs for more than eighty kilometers to a system of deep fractures under the floor of Herschel crater; that’s where she vented water vapor from the mining. Most of the chambers are empty, but we had to map everything using deep radar and then explore it all with drones before we could come in ourselves. The whole place epitomizes the woman’s approach to her work—no design, no plan, just blind faith that chance will throw up something useful. A horribly wasteful fumbling, like trying to build a machine by repeatedly throwing its components into the air. Given an infinite amount of time, you can of course derive every possible structure by chance, but it’s hardly a useful strategy.”


  “Perhaps you could give me an idea of what you have found, Madam,” Faustino said. Pinched in the shell of the badly fitting p-suit, sitting shoulder-to-shoulder and thigh-to-thigh beside Yamil Chou, he felt horribly cramped and claustrophobic. He hated p-suits; this was only the fourth time he’d worn one since he had taken up his post. It chafed his knees and elbows and crotch, and smelt strongly and disagreeably of someone else’s stale sweat.


  “Don’t worry, Colonel,” Sri Hong-Owen said, “I don’t want you to miss your shuttle. As for what I found, I think you already know something about it.”


  “If you were doing your duty by spying on me, Madam,” Faustino said, “then you cannot blame me for doing mine.”


  “Of course not. But you should know that those reports were mostly lies. I had to tell the Three Powers Occupation Force something, you see, or they would have sent someone to investigate.”


  “This is all a waste of time,” Alder said. “He won’t understand a thing.” Faustino smiled at the precocious monster. “I can assure you, young man, that I will try very hard to understand what your mother has discovered.”


  “Even his lies are feeble,” the boy said contemptuously, “and lying is what he does best.”


  Faustino allowed himself a warm little fantasy—the brat’s helmet smashed open, his silent gaping scream as vacuum ripped breath and bloody froth from his lungs—and was startled when Yamil Chou laid a gloved hand on the crook of his elbow.


  “Yamil is very good at what he does,” Alder said, with a nasty smirk.


  Faustino belatedly worked out the trick; it was just what he would have done, in the circumstances. “My suit is monitoring me,” he said, “and your man is snooping on the readouts.”


  “You’re cleverer than you look,” the boy said grudgingly, “even if you’re not as clever as you think you are.”


  “Hush,” Sri Hong-Owen told her son. “We must use what we can.”


  “We would have done better with the gangster,” Alder said.


  “Colonel Faustino not only has access to the general in charge of traffic control,” Sri Hong-Owen said serenely, “he also has what the general craves.”


  Faustino was beginning to understand what she wanted from him. He said, “We need each other, it seems.”


  “For the moment,” Sri Hong-Owen said.


  The shaft’s steep slope flattened out. The cart slowed, glided dreamily through a tunnel supported by hoops of adamantine fullerene into a chamber lined with soft quilting that glowed a sickly yellow-green, and stopped with eerie precision by an oval hatch.


  Yamil Chou kept his pincer-like grip on Faustino’s elbow as they cycled through the double airlock. “Don’t compromise your suit’s integrity, Colonel,” the chief of staff said. “The airlock is for the protection of what’s inside, not to keep in an atmosphere.”


  The airlock led into a rectangular, low-roofed, dimly lit bunker. Half-dismantled machines squatted like dead toads on the rubbery floor, and a spherical tent of clear plastic furnished with sling chairs, lockers, and a foodmaker stood in their midst like the nucleus of a cell.


  Sri Hong-Owen and Alder, their blood-red p-suits vivid in the crepuscular light, glided through the gloomy junkyard to a wide window at the far side. Yamil Chou forced Faustino to follow. The window was set in the waist of a vast, spherical chamber lit by a pale point source hung at the apex of its icy ceiling. Muscular humps of ice swept down in smooth arcs toward a flattened floor, streaked with frozen eddies and swirls the color of old, clotted blood. Things the shiny black of beetles’ wings grew where the ice was darkest: dense copses of half-melted candles; phalanxes of tooth-like spikes; heaps of tangled wires; wide meadows of brittle hairs; gardens of paper-thin sheets and curled scrolls like the bits of spun sugar the estate’s pastry cook had sometimes slipped to the young, sweet-toothed Faustino. Many of the meadows and gardens had sickly white margins studded with what looked like giant toadstools, and a large copse half a kilometer downslope was clearly dying from the inside out, its lumpy spires crumbling into grey ash.


  “Surely these are nothing more than vacuum organisms,” Faustino said, unable to hide his disappointment.


  He had been expecting a clone farm of exotically tweaked babies, a wonderland full of exotic plants and animals. These growths were little different from the thick black carpets cultivated in the experimental fields south and west of Camelot, on ice fertilized with expensively imported tarry stuff mined from carbonaceous chondrites.


  “Of course,” Sri Hong-Owen said. “But they are not at all like vacuum organisms grown for CHON food, except that they use light energy to convert primordial hydrocarbons and amino acids to more complex forms. Commercial vacuum organisms have a pseudocellular structure, and share the same DNA code as every organism on Earth, although of course it is written in artificial pyranosylic analogs of the four familiar nucleotide bases. In many ways, they are similar to terrestrial prokaryotes.”


  “Bacteria,” Alder told Faustino. “Microbes. Bugs.”


  His mother did not seem to notice this interruption. She said liltingly, as if wrapping herself in a comfortable story, “These, though, are far more primitive. If commercial vacuum organisms are synthetic analogs of prokaryotes, these are analogs of the ancestors of prokaryotes. They have no pseudocellular structure, and they have no genome. They are not generated by the systematic execution of a centralized set of encoded instructions, but are networks of self-catalyzing metabolic cycles derived from the interactions of pseudoproteinaceous polymers.”


  Alder said, “He won’t have understood a single word.”


  Faustino, eager to prove the brat wrong, said, “These things are not alive. They are like carpets or suit-liners.”


  The boy’s high-pitched giggle filled Faustino’s helmet.


  Sri Hong-Owen laid her gloved hand on the shoulder of her son’s p-suit and said, “Be quiet, Alder. The Colonel is quite right, and you know it.”


  Alder shrugged off her grip, and told Faustino, “My mother believes that, without the ability to internally encode information essential to their reproduction, these are no more than machines. I disagree. I believe that they are alive. They use energy to transform simple compounds to complex compounds; they reproduce; they even exchange information among themselves, although that information is entirely analog in form. We are accustomed to thinking of information as being encoded in the written word, in the binary code at the base of all computer languages, or in the genome, written in the four-letter alphabet of DNA and RNA. Out there—” Alder made an oddly grand gesture at the icescape that fell away beyond the wide window—“is a world in which the word is flesh, and flesh is word. There is no distinction between the two—they are one, indivisible. In that world, there can be no subterfuge, no falsehoods or untruths, Colonel. What is, is. Of course, I expect that you find the idea quite alien.”


  The brat was a monster, all right.


  “They are machines, Colonel,” Sri Hong-Owen said. “Self-assembling machines made out of polymers that resemble proteins, but machines nevertheless. However, they respond to changes in their environment by obeying the same self-organizing principles exhibited by biological systems. Like natural proteins, their polymers have funnel-shaped energy landscapes. Like proteins, the functional shapes they assume are reached by bumping down the contours of those funnels until they come to rest at the lowest energy configuration. Avernus did not provide assembly instructions, but she made use of components that obey self-organizing rules. By gaining a complete understanding of those rules, it will be possible to control them.”


  Alder said, “My mother believes that these organisms can be manipulated to produce predictable states. She believes that it is a kind of puzzle, a challenge to her skill and intelligence. I disagree. Avernus’s genius was to select rules that produced organisms lacking any internal description, so that it is impossible to change them in any predictable way, or to predict how they might evolve. She has set up a kind of analog computer that generates unique and unpredictable solutions to a single problem: how to survive and grow.”


  Sri Hong-Owen said, “You must forgive my son, Colonel. He is young; he is still infected with romanticism. If Avernus was possessed by a kind of genius, it was a horribly self-indulgent genius, obsessed with playing games for the sake of nothing more than play itself. I will prove myself her superior. I will show that by providing this system with the right information to process, it will be possible to force it to produce predictable solutions.”


  Alder said, “My mother believes in the supremacy of logic and order. She believes that science is our only salvation; that only science can make sense of the world and of ourselves. She believes in control and determinacy. These organisms, and their unique, unrepeatable beauty, are an affront to her. She cannot believe that they are nothing more than a game. She has to believe that they have a purpose, and so she has no choice but to prove herself better than her enemy by trying to control something that by its very nature cannot be controlled. Something that is nothing more than an elaborate hoax, a beautiful joke, a system for cranking out random wonders.”


  “Sometimes I think I should have made you dumb and compliant,” Sri Hong-Owen told her son.


  “But then you would have had no one to talk to,” Alder said complacently. They were like squabbling lovers, Faustino thought.


  “Oh, don’t think you are irreplaceable,” Sri Hong-Owen said. “Avernus and I will have many things to talk about, after I have found her. And then there’s your new brother, waiting to be born.”


  “I know that you’ll love him more than me,” Alder said, “but I don’t care, because I know that I’m the only person in the whole solar system who is your equal.”


  “Of course you are,” Sri Hong-Owen said indulgently, and turned to Faustino. “Despite our differences, Colonel, we both agree that if we want to discover the potential of this experiment, we have to let it grow. Avernus has left behind an uncontrolled experiment that, true to her so-called principles, can only be understood in its entirety.”


  “Not only that,” Alder said, “but it is an experiment that is unrepeatable. These organisms have no internal description, no kernel containing a minimal set of instructions necessary to implement the resynthesis of their complex analog patterns. If they are lost, their past and future will also be lost, irretrievably. For even if it is possible to recreate the identical set of conditions from which they arose—and it is not possible, for they have no internal bootstrapping symbolism—there is no guarantee that the same path would be followed, that the same entities would be produced.”


  “That’s why this experiment cannot be allowed to fail, Colonel,” Sri Hong-Owen said. “I will not let it fail. I will understand it. I will learn how to control it and shape it.”


  Faustino had understood very little of this, except that these weird growths were of immense value to the gene wizard. He asked cautiously, “How can you control something that does not contain any internal control system? How can anything that does not contain information process information? It seems to me that it is a self-evident contradiction.”


  “I will provide a demonstration, Colonel,” Sri Hong-Owen said, and asked the air for a view of a set of coordinates.


  A two-dimensional virtual window scrolled down in front of them, panning across a bare slope to focus on a silvery box slung between four long, thin, articulated legs.


  “Run the sequence,” Sri Hong-Owen said.


  The robot suddenly jerked forward, stalking stiffly across the ice to a cluster of lumpy spikes that stood in a puddle of sooty ice. It extruded a nozzle that jetted a brief mist, and the spikes’ black skins immediately grew a pattern of luminous orange blotches.


  “That was a spray of N-acetylglucosamine,” Sri Hong Owen said. “It is a common lectin, a protein that specifically binds to a sequence of sugar residues. Polymers on the surface of the machine bind to it, and that initiates a sequence that results in the luminescent display.”


  “Then these things, they are chemical detectors?”


  “In the most basic sense, yes,” Sri Hong-Owen said. “The polymers do not encode any information, but they are capable of processing information. Each organism consists of a specific set of polymers, and each polymer exists in one of two states, either on or off, determined by a number of limited rules. For instance, the polymer might switch on in the presence of either of two chemical substrates. Or it might require the presences of both substrates.”


  “Boolean logic,” Faustino said, relieved to at last have recognized a thread of argument.


  The tutor that had lived in the softly glowing egg-shaped room at the far end of young Faustino’s bedroom suite, manifesting as a kindly old man with a shock of white hair and a patient, twinkling expression, had once spent a whole week helping him build a variety of simple computers from blocks of virtual light. He had mourned his tutor when they had had to leave the estate; he had been too young to realize that AIs are not people.


  “Exactly so,” Sri Hong-Owen said. “The reaction you saw was a simple AND sequence—lectin plus binding polymer equals activation of another polymer that produces the luminescence. These machines are Boolean networks, capable of generating orderly dynamics—fixed state cycles. Imagine a machine made of just a hundred polymer components, each capable of being either on or off, and thus generating ten to the power of thirty possible arrays. If every component receives an input from every other component, the system will become chaotic, cycling through a vast number of states at random; it would take a very long time before it returned to its original state. But if each component receives just two inputs, the system will spontaneously generate order—it will cycle between just four of its ten to the power of thirty possible states. Constrained by spontaneous, self-organizing dynamical order, these polymer machines generate fixed state cycles that are very similar to chunks of our own metabolic processes. Since these cycles are capable of processing information, it is possible to generate predictable results by supplying them with the right information.”


  Faustino said, “It’s very impressive.”


  Although he still could not imagine how they could be of any use at all, there was a strange beauty, a pleasing asymmetry, to the copses and forests and meadows of spikes and spires, scrolls and sheets, that were scattered across the vast bowl of the landscape. It reminded him of the neatly nested mechanism of the ancient watch his father had worn on his wrist, an heirloom centuries old. Once, his father had pried open the back of the watch to show his son the sets of cogs and springs and tiny balances working away at different cycles that somehow meshed to drive the hands around the face at exactly one second per second. Gone now, like everything else his father had owned.


  Sri Hong-Owen said, “As a first step, I have been testing their reaction to a wide range of chemical messengers, but they are much more than chemical detectors. I have discovered that when two different forms grow together, their pseudometabolic hypercycles interact and produce new machines. It is quite possible that interactions between second generation machines could produce a third generation, and so on. The diversity of the system is constrained only by its size.”


  Faustino said, “So if this chamber was bigger, there would be many more different things growing in it?”


  “It’s a very good joke,” Alder said. “The only way to discover what this system is capable of is to provide it with an arena where it can fully express itself. And so Avernus mocks you, Mother, and you do not see it.”


  “I will prove my son wrong,” Sri Hong-Owen said. “I will derive solutions that will define the entire information space of these machines. However, there is an immediate problem that must be addressed.”


  She spoke to the air again. The view in the virtual window rotated away from the robot and the clump of waxy spires and rushed forward, swooping down a long, icy slope and coming to rest above a black, three-legged footstool that squatted at the ragged, bleached margin of a meadow of unraveled black springs.


  “I call this a triffid,” Sri Hong-Owen said. “They are motile scavengers, generated by any organism that begins to run out of carbonaceous material. Their legs are woven from strands of piezoelectric proteins that bend when a polarized current is applied, and lengthen or shorten depending upon the voltage applied. They feed on material that is no longer active, and there are more and more of them, because this ecosystem is slowly starving to death, and I cannot obtain carbonaceous material through the usual channels.”


  She told the air to switch off the screen, and turned to face Faustino; her son stared up at him with the same unnervingly steady and direct gaze. She said, “Now I think you can guess what I want from you, Colonel Malarte.”


  When they met the gig at the landing field, Todd Krough’s two men were not at all happy to see that Faustino was accompanied by Sri Hong-Owen’s chief of staff. They bundled Yamil Chou and Faustino into an empty office, took away Faustino’s pistol (which had been returned to him without its clip), and insisted that Yamil Chou strip. While one man ran a spin resonance loop over the chief of staff’s compact body, the other examined the seams of his white jumper and turned his tights inside out as gingerly as a novice conjuror attempting a new trick.


  Yamil Chou submitted to their attention with the equitable air of someone being measured for a p-suit. A tremendous scar, thickly ridged and puckered, slashed the well-defined slabs of muscle that banded his belly. When he saw Faustino looking at it, he said, “I keep it to remind me of the one time I made a mistake.”


  “Get dressed and keep your mouth shut,” the older of the two men said, and told Faustino, “Todd wants you to know that he is very upset with you, Colonel.”


  “He’ll like what I have to tell him,” Faustino said.


  He was eager to tell his story and close the deal he had made with Sri Hong-Owen. She would get her ice garden; he would get his estate. He had fantasized about it on the trip back, planning and planting its verdant acres, building a rambling stone house with cool, secret courtyards and broad sunny terraces, a dining hall hung with old masters, even—why not?—a wing for his as yet unborn children.


  He clapped his hands and beamed at the two gangsters. “Are we done here? Then why are we waiting? Let’s go!”


  Todd Krough had made his fortune by organizing civilian labor at the Camelot spaceport after the war. Traffic was controlled by the Three Powers Occupation Force; he ran everything else. Faustino, Chou, and Krough’s two men rode a capsule car five kilometers north. Camelot’s cluster of spheres dropped below the abrupt, curved horizon; the spaceport’s platforms and towers rose ahead like a castle from a fantasy serial. The four men swung across the mostly empty concourse of the terminal and crowded into a private elevator that shot half a kilometer up the side of an improbably slender tower to the diamond bubble where the gangster was waiting, with all his empire spread below.


  The burly woman planted solidly behind Todd Krough’s sling chair casually slipped her hand inside a slit in her long jumper as Faustino and Yamil Chou were brought in; the young man beside her, a slithery swath of smartplasm wrapped around his wrist, scowled and told his boss, “This is the one.”


  “First you have trouble making your appointments,” Todd Krough said to Faustino. “Now you turn up with the man who hurt Joly. I am beginning to feel deeply insulted, Colonel.”


  “There’s been a change of plan,” Faustino said. “Something so fantastic that if I had not been taken to see it with my own eyes, I would not have believed it.”


  “Something to do with the famous gene wizard, Sri Hong Owen?” Todd Krough steepled his long pale fingers in front of his smile. Even for a tweak he was tall and pale and skeletally thin, his skinniness accentuated by a black vinyl vest that showed every one of his ribs and left his arms bare. He swung idly to and fro in his sling chair; of the half dozen people in the glittering bubble, only he and Yamil Chou seemed entirely at ease. He said, “Don’t look so surprised, Colonel. After all, your friend works for Dr. Hong-Owen. She found something, didn’t she? Something to do with Avernus.”


  Yamil Chou inclined his head very slightly and said, “Your intelligence is quite as good as Colonel Malarte claimed, Mr. Krough. I am pleased, because I am sure now that you will understand the value of what I can offer.”


  “I do not think so,” Todd Krough said.


  Yamil Chou was good; Yamil Chou was fast. He managed to disarm and kill the man nearest to him before a laser burst punched through his heart. Wisps of smoke trickled from the hole burnt in the back of his white jumper as he sank to the floor.


  “A robot sentry,” Todd Krough said calmly, after the bodies had been towed away. “I am a people person, Colonel, but sometimes it is good to put your trust in machines.”


  “You’ve made a horrible mistake,” Faustino said. His dismay was so profoundly abyssmal that it had entirely swallowed his foolish, eager happiness, his land, his house, his unborn family. He was sweating into his uniform, but his mouth was so dry it hurt to speak. “You don’t even know how this deal—”


  Todd Krough wagged a bony finger. “We had a deal, Colonel, before your head was so badly turned by Dr. Hong-Owen. You come with me. It is my turn to show you something.”


  Colonel Faustino Malarte, who knew now that Todd Krough wanted him dead, discovered that he was braver than he thought. He did not plead for his life, or try to run. He simply tried to convince the gangster that what Sri Hong-Owen had offered him was worth far more than merely controlling land fertilized by diversion of the ring fragment.


  Krough listened with abstracted politeness as they rode the elevator down into the bowels of the spaceport, where two men were waiting with a cart whose wide, squashy wheels made a ripping noise as it drove through a maze of quilted corridors.


  “I know all about it,” the gangster said, when Faustino had at last run out of things to say.


  “With respect, I don’t think—”


  “I know all about it, Colonel,” Todd Krough said firmly. “I located one of Avernus’s technicians after the facility was abandoned, and after only a little effort on the part of my men he became quite loquacious. It is nothing but a dream, a silly fancy.”


  “It’s no dream, man,” Faustino said. “It’s real. When we divert the ring fragment to Herschel crater, it will be able to spread out and fully express itself and produce such wonders—”


  “How did Dr. Hong-Owen persuade you, Colonel? She knows about our joint venture, of course, but I cannot help but think that she must also know about your other little schemes. Is that why you betrayed me?”


  “Listen to me,” Faustino said. “Listen. These vacuum organisms are dying. Dr. Hong-Owen is desperate to save them, and she can’t order up her own ring fragment because she’s kept the whole thing from the Three Powers Alliance. If we divert the ring fragment to Herschel crater, she can release Avernus’s vacuum organisms and let them grow, and claim it was a result of the accident. I’ve told you how much she will pay us for that. It’s far more than you can earn from selling off your land.”


  “Using the ring fragment to fertilize land I happen to own, and selling squatter licenses to incomers, that is only the beginning. I also control the rail line that crosses the territory. Then there is all the new construction work, the power and air plants . . . your trouble, Colonel, is that you have always thought only of short term gain.”


  “Then let’s talk long term,” Faustino said. “When Herschel crater is fertilized, Dr. Hong-Owen will allow the vacuum organisms she’s discovered to grow and spread and change. They’ll generate hundreds of new forms. Thousands. Some of them will certainly be valuable. They will be able to do things we can’t even imagine, man, amazing and wonderful things. I’ve seen it myself. You have to believe me.”


  But Todd Krough shook his head, and Faustino knew then that the potential of Avernus’s vacuum organisms was fated to be as unrealized as his dream of regaining his family fortune.


  “My business is not in promises but in certainty,” the gangster said. “Avernus was a great woman, but she was also an idealist. She hid away from the world and played games that meant nothing to anyone but herself. I had thought, Colonel, that you knew as well as I that the Outer System is no longer any place for dreamers or tinkerers. It is poised on the brink of a vast expansion in population. The incomers will need land and food and power and transportation. There’s a lot of money to be made from supplying those things. A good deal more in the long term than whatever Dr. Hong-Owen has offered you.”


  The cart stopped outside an airlock hatch.


  Faustino said, “It’s not just the money. She knows all about us.”


  “Of course she does. However, I do not think that she will denounce us to the Three Powers Occupation Force, because that would mean that her own little secret would be made public too. And even if she does denounce me, I have the very best lawyers. They’ll tie her up in the courts until I have made enough money to buy the courts. Forget her, Colonel, because it is my turn to show you something. I think you will find it very interesting. You don’t want to come? Dieter and Piers can help you, although it would not be very dignified.”


  Faustino said, “I can walk.”


  “And run too, I hope. That’s important. Do you remember the way here? That’s important too.”


  “Don’t do this. She’s a dangerous enemy. Help me to help her. I’ll even give you a share of my half of the fee. I understand what you mean about the long term, really I do, and I don’t want you to lose out. Take as much as you want.”


  “Please, Colonel. Don’t spoil my surprise by begging for your life. Face what I want to show you like a man.”


  The little airlock opened onto a big storage space that was mostly empty and mostly dark. A plastic net was strung tautly from floor to ceiling and wall to wall. As Faustino ducked through the inner hatch someone in the darkness beyond the net howled and ran straight at it and clung there, trying to rip through the dense mesh with nails and teeth.


  It was the assassin. He was naked. Foam flew from his mouth as he worried at the mesh; blood flew from his broken fingernails. Behind him, a man-sized bundle lay on the floor.


  Faustino forgot all about Sri Hong-Owen and her cave of marvels. Shock purged him clean.


  “I think he is in love,” Todd Krough said, and linked his arm with Faustino’s and dragged him toward the net. “He wants so much to be with you, Colonel. It is as touching and tragic as any unfulfilled romance.”


  “You told me that you had killed him.”


  “I told you that I had disposed of your problem. This is where I disposed him to, after he took apart the sacrificial lamb. Did you ever wonder, Colonel, who set him after you?”


  “Of course I did. But it didn’t seem important.”


  “I must admit that I began to have serious doubts about you, Colonel, when you turned the whole thing over to me. I realized then that you were not only a foolish man, but you were lazy as well, and in my opinion that is generally a fatal combination. Well, once your little problem had been put into my hands, I dealt with it as I saw fit. We brought the guilty party here, made him put on your clothes, and gave him to your friend there. What a pity,” Todd Krough said dryly, “you couldn’t be here. I think you would have enjoyed it.”


  Lights went up behind the net, starkly illuminating the body. It lay on its back in a pool of its own blood. The assassin had clawed or bitten off most of its face, but Faustino recognized the lanky frame and black, curly hair of his deputy, Gabriel Blanca.


  “It was a clever ploy,” Todd Krough said. “If the assassin had forced you to stay in your house, our deal would have been ruined. And if you had dared to venture out to try and see me, you would have been killed, with the same result.”


  “Why—”


  “Your deputy was an honorable man, and he was trying to protect his honor. He knew that if your part in our deal was ever discovered, all of your staff would have been purged with you, and so he took steps to try and sabotage the deal. What a pity he underestimated my resourcefulness.”


  “Gabriel always was short on imagination.”


  “I don’t think you should get any closer, Colonel. You wouldn’t like to get any of your friend’s spittle or blood on your skin. It contains a poison that’s very specifically tailored to your metabolic quirks. And that would spoil the fun—wouldn’t it, my dear?”


  Todd Krough had addressed his last remark to someone in a corner of the big room. The woman. She stood still and straight on the balls of her bare feet, in a plain black jumper and black tights. The left side of her face was swollen and bruised from the little game she and Faustino had played last night.


  “I don’t think you two need any introduction,” Todd Krough said. His smile stretched his pale skin over his prominent cheekbones, reminding Faustino of the woman’s latest drawing.


  The woman held up a little spray canister. “I have a new game,” she told Faustino. Her voice was strained, the words forced from her by the loyalty virus. “I’m told that this will dissolve the material of the net—”


  Faustino shrugged off Todd Krough’s grip and threw himself at her, but she twitched aside and he bounced from the wall and tangled in the net. As the assassin clambered toward him like a hungry spider, two of Todd Krough’s men came forward and dragged Faustino away.


  “I do believe that the Colonel understands the rules of the game,” Todd Krough told the woman dryly.


  Caught between the two men, Faustino said, “You can’t do this.”


  The woman took a deep, shuddering breath and said, “That’s what I want to find out.”


  “She can’t do it,” Faustino told Todd Krough. “The loyalty virus—”


  “She can’t kill you directly,” the gangster said, “but I wonder what will happen if she tries to kill you indirectly.”


  Faustino already knew the answer. The loyalty virus had forced her to confess about the poison, but she’d told Faustino after she’d added it to his wine. He tried to get free, but the two men held him tightly, their bare, prehensile feet hooked through loops in the floor.


  “You still need me,” Faustino told Todd Krough. “I have the chestplate. Let me go now, and I swear I’ll deliver it. Listen to me, man. I’ll even waive the fee.”


  “There’s something else I want to show you,” Todd Krough said.


  A man glided forward, cradling something wrapped in a length of white cloth. Todd Krough snapped his fingers; the man pulled the cloth away; Faustino’s blood thumped solidly in his head. It was the chestplate. It was the third in Munk’s famous series, Seven Views of Saturn’s Rings.


  “It isn’t the real thing,” Todd Krough said. “That’s still in your safe, and even I couldn’t get access to that. But it’s a wonderful job, don’t you think?”


  A checkered carpet of yellow and blood-red vacuum organisms stretched across a flat plain. The half dozen p-suited figures were too busy with their emblematic tasks to look at the giant planet rising beyond the dose horizon, the silver hoop of its rings tilted into the black sky.


  “He’ll know it’s a fake in an instant,” Faustino said.


  “It was painted in Munk’s very studio,” Todd Krough said, “using his tools and his paints. Did you know that your lady friend was an apprentice of his? She could have told you so much about what you stole from the man you murdered—yes, I know about the truth behind the ‘amusing story’ of your acquisition.”


  Faustino tried to spit at the woman, but his mouth was too dry. “You bitch,” he said.


  “You know nothing about this place,” the woman said. “You know nothing about us. You know nothing about me. I was nothing more than a piece of meat to you. Something to use in your filthy games.”


  “That’s not true,” Faustino said. “I chose you because I liked you.”


  “You don’t even know my name,” the woman said bitterly.


  “Of course I do. Iva. Your name is Iva.”


  “That’s part of my name, yes, but you don’t know the rest. You don’t know my family name, even though you had them all executed on trumped up charges of treason.”


  She was close to the net now. Her thumb was on the button of the slim canister.


  “I forbid you,” Faustino said. “I order you. You wouldn’t dare—”


  She did. Then she shuddered, and said in a voice not quite her own, “I’m very sorry, Colonel, but I have made an attempt to kill you.”


  The assassin had gone very still, holding on to the net with fingers and toes.


  The woman said, her voice high and tight, “I sprayed the net with a solvent—”


  Todd Krough put a hand over her mouth, held her close. “Hush now,” he said gently, and told Faustino, “I think you had better get going, Colonel. Your friend knows that something has happened, and I think that very soon he’ll work out what it is.”


  The two men shoved Faustino toward the net. He tumbled and rolled, managed to clutch a loop protruding from the soft floor. Barely a meter away, the assassin violently shook the mesh, his wet red mouth twisted wide.


  “I’ll kill you,” Faustino said. “I’ll come back with troopers and I’ll kill you all.”


  Todd Krough smiled, and took his hand from the woman’s mouth. She said, “I’m sorry that I murdered you,” and started to laugh, great whooping bursts of laughter that echoed across the huge room.


  The assassin crabbed across the net toward the spot where the plastic mesh was beginning to sag apart.


  Faustino, ice in his heart, flung himself at the airlock. Fear made him horribly clumsy, but he managed to get halfway down the corridor before the assassin caught him.


  Doctor Pretorius and the Lost Temple


  August 1832


  I first met the young engineer, and became entangled in the machinations of Dr. Pretorius and the affair of the lost temple, at a seance. For three weeks, fantastic stories of the psychic powers of a young Romanian gypsy woman had been circulating throughout London. It was said that she could relay messages from the dead and speak directly to the hearts and minds of the living, that her revelations and admonitions made women faint and strong men weep. Rank and fashion flocked to witness this latest curiosity; there had been numerous articles and sketches about her in newspapers and magazines, and skits parodying her seances put on in music halls and theatres.


  I was newly arrived from Edinburgh, and still wore a black band for my mother and father, but I was also young and full of misplaced confidence. I believed that I knew more about the matter of the dead than anyone living, and was both jealous of and intrigued by this young gypsy’s fame; I knew that I must find out if she was a fraud, a rival, or a potential ally and friend.


  Her family had rented out the ground floor of a house on the northern edge of the Holborn Rookery, and a large crowd had gathered outside to watch the arrival of visitors to the new phenomenon. The unending procession of wonders that passes through the great metropolis never seems to exhaust the curiosity of its inhabitants; if the city were a theatre, it would never want for an audience, and its angels would see their investments multiply without any of the usual risk. Young women carrying babies or with small children clutching their skirts were begging for alms; unshaven ruffians in battered caps and canvas waistcoats were swigging from bottles; an old woman with greasy unbound hair and a shrewd gaze stood in a doorway, smoking a short clay pipe. There were pamphlet and ballad sheet sellers, orange sellers (the road was littered with the bits of tissue paper in which the fruit was wrapped), and sellers of ginger-beer and fried fish and pies. A crew of beggars lacking an assortment of limbs were got up as sailors in front of a sheet crudely painted with a ship foundering in a tempest. A street preacher stood on a box under a banner held up by his supporters, sweating into the serge of his black coat, his face shining and his fists shaking by his face as he tried in vain to make himself heard above the din. In short, every beastly aspect of humanity was on display, and most of them were in some way haunted, mostly by imps of delirium or the ghosts of dead children with faces like shrivelled apples; one old woman, bent double over a stick, carried a dozen half-formed ghost babies on her back, squirming over each other like blind newborn kittens trying to get their turn at their mother’s teats.


  It was terribly hot, the close, heavy air laden with the miasma of every taper, candle, whale-oil lantern, and gas mantle burning in London’s teeming night. Carriages were lined up along one side of the road, their horses waiting patiently in their traces, grazing from the nose bags strapped over their muzzles; the oaty reek of horse piss was the cleanest smell in the crowded thoroughfare. A pair of constables in black top hats and blue swallow-tail coats stood near a coffee stall, watching the burlesque with a kind of baffled approval, as if it had been unexpectedly staged for their benefit. I joined the knot of well-dressed men and women waiting to gain admittance, paid my florin to a whiskery old rogue who reeked of cheap gin (the grey hair tangled around his face swarmed with flea-sized imps), and followed the others through a dark corridor, hung with cobwebby threads and damp rags that brushed unpleasantly against my face, into a hot airless room not much illuminated by the half dozen candles spiked to the walls. There was a filthy piece of red velvet stretched across the rear wall, a sagging armchair set in front of it, nothing else.


  The audience was much as I had expected: a party of young swells in bright waistcoats given to laughter and loud remarks that were far less amusing and original than they supposed; several dignified old women in widow’s weeds; a variety of the pale, anxious, recently bereaved. The only person of immediate interest was a white-haired man in an antique jacket and high-collared shirt, with a faint ineradicable sneer on his face and a bright, bird-like gaze that roved around the room. It settled on me for a moment, took note, and moved on. I was pinched toward the back, between a slight young man with the black hair and olive complexion of a native of Southern France or Spain, and a married couple, the woman in black with a veil across her face, her straight-backed husband attempting to seem dignified, but trembling with barely suppressed emotion; it was to his leg that the dead child clung, a stout but wan little thing no more than six years old.


  There were other presences in the room—blurred partial shells of the kind cast off in moments of intense emotion, and a foggy, bloated imp that peered out of the black shawl of a sharp-nosed old woman whom I took for one too fond of laudanum—but the little girl was the only true ghost. She looked at me with a kind of wonder, her eyes dark smudges, and asked in a tiny voice only I could hear if I would help her sleep.


  I smiled down at her. Like her father, I was also possessed by emotion; a sick anticipation revolved like a ball of hot tar in my stomach.


  “I’m so tired,” the poor creature said. “I want to sleep and I can’t. I’m so tired.”


  She was too young to know what had happened to her. Like most ghosts, she was frightened and pathetic.


  I had an idea that she might prove useful, and said quietly, “Be patient, my dear, and I’ll help you sleep for as long as you like. But first, will you help me?”


  She gave me a wan smile, and nodded warily. The young man beside me must have heard me talking to her, for he frowned and seemed to be about to ask me a question, but at that moment the grey-haired, imp-infested old man who had taken the admission money limped around the edge of the room, leaning on a stout stick and pinching out all but one of the candles. He took up station in front of the chair, stamped his stick on the floor for silence, and made a long meretricious speech I won’t trouble to repeat in any detail, explaining at the end that all questions must be directed through him, and that if anyone would like to contact ‘the other side’ for the modest fee of just a half guinea, then they should now step forward, and tell him the name of their dear departed.


  Since most in the room had come there for that purpose, this took some time. The old man wrote down their requests on a scrap of paper, licking the point of his “permanent” pencil at every other letter, so that his lips were soon stained quite blue. I watched with growing impatience and dissatisfaction, already suspecting that I had squandered a florin to no good purpose. There was nothing of the matter of the dead here; only shabby showmanship and cheap spectacle. The swells passed around a silver flask and nudged each other; the olive-complexioned young man impatiently consulted a pocket watch; the white-haired man and I exchanged a glance, and his smirk grew a fraction, as if he had detected in me some impropriety.


  The married couple with the ghost child were the last to murmur into the old man’s ear. He licked and wrote, then tucked the pencil behind his ear and struck the floor with his stick. A corner of the red drapery was lifted to admit, with a great swirl of sweet-smelling white smoke, two burly men in collarless shirts and braces, escorting a plump girl of fourteen or fifteen in a plain black dress. She was endeavouring to seem calm, but I saw how her gaze darted around the room, and how she flinched when one of the men took her arm and led her to the chair.


  I told the little ghost to go and stand before the lady, and when she showed reluctance to let go of her father said, “Be brave now,” and gave her the tiniest pinch of compulsion to thrust her through the crowd.


  The remaining candle went out as soon as the plump girl sat down. A woman gasped; the swells tittered. Then someone uncovered a lantern and a ray of light shot across the room, transfixing the gypsy girl’s face. Her eyes were rolled back, showing only crescents of white behind flickering eyelashes, but I did not for a moment believe that was why she did not see the little ghost who stood in front of her. Bells rang here and there in the darkness and pale shapes flew through the air. The swells cheered; several of the women emitted muffled shrieks. The gypsy girl’s arms and then her whole upper body began to quake. Foam dripped from a corner of her mouth and she suddenly bent double, as if punched in the stomach, and began to chokingly regurgitate into her lap yards of white stuff. The little ghost watched this calmly, once or twice glancing back at me. The smoke grew thicker, defining the angled beam of the lantern. When she had spat out the last of what was clearly meant to be ectoplasm, the girl raised her face to the smoky light, like a burlesque of a blind Pietà, and asked in a croaking, thickly accented voice if there was any spirit who would speak with the living.


  I could no longer contain my impatience and disgust, and said loudly, “There is a ghost already here, madam. Perhaps you could point it out.”


  The audience stirred, trying to discover who amongst them had spoken. The girl repeated her question, like an actor insisting on the script after someone else botches a line or a piece of scenery falls over, and the old man said, “Let the unbeliever leave now, for the sake of those who want to speak with the dead.”


  My anger was a hot pulse behind my eyes. I said, “If you know anything about the matter of the dead, sir, you would have your daughter describe the poor shade who stands before her.”


  My eyes were adapting to the darkness. I could see that the two toughs on either side of the girl were looking this way and that, trying to locate me. The little ghost was looking at me too, plainly uncertain that she had done all I had asked of her. The olive-skinned young man stepped close and dug a sharp elbow in my ribs and whispered, more with delight than anger, “What the devil are you about, sir?”


  The old man thumped his stick three times on the floor, and said, “There are many spirits here. Let them show themselves.”


  The bells rang again; again, pale shapes shot through the near dark, crossing the room in one direction and then the other. I whipped the blade from my cane and swiped at one of the filmy shapes; the two toughs must have seen the blade glancingly catch the lantern’s light, for they began to move toward me.


  I said, as loudly as I could, “This is a fraud, sir! A shameful sham! If she cannot even see the ghost that stands plainly before her, how can she raise any spirits?”


  The swells cheered; the toughs pushed through the crowd and took hold of my arms; there was a brief and undignified struggle as they wrestled me toward the door. For an instant, I managed to turn back and catch the gaze of the little ghost and give her the oblivion she so badly desired. One of the toughs tried to wrench my blade from my hand, but I would not let it go, and carried it high before me, with the captured scrap raised above my head like a battle flag. Behind me, the old man was thumping his stick on the floor and saying loudly that his daughter’s trance was broken and the session was ended. I shouted again that she was a fraud, that she could not even rid him of his infestation, and then I was borne out of the room.


  I suppose that the toughs would have found a quiet spot where they would have taught me a short, sharp lesson, but the young man followed on their heels, loudly protesting at my treatment, and got the attention of the two constables as we all tumbled out into the street. The blue-coats started toward us, and the two toughs, suddenly uncertain, loosened their grip. I shook myself free, and the young man took hold of my elbow and pulled me through the crowd of onlookers. A police whistle squealed hoarsely, people cheered, a flung bottle turned twice in the air and smashed against a wall, and we both ran.


  We did not stop until we had put two or three turns of the narrow lanes behind us, and leaned against a wall, out of breath and helpless with laughter.


  “I hope, sir,” the young man said, when he was able to speak, “that you have good evidence that those people are charlatans.”


  I showed him the scrap of muslin caught on the end of my blade. “Pulled through the air on wires,” I said. “Likewise, wires worked the bells concealed in the ceiling.”


  “And the stuff she choked up?”


  “Muslin also. Performers learn to swallow stuff and bring it back up again. The whole thing was no more than a theatrical trick, got up to gull the desperate and the unwary.”


  The young man studied me. He was a good foot shorter than me, and slightly built, but was possessed by a restless, barely contained energy. His eyes were very dark, almost black, and his gaze burned with purposeful intelligence. “If it is a charade, then what of you, sir? Are you a journalist from one of the newspapers, sent out to expose it? And if so, are you truly in mourning, or is that arm band as much a sham as the show you so effectively wrecked?”


  “I know something of these matters, that’s all. And I can assure you that I am genuinely in mourning: for my parents.”


  My anger had quite gone, although a few imps clung to me still. I brushed my hand through my hair, dismissing them, and felt foolish and ashamed. One of the most important disciplines in the matter of the dead is to learn to control the baser emotions, and in my disappointment and frustration I had let them master me.


  “I am sorry to hear of your loss,” the young man said, “but I think that you did not come here to contact your mother and father, for you did not step forward and pay the half guinea.”


  “Neither did you, sir.”


  “I was cursing myself for a fool as soon as I entered that room. I imagine that anyone who can truly speak with the dead, if there is such a person, needs no theatricality.”


  “That’s very true.”


  “You mentioned a ghost.”


  “The couple who stood next to us had lost their first child. I should not have spoken of it. I really should not have spoken at all. Most of the people there were so undone by the loss of a loved one that they were willing to believe in anything, as long as it gave them a little comfort. I took away even that.”


  The young man studied me for a moment more, and then, as if coming to a decision, suddenly thrust out his hand. “My name is Brunel, sir. Isambard Kingdom Brunel.” He paused, head cocked, as if expecting me to recognise the name, then said, “I suppose that I came here because I am also desperate.”


  I took his hand and told him my name, and thanked him again for his help. “You risked your life in saving mine,” I said, “and I will be more than happy to give you any help I can. But I must say that you do not appear to be haunted, or troubled in any way that I can detect.”


  “I have lost no relation, Mr. Carlyle,” Brunel said. “What I have lost is my reputation, such as it is. I came here because of a murder. I hoped—”


  A police whistle shrilled, far off; another answered, much closer.


  Brunel took my arm. “We’ll get out of this,” he said. “I will tell you why I came here, and then we’ll see if you can’t be of some help to at least one poor foolish supplicant.”


  He hailed a cab under the flaring gas lamps at the corner of Oxford Street and Tottenham Court Road, and after a brief argument with the driver, who swore that he could not travel south of the river because he would find no fare to get him back again, we climbed aboard and rattled away toward Waterloo Bridge.


  My new friend was not only an engineer; he was also the son of an engineer. His father, Marc Brunel, had devised an apparatus for tunnelling through soft ground or beneath water, and had won authorization from Parliament and backing from a group of wealthy subscribers to drive a tunnel beneath the Thames from Rotherhithe to Wapping.


  “It was an engineering wonder that excited the imagination of Europe,” Brunel said, “but it has been blocked up for three years now, owing to the pusillanimity of the damned directors, who took fright after it flooded and let all offers of help slip by them.”


  The project had got into difficulty from the beginning. Instead of the continuous stratum of strong blue clay promised by the geologists, the Brunels had encountered fissures and fractures where only gravel separated them from the bed of the river. In addition to the fetid conditions, and the consequent toll of “tunnel sickness” amongst the workers, the excavation suffered from two major inundations. After the first, it had taken six months to seal the cavity in the river bed with thousands of bags of clay, pump the water out of the shaft and twin bores of the tunnel, and remove the vast mound of silt which had been washed into the tunnel when it had been breached. Three months later, the river broke through again, and nearly claimed the younger Brunel’s life. He grew very animated as he told me every detail of this disaster. He had been working at the face of the tunnel, and was quickly up to his waist in water. A shifting baulk of timber trapped his leg, and by the time he had freed himself and reached the stair at the end of the east arch, his way was blocked by men fleeing from the flood. He was trying to reach the visitors’ stair in the west arch when a great wave broke upon him and, amazingly, bore him up to safety.


  The rush of the water was, he said, a very grand effect; he would have paid fifty pounds toward the expenses of such a spectacle, and instead had got it gratis. He was laid up for several months after his adventure, and by the time he had recovered his health, work on the tunnel had stalled for lack of funds.


  By now we had crossed the river and were rattling through narrow streets lined with grim, shuttered warehouses, and my companion broke off from his story and leaned at the open window, shouting up instructions to the cab driver. We had been travelling for almost an hour—such was the amazing size of the city—and I was beginning to wonder how I would ever find my way back to my lodging house when the cab drew up by a gate in a tall fence of tarred planks. Brunel paid the driver (who twitched the reins of his horse and clattered off in his boneshaker without a backward glance) and hammered on the gate until he woke the watchman.


  The gate opened onto a wide square waste, where heaps of bricks and sand and gravel and timbers lay in a great confusion of shadows and moonlight. There was a long low shed beside a rutted road, a tall narrow building of yellow brick with an even taller chimney at one end, and a timber-framed office beside a kind of open-sided byre one might expect to find in some remote Highland field; this rude construction sheltered the opening of the shaft which led down to the tunnel. Brunel unlocked the office and brought out and lit a lantern, sharpening the focus of its lens so that its beam shone inside the rim of the shaft. One half was boarded over; in the other, a cast iron stair screwed down into darkness.


  I said, “You would like me to examine the tunnel now?”


  “It’s all the same down there, day or night,” Brunel said, and treated me again to his sharp gaze, and smiled. “I must seem an impatient man, Mr. Carlyle, but once I’ve set my mind to a plan, I like to strike fast and sure.”


  “And I am not a man to go back on my word. I said that I would help you, and so I will.”


  Brunel led the way down the long spiral staircase, and held up his lantern as we came out on a platform of pine planking. The tunnel was much grander than I had expected: a brick floor sloping away into darkness, brick walls leaning back and meeting more than twenty feet overhead in a grand arch, with buttresses at regular intervals, and side arches through to the parallel bore. We scrambled down a ladder and walked along the gentle slope, our footsteps echoing dully on wet, slimy bricks, to the edge of a great wedge of black water that stretched away to a blank brick wall.


  Brunel explained that the tunnelling shield his father had invented was bricked up behind the wall, to prevent further inundations. It was, he said, a set of massive cast iron frames, six frames to each arch of the tunnel, each frame divided into three storeys to form thirty-six working cells. Experienced miners had worked in each of the cells, taking away one of the wooden boards that formed the working face, excavating a hand’s-width of soil, replacing the board flush against the new face, and moving on to the next. When all the boards of a cell had been extended, the cell was jacked forward; when all the cells had been extended, the shield itself was moved forward. Thus the excavation had proceeded a few inches at a time, with bricklayers extending the arches behind so that only the very edge of the excavation was unsupported.


  “It was the narrowest of gaps,” Brunel said, “but it was still hazardous, and it was made worse because the directors, damn them, grew impatient and ordered that it should be doubled, to speed up the work. My father and I knew that the ground was treacherous, but the directors insisted on it, and insisted on admitting sightseers too, despite the risk. It was only by great good fortune that the waters broke through when the arch was not full of visitors.”


  Brunel had been watching me narrowly as he talked. Now he broke off from his discourse and asked if I was feeling quite well.


  “There are no ghosts here, sir, if that’s why you ask.”


  “Yet men have died here. Poor Richardson, and Ball and Collins, and the others . . .”


  “The matter of death is not as simple as the penny dreadfuls would have it, Mr. Brunel. You mentioned a murder. Who was it that was killed here?”


  “He was not murdered here at all, although I thought . . . Are you all right, Mr. Carlyle?”


  “A curious singing in my ears, and a sense of oppression.”


  Brunel looked disappointed. “I feel it myself. I have calculated that when the Thames is in full flood, the tunnelling shield had to support upwards of six hundred tons.”


  A strange compulsion made me walk forward. My boots splashed into shallow water and I was suddenly as thirsty as a Bedouin, and knelt and scooped up a palmful of water and sucked it down. I felt it writhe like a worm in my throat and tasted thick warm blood; at the same moment, the arch of brick above groaned, and I felt, distinctly, that I was in two places at once. I was kneeling in the black water, and I was pressed flat by a great suffocating weight, as in one of those nightmares in which we cannot flee the frightful horror advancing upon us.


  Then Brunel was hauling me up by the armpits, and the spell was broken. My right hand hurt like the devil, the taste of blood was thick and foul in my mouth, and the little lake was as choppy as a storm-tossed sea. The arch of the bore groaned again, and Brunel said, “Sometimes the ground above shifts with the tide.”


  “Something is lost,” I said, although I did not know why.


  Brunel held up the lantern by his face and studied me and said, “If there are no ghosts, you would make a passable substitute for one, Mr. Carlyle. Let’s get above ground, and find something to warm our blood.”


  Inside the long shed, he poked around in the drawers of a huge desk, pulled out a bottle of brandy, poured generous libations into two tin mugs, fastened my fingers around one, and settled a blanket around my shoulders. The brandy burned through the thick foul taste that coated my mouth and tongue, but my hand still ached—it was as if someone had wrapped a hot wire around the base of the forefinger. Brunel sat in a chair opposite, his hands on his knees and his elbows square, and sipped his brandy and watched me take in my surroundings. The space where we sat had been made over into an office, with the desk at one end of a big, square carpet, and a table and chests with ladders of narrow drawers below racks of pigeonholes at the other. Beyond was a gloomy workshop, with work benches, a lathe and a drill press and other machinery, glass and glazed ceramic carboys in wicker baskets, racks of copper piping and sheet metal, and half-finished or half-dismantled machinery.


  I said, “I must apologise once more, it seems.”


  “You said that something was lost, Mr. Carlyle. Can you tell me what it was?”


  “I don’t know why I said it. Perhaps you should tell me the rest of the story. Someone was murdered, I believe.”


  Brunel got up and walked about the perimeter of the carpet for a few moments, fingering a silver circular slide rule he had pulled from one of the pockets of his waistcoat. I was to learn that he was always too full of energy to sit still for long. He had to be up and doing things even while he thought.


  “We employed two sorts of labourers,” he said. “The men at the face of the tunnel, working on the frames, were skilled miners, my corps d’élite. I would trust them with my life. The rest were mostly Irish navigators, who worked the hand pumps and transported the soil from the excavation. They were good enough fellows, and worked hard and for the most part uncomplainingly, but they were men released from the useful influence of domestic ties, and as a consequence were easily led into temptation, particularly on pay day. They were much given to drinking their pay as quickly as they could, even though we provided beer at the end of every shift, to ease their suffering after working in such difficult conditions.”


  He was still walking to and fro, his hands shaping expressive gestures in the air.


  “On the whole, I found them very manageable, but there were one or two rogues, and one or two frank criminals to boot. One of these was a man by the name of Coffee Joe, so called not for his liking of the reviving bean, but because he was so often in drink that he deserved the sobriquet less than anyone else. I’ve told you how close we dug to the riverbed. Quite often, small objects dropped long ago into the river would be washed through by small runs of water. Leather shoes, the square nails used by shipwrights, buckles, glass bottles, even a coin or two. Any other man finding such an object would present it to one of the foremen, but Coffee Joe was known to keep his finds. I heard a rumour that he had sold an enamelled dagger handle to an antiquarian for ten shillings, but put it down to envy, and did not dismiss him. He was a hard worker, despite his liking of drink.”


  “But he found something else,” I said. Despite the warm fug of the brandy, the forefinger of my right hand still felt as if it was being slowly amputated.


  “That’s how the story went,” Brunel said, “although I heard about only after the last, fatal flood. Some of the men cursed Coffee Joe, even though by then he had quit the site—he had, in fact, been arrested for his part in inciting a drunken riot in a tavern. The story was that he had taken something which he blamed for a change in his luck. He claimed to be haunted by water. It would bubble up between the flags of the wretched cellar where he had a bed, the spray of public fountains would drench him, pumps would spit mud at him, and so on and so forth. And he had bad dreams, he said, of floods, not just of water—”


  “But blood,” I said, the taste of that substance for a moment so thick in my mouth that I thought I might choke on it.


  Brunel had stopped at the far end of the carpet, and was watching me closely. He said, “When you took that draught of water, and the flood pool grew so agitated, I knew that it was something of the same matter. Is it a ghost?”


  “If it is, it is the most potent and undetectable ghost I’ve ever known.”


  “And you have known some, in your time.”


  “I will admit to the acquaintance of a few, Mr. Brunel. What happened to Coffee Joe after he was arrested?”


  “He was sentenced to transportation to Tasmania and three years hard labour, and at the end of it he found his way back to London.”


  “A navigator indeed.”


  Brunel agreed. “He was found dead just five days ago. One of his former fellows heard of it, and communicated it to me.”


  “He was, perhaps, drowned?”


  “He was found with his throat cut. I spoke to the Inspector who investigated the murder. He said that the cellar in which Coffee Joe’s body was found was drenched with blood, and the fatal wound had been so savagely inflicted that the head was almost completely severed.”


  “This was the same cellar in which Coffee Joe had nightmares of drowning, years ago.”


  Brunel looked at me, and raised one of his vigorous black eyebrows.


  “He travelled halfway around the world,” I said. “I must assume that it was because he wanted to find something he had left behind—and where else might a man like him leave it, except in the one place in the world where he could lay his head of a night? And he must have been desperate to find it, because it is against the law for a transportee to return to this country.”


  “I’ve thought long and hard about that,” Brunel said, “and I must admit that it still puzzles me. I agree that it must have been something he was desperate to find, yet it must also have been of little intrinsic value. He had not sold it, you see, and he was the kind of man who would sell his shoes if he was in need of a drink. But someone else wanted it, badly enough to kill him for it.”


  “That is why you wished to interrogate his ghost.”


  Brunel began to walk to and fro again. “The men said that Coffee Joe had put a curse on the whole endeavour, Mr. Carlyle. And the whole thing did indeed go smash and all to blazes after he left. The affair has reduced my father to working catch-as-catch can—he is away at this very moment, surveying the route of a canal near Oxford. And I am in much the same situation. We have never shirked hard work, and we have always faced up to disaster, done what we can to overcome it, and put it behind us. I have done my share of odd jobs, too, and I have my gaz project,” he said, gesturing towards the machinery heaped beyond the office space, “although I fear now that all the work I have done on that is no more than the building of a castle in the air. Perhaps our bad fortune was no more than unlucky geology and bad faith on the part of the damned directors. But perhaps there is more to the matter than that.”


  “What prompted you on this track, Mr. Brunel? You’re an engineer. You are not the kind of man who usually becomes involved in the matter of the dead.”


  “You have a sharp mind, Mr. Carlyle. Yes, I’m sure that I would have dismissed the rumours about Coffee Joe and the matter of his murder if not for one other thing—my own dreams. The work on the tunnel proceeded day and night, and I often caught a few hours sleep in a cot in the office. Toward the end of it, I often had nightmares of floods and collapses, but I paid no attention to them because we all had such nightmares after the first inundation. But a few days ago, the day that Coffee Joe was horribly murdered, the same dreams returned, and have done so every night since.” He looked straight at me, with a defiant glare. “There. Now I have told all, and you can believe it, or call me a fool.”


  “Before I do anything else, I think I must look at Coffee Joe’s cellar, and see what I can find there. And for your part, perhaps you should consider dredging the river above the tunnel. I believe that something lying there may provide the key to the affair.”


  ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


  We drank brandy and talked into the small hours of the night. We set our plans straight. I described several of the cases I had worked on in Edinburgh, and Brunel politely pretended to believe every detail. Despite what he had seen in the tunnel, he was still greatly sceptical of the matters to which I had dedicated my life. He talked a little of his own plans, and I quickly learned that although he was hard-headed and pragmatic, he was no utilitarian Benthamite. He was, in fact, as brimful of imaginative sympathy as any poet or painter, realizing his dreams in bricks and iron rather than in words or paint. Artists seek to move the minds of men; Brunel had enough energy and ambition to move the world itself, if he could but manufacture a lever large enough, and discover a suitable fulcrum. He had been working on the gaz engine experiments for two years, or, as he put it, one tenth of the remainder of his life, but with no great success. “And now I fear that I am coming to the conclusion that no sufficient advantage over steam power can be obtained,” he said. “I have spent all my time and considerable money building a chateau en Espagne, and now all my fine hopes have fallen into ruin. But there it is, and it can’t be helped. I had hoped by now, Mr. Carlyle, to have laid the foundations for my fame and fortune, but the tunnel is dead, the gaz experiments are as good as dead . . . Well, well. If I can make no other living I will do so by the example of my father, working where I can for whom I can.”


  There was a considerable anguish hidden behind Brunel’s careless dismissal of his bad fortune and failure, and I saw now why he had hired me. Although he would never admit it, it was a last desperate attempt to revive the fortunes of the tunnel, and thence of himself and his father.


  It was too late to make my way back to my lodgings when at last we ran dry of both brandy and conversation, and I slept for a few hours on a cot in Brunel’s office while he curled up, like a cat, under his own desk. I had no dreams worth remarking on, and neither did Brunel, who when he woke was as spry as if he had slept twelve hours straight through in a featherbed.


  “Perhaps your intrusion somehow ended it,” he said.


  “If only it was as simple as that,” I said.


  “I know. You must make your enquiries, and I must make mine, and we’ll meet again as soon as we can.”


  I bade farewell to my new friend, and walked west and then north through the wakening streets. The air was already close and warm. Streams of clerks, shop workers, labourers and porters were walking toward their work places, joining the great river of humanity that flowed across London Bridge into the City, the tramp of their feet shaking the ground quite as much as the carts and coaches rumbling along the main road. In the brightening morning light that shone along the ship-choked river, the thousands of people, all moving in the same direction, all clad in the costumes of their trade, seemed like a carnival parade, and the air was full of conversation and laughter, and cheerful greetings sung out to friends and workmates.


  But here and there amongst the tide of the living, like spies and secret agents from some dolorous power, were the dead, walking with bowed heads and shuttered faces, drawn toward their former workplaces by ineradicable habit, unnoticed by any but me.


  I escaped the crowds, and the annoying attention of certain of the dead, in a coffee shop, where I enjoyed a fine breakfast of muffins toasted on a sea-coal fire and spread with butter and white honey, a plate of chops and kidneys and pickled onions, and a pot of bitter, strong coffee. Refreshed, and provided with directions by the waiter, I walked through the City and against the slakening tide of people flowing toward it from the new suburbs of Islington and Holloway, to my lodging house in Barnsbury.


  It was a fine terrace house of four storeys, built just ten years ago on a rise above the Caledonian Road, with iron railings in front and views north toward the fields and woods of Highgate. The lady of the house, Mrs. Rolt, shot out of her parlour as I entered, and told me that I had missed a caller by just half an hour.


  “A strange old gentleman,” she said, fixing me with a stern eye. “Perhaps I speak too frankly, but I’m not entirely sure, Mr. Carlyle, if I approve of him.”


  My visitor had not left a card, but he had made a great impression on the indomitable Mrs. Rolt, a stout woman of middle years whose husband, a solicitor’s clerk in the City, was by contrast as meek a man as you could ever wish to meet. She told me that my visitor’s name was Dr. Pretorius, and described him in enough detail for me to recognize immediately the haughty, white-haired gentleman who had attended the seance last night.


  “He would not state his business,” Mrs. Rolt said, “but he did tell me that he would call upon you again. I would prefer it, Mr. Carlyle, that you did not make this house your place of business. Especially if your business involves men of his kind.”


  “His kind, Mrs. Rolt?”


  I was wondering of course, how this Dr. Pretorius had discovered my lodgings, and wondered too what else he might know about me.


  Mrs. Rolt said, “He was polite enough, Mr. Carlyle, and he spoke English exceedingly well—too well, if you follow me—but there was something sly and crafty about him. It was as if he was somehow playing a joke on me with his politeness.”


  “Are you implying that he is a foreigner, Mrs. Rolt? And am I to understand that you believe that any foreigner should not be trusted?”


  “I get on well enough with anyone who is straightforward with me, Mr. Carlyle, and I’m afraid to say that this gentleman had something crooked about him, for all his politeness. Pretorius—that’s no kind of name at all, not even for a foreigner. How can anyone trust a man without a proper name?”


  I found myself apologising for my visitor, and tried to escape up the stairs, but Mrs. Rolt was not quite done with me, asking that I should take care to inform her the next I was going to be out all night.


  “I’m afraid it was unavoidable,” I said. “A sudden business engagement.”


  As I said this, I realised with a sudden rush of happiness that I had taken on my first client since I had moved to London.


  “Your boots are muddy, and there’s mud on the cuffs of your trousers, too,” Mrs. Rolt said, not unkindly. “Bring them down when you are ready, and I’ll have Jenny clean them for you. I like a clean house, Mr. Carlyle, and a quiet one, too.”


  “And so do I, Mrs. Rolt.”


  I had chosen my lodgings precisely because the house was quiet—not in the way Mrs. Rolt meant, but because it was too new to have accumulated much in the way of ghosts. I had tucked moly and rue here and there, to keep out unwanted visitors, and I checked these precautions before I took to my bed and slept for a few hours—one of the disciplines in the matter of the dead is to take rest when one can. It was noon when I rose. I washed my face and hands and changed my clothes. I cleaned my boots myself, but took my muddy trousers down to the basement for the attention of the maid, Jenny. I informed Mrs. Rolt that I had a great deal of business today, so that she should not trouble to lay my supper by if I was late returning, and went out.


  ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


  Brunel had given me the name of the Inspector of Police who had attended the scene of Coffee Joe’s murder. After I had taken a lunch of salmon and shrimp sauce at a dining-house, I found him in an airless, whitewashed office at the busy police station at Holborn. A stout, harassed man with thinning gingery hair and a red, sweating face, he read and reread the letter of introduction Brunel had provided, and put me in the care of a blue-coated constable, who escorted me through the tangle of narrow alleys and lightless courts of St. Giles Rookery to the cellar.


  It was a bleak, mean place, filthier than any stable, with a ceiling that sagged so low the burly constable had to stoop, and barely lit by a narrow, barred window where a brace of urchins peeked in. A heap of dirty straw and dirtier blankets was piled up along one wall, and most of the flagstones of the floor had been pulled up and flung aside, and the dirt beneath them was greatly disturbed and dug over. It was damp, and stank horribly of unwashed bodies and of rotten blood. There were black bloodstains on the walls and the overturned flagstones. There was also an imp posted in one corner, a vile little thing with a bloated frog’s belly and a tiny head that was mostly a pair of pale, protuberant eyes. It squealed in the moment I pinched it out, and left a curious chemical reek in my nostrils.


  The constable told me that this squalid cellar, which was not much bigger than the room I rented at Mrs. Rolt’s, had been the home of some half dozen people, who slept with the oranges and salt herring and the other wares they hawked in the streets. He added that the inhabitants had all scattered, of course, and it was fortunate for me that the landlord had not yet been able to find anyone to set the place straight so that he could rent it again.


  I thought that the imp’s malevolence probably had as much to do with the landlord’s problem as Coffee Joe’s murder. I pointed to the urchins who were watching us through the bars of the little window, and expressed surprise that someone could have been murdered in a room where half a dozen people lived, in the middle of an area so crowded that everyone’s business must have been common knowledge.


  “This is a hiding place for every kind of rogue,” the constable said. He was a saturnine man, with the weary air of someone who has seen entirely too much human rottenness, and he was not much interested in my business, or the murder. “Most of them are Irish, with no liking of English law. We call it the Rookery; they call it ‘Little Dublin,’ or ‘The Holy Land.’ We have no witnesses at all, only stories told by two of our informers. They both say it was a Savage that done it, but can’t agree to his particulars. One says that he was black; the other that he was more like one of the indians from the South American jungles. The first claims that all his teeth were filed to points, the other that his teeth were mostly gold. And so on. All we know is that he murdered your man and chased everyone out of this room. Have you found something interesting, sir?”


  I had been turning over flagstones with the tip of my cane. “I notice that there the bloodstains are only on the top sides of these stones,” I said, “no matter which way they ended up. It suggests that the excavations were made by the murderer, after he had killed poor Coffee Joe. He must have spent some time at his work.”


  “No doubt people were watching at the door and window, and no doubt they saw which way he went when he had finished, but they’ll never tell us. Not that it matters, sir. Your man was on the run from the colonies, and this is a murder that saved the time of judge and jury and the hangman.”


  The constable needed little encouragement on my part to quit the cellar for the slightly fresher air of the court outside. I vaguely heard him shout at the two urchins, but I was already setting out the saucer I had brought with me, and filling it with brandy with the bottle I had bought in the dining-house where I had lunched.


  The brandy burned with a bright blue flame, and a festive smell that sweetened the fetid air. I sat back and waited, sucking on a stick of barley-sugar, and presently a pale face leaned, as it seemed, out of the shadows. It was gasping like a newly-landed fish, and rivulets of blood poured from the gaping wound in its throat, splashing and smoking away on the floor, as it craned eagerly toward the fumes rising from the saucer of burning brandy.


  “I ‘as such a great thirst,” it said, over and over, in a wheedling whine. “Just wet my lips a little, mister, and I’ll tell you all you want.”


  It told me anyway, of course, after I compelled it. Like most revenants, it was much confused, but it took only a few minutes to get its story straight. It seemed that Coffee Joe had made his way back to London as soon as he had completed his three years of hard labour, drawn by the thing he had found in the muck in the Thames Tunnel. After he had returned to London, it had taken him several days and a great deal of drink to pluck up his courage, but at last he befriended one of the men who had a pallet in the cellar, and came back with him, intent on disinterring his prize. The revenant had little memory of the man who had followed and attacked Coffee Joe, would only say that it was a powerful fellow who had frightened off everyone else.


  “He threatened me very badly, but I fooled him, didn’t I? I told him it was under the floor.”


  “How did he know that you had it?” I said.


  “He said his master had heard the story of what I had found, and had seen that I was touched by it. And it’s true, mister. My hand has never been the same since I found it—it has hurt me terribly and given me no little trouble ever since. I should have stayed in the colonies, but it tormented me every night, and only gave me rest when I swore to return.”


  There were more pleas for a little drink to dull its pain, and it grew very sulky when I compelled it to speak plainly, and tell me where the thing was hidden. As soon as it gave up its secret, I relieved it of its suffering and found the loose stone in the wall, and the little parcel, wrapped in a filthy scrap of cloth, in the space behind it.


  My right hand began to ache badly and the taste of blood grew thick in my mouth as I unwrapped what Coffee Joe had taken from the Thames Tunnel:


  The two bones of a man’s finger, blackened by great age, yet still held together by a scrap of skin.


  I was following the constable’s directions toward Islington when a two-wheeled carriage cut out of the thick traffic and jolted to a halt by the kerb. The driver, a dull-eyed man with an oddly shaped head much too small for his body, stared slackly ahead, taking no notice of the spirited oaths of a carter who had been forced to rein in his horse to avoid a smash. The carriage door sprang open and the passenger leaned forward like a half-opened jack-knife and beckoned to me—it was the white-haired man from the seance, Dr. Pretorius.


  I was young then, and much less cautious than I am now, and I accepted Dr. Pretorius’s invitation with the same confident curiosity which had spurred me to attend the seance. Dr. Pretorius pulled sharply on a chain as soon as I had climbed inside the carriage, and it moved off with a sharp jerk that banged the door shut and threw me onto the narrow leather-covered bench facing him.


  “I am delighted to meet you at last, Mr. Carlyle,” he said. His accent was cultivated; his tone both mocking and amused. He wore the same black coat and high-collared shirt as at the seance, and a soft, shapeless hat perched on his vigorous mop of white hair. When I asked where we were going, he said, “You have not been long in the city, I believe. Allow me to show you something which will be of great interest to a man such as yourself. It’s just a little way beyond what was the valley of the Fleet, within the old wall.”


  “I am flattered that you take an interest in me,” I said, and it was not entirely untrue. At that moment, I was not afraid of this devilish man; I was eager to learn more of him, and to discover just what he knew of the matter of the dead. That he knew something, I did not doubt at all.


  “It wasn’t hard to track you down,” he said. “Men like us are rare enough, and growing rarer, but we have a natural affinity.”


  “I must assume that the thing in the cellar was yours.”


  Dr. Pretorius’s smile was both cunning and mischievous. “Very remarkable, wasn’t it? I created it directly from seed by principles I discovered many years ago, in another country. I had dreams of populating the world with a new race of creatures made entirely by men, but they were frustrated by the failure of a pupil I thought better than he was. Mrs. Shelley wrote a popular romance which burlesques his downfall—perhaps you have read the revised edition that was recently reprinted? No? Well, no matter. It omitted my contribution to the affair completely, and had altogether too much sensation and not enough science. And besides, that was the past, and now we are at the dawn of a new age, and I have new plans: very powerful plans.


  “Tell me,” he said, leaning close, “did you have any luck, in that horrible cellar?”


  I felt a first pang of alarm, and was horribly aware of the fingerbones I had recovered. They seemed to beat like a tell-tale heart in the breast pocket of my jacket, and I had to quash the impulse to put my hand over it, to hide my discovery from Dr. Pretorius’s piercing scrutiny. Suppose he had set several imps to keep watch in the cellar, and I had seen only one? Suppose one of the urchins peeking at the window had been in his employ?


  I said, as casually as I could manage, “Is the murder of particular interest to you, Dr. Pretorius, or are you merely interested in it for the sake of sensation?”


  He was not at all put out by this, but sat back, saying, “Very good, very good,” as he pulled a flask from his jacket. He drank, shuddered as delicately as a cat, and offered it to me, explaining, “A little gin, to celebrate our meeting. It’s my only weakness.”


  I declined, and he shrugged. “Were you searching that cellar out of ‘interest in sensation,’ or could it be that you are in the employ of your new friend?”


  “If I have business with him, that’s my business, and his.”


  “Not if it interferes with the business of others,” Dr. Pretorius said, with sudden sharpness. But then he smiled, and said, “But we should not be arguing, my dear Mr. Carlyle! We are both interested in the same truths. We know things about the world that other men dare only dream about. We know how the world really works—the truth that underlies the petty reality which men like your engineer friend labour to master. They are like ants, building castles from crumbs of sand: mighty fortress to them, but to us mere heaps we can crush in an instant. Yes, I saw how that young man took you up, Mr. Carlyle, and I wish I had spoken to you then, but I confess that I was enjoying the scene you created, and was too slow to follow its creator. A very amusing diversion it was, too, far better than the silly bit of cheap theatre those gypsies put on. That, I must say, was very disappointing, but meeting you is more than enough compensation.”


  “You know something of the matter of the dead?”


  “I know much about the matter of life, my friend. More, dare I say, than your poor parents. Oh yes, I know about their experiments into the nature of the human soul, the ghastly business with the resurrection men, and the unfortunate accident that occurred when they tried to reanimate the dead with ghosts.


  “I hope you don’t mind me mentioning it,” he added, with sly false sweetness. “By the band that you wear, I see that you are still in mourning.”


  “As a matter of fact, doctor, I mind very much. It really is none of your business.”


  “Oh, but I think it is,” Dr. Pretorius said, tapping the side of his nose with a finger. “I mentioned a pupil of mine. He was in the resurrection trade too. He stitched new bodies from old, and infused them with electricity in place of the life force. Not so much different from your parents’ work, I think, and it came to an equally bad end. It was almost the death of me, in fact, but I escaped, and learned some valuable lessons, too. Our driver, for instance. Perhaps you noticed him? He has greatly benefitted from my attentions. In his former life he was nothing but a common thief, who thought to break into my establishment one night and steal the day’s takings. I caught him, and I made a new man out of him. A little brain surgery, some cranial reconstruction . . . Ah, here we are.”


  The carriage jerked to a halt—its driver was all stop or all go, and nothing in between—and Dr. Pretorius opened the door and sprang out with surprising alacrity. He took my arm when I climbed out after him, and steered me across the pavement to a iron grill set in the base of the wall of a bank.


  “The London Stone,” Dr. Pretorius said grandly. “I can see that you are unimpressed, but I think that if you look closely, you’ll understand why I brought you here.”


  It sat in a niche behind the grill, a blackened, lump of stone about two feet across, quite undistinguished except for the pair of grooves worn in its rounded top. If it had been lying on a piece of waste ground, I would not have troubled it with a second glance, but as I stared at it I felt as if it was opening up like the mouth of a well or shaft that plumbed a dimension I had never before noticed. When Dr. Pretorius pulled me away, the ordinary noise and bustle of the street reasserted itself with the suddenness of an explosion, leaving me so faint that I reeled back against the wall.


  “You see its puissance,” Dr. Pretorius said, like a teacher encouraging his best pupil. “I knew you would.”


  I could still feel its black power in a corner of my mind, like the onset of a headache, or a thunderstorm. I said, the words coming so hard they might have been the first I spoke after a year of silence, “What is it?”


  “Some say that it is a Roman milestone, perhaps the pivot from which all measurements in the province of Britannia were taken. Others claim that it came from Troy, brought here by the great-grandson of Aeneas, who led the exodus of the defeated Trojans after the Greeks destroyed their city; they would have it that London is the New Troy.”


  Dr. Pretorius struck an attitude and declaimed with actorly vibrato, “ ‘And Kings be born of thee, whose dredded might shall aw the World, and Conquer Nations bold,’ ” then winked at me, and added, “Or perhaps it is no more than a bit of rubble from some forgotten building of old Roman London. It does not really matter what it was. What matters is what men think it is, as I’m sure you’ll agree. The Kentish rebel, Jack Cade, rode into the City and declared himself mayor by striking the stone with his sword. Many others have sworn similar oaths upon it.”


  “Why have you brought me here?”


  “This stone is on public display, on a public street. Do you not think, in a city as ancient as this, where the streets are raised a good twenty feet above the original ground by the rubble and trash of the ages, that there might be other stones, more puissant, more powerful, hidden away beneath our feet?”


  “If there are such stones, Doctor, I believe that they should stay buried. I certainly understand why this one is caged—not to protect it from the public, but because, like a wild beast, the public must be protected from it.”


  “I’m disappointed,” Dr. Pretorius said, although he was still smiling his sly, feline smile. “I thought you a man of ambition and vision, like myself. Perhaps it is the shock. Perhaps,” he said, offering his flask, “a little gin will help you think more clearly.”


  “I can think clearly enough,” I said. I was angry, stung by Dr. Pretorius’s insinuations about my parents, and my anger made me very reckless. “I think that Coffee Joe was murdered because he had found something you need. I think you flatter me because poor Coffee Joe resisted your questioning, and now you need my help to find what you seek.”


  “I do not need your help to look for what I already have,” Dr. Pretorius said, and wagged a bony finger in my face when I started to speak. “We are equals, my dear Mr. Carlyle, and we should not conceal anything from each other. The engineer has hired you, I suppose, to rid that ridiculous tunnel of a malign influence. Yes, I know that you went there with him last night. He heard of the murder, realised that the man’s boasts of finding something were true, swallowed his considerable pride, and attended the seance. He hoped to ask a question of a ghost, and found you instead. And what, I wonder, have you found?”


  “I won’t help you.”


  “I could take it from you. I could freeze your blood with one word and take it now.” Dr. Pretorius studied me for a moment, then said, “The engineer does not know what he has stumbled upon. It is a far greater matter than removing a hex from a hole in the ground.”


  “Nevertheless, he is my client.”


  Dr. Pretorius laughed. “You are a stubborn fellow, Carlyle, but not too stubborn, I hope, because I would not like to lose a talent like yours. Such wonders we could do together! When you are ready to talk with me, I can be found at the Museum of Natural Curiosities, on Farringdon Street. It is not far from here—just outside the old walls. Now, you will have to excuse me. Things are progressing very well, and I must be about my business.”


  As soon as Dr. Pretorius had climbed into his carriage, the horse bolted as if stung by a bee. Dr. Pretorius waved from the window, and the carriage and its strange cargo was swallowed in the unending stream of traffic.


  ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


  I recovered most of my poise and perhaps half of my strength by consuming two rounds of beef and horseradish sandwiches and a pint of strong coffee in a coffee house, and found my way to Farringdon Street, taking a circumlocutory route to avoid the killing grounds at Smithfield, where the air was still thick with the residue of witch-burning mobs. The street, jammed with slow-moving carts and carriages, ran through a narrow valley; I remembered that Dr. Pretorius had said that we would cross the old course of the Fleet, and supposed that I had discovered it.


  The Museum of Natural Curiosities was a double shop-front, its woodwork painted bright red and the glass of its windows gilded. Boards listed the wonders to be seen within (amongst others, a dog-headed boy, a two-headed sheep, the skeleton of a giant, a genuine mermaid from the Floridean shore, an exquisite miniature ballerina). A large black man stood in the doorway, his muscular arms crossed over the keg of his chest as he scrutinised every passerby. He wore a kind of Arabian Nights costume of loose, buttercup yellow trousers, a broad cloth belt, a deeply slashed pink tunic, and a white turban. The sword sheathed in his belt seemed to be no more than painted wood, but he was of such a size that he would have needed no other weapon than his fists to deal with most troublemakers. I had no doubt that he was the man who had murdered poor Coffee Joe.


  I watched the museum and its muscular guardian from the other side of the busy road, munching on roast hazelnuts purchased from a street vendor, but saw no sign of Dr. Pretorius. At last, I took my chance and crossed the road when the heavy traffic came to a standstill (all around me, hundreds of horses, momentarily released from their work, snorted and tossed their heads), coolly walked past the Museum and its forbidding guard, and entered the tobacconist’s next door. For the price of a screw of snuff, I learned that the Museum had been open for just six months, and that the tobacconist, who lived above his shop, was thinking of bringing legal action against the owner because of the construction work that continued day and night, and which more than once had caused his cellars to flood.


  After escaping from the tobacconist’s torrent of complaint, I walked north through the brawling streets toward my lodgings, pausing only to donate my screw of snuff to an indigent on a street corner, with the request that he stop torturing his set of bagpipes until I was out of earshot.


  ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


  When I returned to Mrs. Rolt’s house, I found on the hall table a folded slip of paper with my name written on it in slanting copperplate. It was a message from Brunel. All arrangements were in hand, and I should meet him at the yard in Rotherhithe at one o’clock tomorrow afternoon “for an unusual perambulation.”


  I took supper with Mrs. Rolt and Mr. Rolt and their two daughters, and retired to my room as soon as I could decently disengage myself from the general round of conversation. The encounter with Dr. Pretorius had exhausted me, and I was eager to examine the grisly remnant which had cost Coffee Joe his life. Yet although I studied them long and hard, I could find no power, not so much an imp, in the conjoined stubs of blackened bone, and I could not imagine why Dr. Pretorius needed them, and what they might signify in the matter of the tunnel.


  At last, I wrapped the bones in a clean linen handkerchief, set them on the little table that served as my desk, and made a few notes about my adventures of that day before retiring.


  ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


  I woke the next morning from a terrible dream, drenched in sweat, my heart pounding hard. I tottered to the window and drew in calming drafts of the warm morning air. All around, the ordinary world was getting on with its ordinary business. A blackbird, perched on a fence top with its tail cocked and yellow beak agape, was singing its heart out. Two gardens over, a woman was pinning white sheets to a line. The smell of grilling bacon drifted up from the kitchen window directly below me. The black, smothering mood of the dream faded, and I was able to think about breakfast, and getting dressed.


  I was lacing up my boots when I noticed that the handkerchief had somehow become unwrapped, and that the two fingerbones had fallen to the floor, lying there in their scraps of black skin like the mummy of an exotic caterpillar.


  When we met in the yard, I told Brunel of my discovery of the fingerbones, the encounter with Dr. Pretorius, and the dream. He listened with close attention, absorbing the matter of the interrogation of Coffee Joe’s ghost as if it had been a description of some clever bit of lathe work, and asked at the end if he could inspect my prize. I had interred the bones in a tin which had lately contained parma violet pastilles. Brunel stirred them with his forefinger, and said, “You think that this gave you your nightmare of drowning?”


  “Not of drowning, Mr. Brunel; of being drowned. Of being sunk deep in cold, lightless water, with water filling my nose and mouth and lungs, and such a great weight of water pressing down on me so that I could not move.”


  “My dreams were of being drowned when the tunnel flooded, instead of escaping,” Brunel said, looking sideways at me. An unlit cigar was stuck in his mouth. “Still, it’s not so very different. But if your dream was given to you by these little bones, what gave me mine?”


  “In my limited experience of bones, Mr. Brunel, where you find one, you are likely to find others to match.”


  Brunel grinned around his cigar and handed the tin back to me. “You think that these little bones came from a body lodged above the tunnel. Well, it’s time to look for it, don’t you think?”


  “You promised ‘an unusual perambulation.’ What, precisely—”


  “Let’s not spoil the surprise,” Brunel said, and took me by the arm and steered me across the yard.


  It was a fine sunny day, and the masts of the ships anchored along the edge of the river were like so many black trees scratching the blue sky above the roofs of the warehouses, as if Birnam Wood had waded into the river to pause and cool its rooty feet before resuming its march on Dunsinane. A wharf stood up to its knees in the low tide. A small boat with some kind of cargo draped in oiled canvas was moored on one side; an ordinary skiff with a man waiting at the oars on the other. As soon as Brunel and I had settled into the skiff, the boatman cast off and with strong strokes hauled us aslant the river’s strong race, each dip of the oarblades releasing little packets of noxious stink that blew past us in the hot, heavy breeze. Brunel lit his cigar against the smell; I covered my mouth and nose with the handkerchief which had lately acted as a winding sheet. The bristling hedge of ships along the far bank, and the roofs and steeples rising beyond them, were shrouded in a thickening haze. A steam packet went by, dragging a thick tail of smoke behind it, its paddlewheel threshing up foamy waves that rocked and rerocked our little skiff as they chased each other toward the bank. Brunel grinned when I clutched at the damp wood of my seat, and pointed to a low dark barge anchored a little way off. There was a crane angled up from its midsection, and on the deck below the crane’s beak, connected to it by a cradle of slack chains, was a bronze sphere that, with sharp highlights winking from it in the hot sunlight, could have been a bell taken from a cathedral tower. “There’s our destination,” he said.


  “The barge is moored over the end of the tunnel, I take it.”


  “Not at all. The tunnel extends more than fifty feet beyond. But that, so I calculate, is the place it reached when Coffee Joe quit his position. What is it, Mr. Carlyle?”


  The bones had begun to rattle inside their little coffin, which I had tucked in the breast pocket of my jacket. I took out the tin and placed it flat on my palm. As Brunel watched it shiver and shake, I said, “If they can produce bad dreams, I suppose we should not be so astonished that they are also able to move.”


  “I don’t doubt that they are moving,” Brunel said. “The question is, why are they moving?”


  “Perhaps these are animated by a desire to be reunited with their fellows, although I confess that I have never before seen such a thing.”


  “They are altogether unique, aren’t they? With your permission, Mr. Carlyle, I would like to try a little experiment.”


  He had me pinch the tin between thumb and forefinger as, watched by a couple of men on the low deck, the boatman took us parallel to the barge’s black, wet side. The tin began to vibrate urgently and noisily when we cleared the bow, and Brunel told the boatman to let the current take us for a moment. The rattling grew less as we drifted backward; increased again as we rowed forward. Brunel took a sighting of either shore to mark the spot, and told the boatman to make for the ladder.


  After we climbed aboard, Brunel introduced me to the captain and then strutted over to the gleaming bell (his reflection swimming up to its shining surface to meet him) and briskly rapped it with his knuckles. “I borrowed it from the West India Dock Company, Mr. Carlyle. Are you much troubled by enclosed spaces, by the by? I clean forgot to ask.”


  “No more than any other man,” I said. “What does a bell have to do with dredging up—”


  “Dredging? No, sir, that’s far too chancy, as I think someone else has discovered. We’re going to dig it up.”


  Brunel left me to wonder about that as he gave the captain instructions, pointing to the spot of water a few dozen yards off the bow of the barge where the fingerbones had become most agitated. The barge blew a cloud of black smoke from its tall chimney, raised its anchor, and moved against the current and dropped anchor again, all in a minute. Brunel satisfied himself as to the spot, and then two men started up the steam engine of the crane. Chains rattled as they were wound on a great drum, the frame of the barge creaked as the bronze bell was lifted a yard above the deck, and I tardily understood Brunel’s audacious plan.


  A narrow wooden footboard ran around the inside of the bell, a foot or so above the rim, and there were leather straps rivetted to the curved metal wall. Hatless and in our shirtsleeves, accompanied by a gruff labourer armed with a grappling hook and a wooden shovel, Brunel and I clung to these straps as the bell was swung out over the swiftly-running brown water and lowered into it.


  My ears sang and popped as we descended. The level of the circle of water beneath our boots crept toward the footboard, and Brunel explained that the eagerness of the air to escape the bell almost precisely countered the eagerness of the water to enter, but air was compressible while water was not.


  “I used this apparatus before,” he said, “to inspect the aftereffects of the first inundation. I was able to step from the footboard onto the corner of number twelve frame of the tunnelling shield: a quite remarkable experience. What do the bones say? Are we close?”


  The tin was tucked into the pocket of my trousers, and the fingerbones inside it were rattling like a demented castanet. “They are very excited,” I said.


  The bell grounded with a solid thump. Beneath the rim of the footboard, a circle of black mud and gravel lay under about six inches of cloudy water. Brunel, the labourer and I scoured it with grappling hooks until, red-faced, our eyes starting from their sockets, we were forced to pull the communicating string, and were lifted to the surface and a brief respite in the fresh air before being submerged again.


  And so it went for half a dozen attempts, until at last the labourer hooked the end of a long black bone. Brunel stepped down from the footboard and delved in the silt and pulled up the bone. I took it from him (it was a humerus), feeling the tin vibrate with a regular tarantella. We went up for air and came straight back down, and Brunel and the labourer began to excavate the two feet or so of silt above the brick arch of the tunnel, and at last uncovered a bundle as long as a man, wrapped in something like the casing of a giant beetle, black and slippery and stinking badly.


  It took all three of us to haul it onto the footboard, and when we were done we were dizzy and gasping for breath. Brunel pulled the string, four long strong tugs, and we rose up for the last time and were swung above the deck of the barge; and never more grateful was I to feel sunlight on my face as I ducked under the dripping edge of the bell.


  Brunel and I unwrapped the body on a bench in the long shed. The wrapping had once been the hide of some large animal; a few patches of coarse hairs still clung to it here and there. Although it had been cured by centuries in the river mud, it stank horribly, and was as stiff and brittle as if turned to wood. Brunel used his pocket knife to cut away the final leaf, and a slough of black mud slid out, thick as porridge, to reveal a human skeleton. It was missing its right arm, which might have fallen away through a ragged tear in the shroud, and its skull.


  Brunel looked at me across the rack of wet bones. “How is your tin?”


  “Curiously quiet.”


  Brunel clapped his hands together in delight. “Then I think we have our prize. The question is, just what do we have?”


  “I cannot raise the dead, Mr. Brunel, and there’s no ghost or imp associated with these bones. It’s a skeleton, no more and no less, of a man who died a long while ago.”


  “I know little about bones,” Brunel said, “but I don’t think that ordinary skeletons engender an anxious vitality to one of their stray components. And then there is the matter of the missing head.”


  “It is a puzzle.”


  “For every puzzle there is a practical solution. Even in the matters in which you are expert, I hope. We have a skeleton here, and a bit of bone that dances a jig, it is so anxious to be reunited with its fellows. We have the bad dreams of myself and Coffee Joe, and at least half a dozen others who were intimate with this site. We have the water which grew so agitated yesterday, and which exerted a certain power over you, Mr. Carlyle.”


  “And which also tasted of blood.”


  Brunel levelled his bright gaze at me. “And blood, I might think, being a vital fluid, might have some importance in these occult matters.”


  “It is not a matter of the occult, Mr. Brunel. But I do agree that we may have stumbled on something deeper than ordinary ghosts. And there is one more fact we must take into account. This was no ordinary death.”


  I showed Brunel where the seventh cervical vertebra had been severed by some very sharp blade. “It was a downward stroke,” I said, “to judge by the angle of the cut.”


  “Signifying?”


  “He was kneeling, and the man who beheaded him struck from above.”


  “As in an execution.”


  “Precisely.”


  We examined the bones closely. It was the skeleton of someone who had stood well over six feet in life. We found a ring of blackened metal loose on the bone of the forefinger of the left hand; a nick with the blade of Brunel’s pocketknife showed that it was gold, and when he polished it with a scrap of cloth, he revealed a name inscribed on the inner face: Ulpius Silvanus. We found the point of an arrow buried in an old, healed wound in the right thigh bone. We found a much-corroded buckle, decorated with a relief of a man wearing a kind of stocking cap and riding a bull.


  Ulpius Silvanus had been a tall, strongly-built man who, judging by the arrow-wound, might once have been a soldier. He had been beheaded, but his corpse had not been looted, and he had been wrapped in a shroud of cowhide and tipped into the river, where the tides had at last washed his remains to the spot which, centuries later, the progress of Brunel’s tunnel had disturbed. His arm had become detached from the rest of his bones, and two fingerbones had washed into the tunnel through one of the innumerable small seeps at the working face. Coffee Joe had taken it, perhaps as a lucky piece, and caused all the trouble that had followed. Many questions remained, not least of which why the man had been executed, and when. The name inscribed on the ring suggested the Roman era, and Brunel said that he would call on the expertise of a curator at the British Museum, where many of the finds fallen into the excavations had been lodged.


  I felt a profound satisfaction. Not only had I taken on my first client, but I had solved the case within two days. I told Brunel that I hoped that now the curse had been lifted the tunnel would soon be completed, so that I would be able to walk its length from one side of the Thames to the other, and assured him of my full attention should there be any problem concerning the interment of the remains.


  Brunel solemnly shook his head from side to side, just once. “It is not the end of the matter,” he said. “You have forgotten Dr. Pretorius.”


  “Not at all. The man is dangerous, certainly, and although I have no proof that would satisfy the police I am convinced that he was responsible for the murder of Coffee Joe. But he is a mountebank, Mr. Brunel, no better than the gypsy girl.”


  “Nevertheless, he found Coffee Joe, and he found you, too.”


  “I suppose there was the imp,” I said reluctantly, and had to explain to Brunel what Dr. Pretorius had left behind in the cellar where Coffee Joe had been murdered.


  “He is not entirely a mountebank, then,” Brunel said.


  “I suppose not. What do you propose to do now?”


  “I have strong evidence that someone else has been searching for these bones,” Brunel said. “I would very much like you to hear it, Mr. Carlyle, and give me your opinion.”


  ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


  We covered the bones of poor Ulpius Silvanus with an oilcloth, locked up the shed, and walked east along Rotherhithe Street, between the river and the Surrey Docks, to a little tavern by the name of The Porter’s Rest. Approached from an undistinguished back street, and entered through a tiny court, it revealed itself to be hanging half above the river, jammed between the higgledy-piggedly buildings on either side like some ancient galleon at its last anchorage. The timbers framing the plaster walls of the tap and parlor were black oak, and not one met its fellows at anything resembling a right angle, so that the little room seemed to be leaning in the teeth of a gale. There was a bench under the mullioned window and two settles fitted with faded red bolsters faced each other on either side of a fireplace of rough stones. A crooked door to one side of the fireplace let into a dark, crooked snug, where two crooked ancients were hunched over a ladder of dominoes on a crooked table, and a sliding window at the far end of the room opened onto the bar of the establishment, where a stout old man with a polished pate sat on a high-seated chair, the guardian of the row of beer-pulls set at the shelf by the window. He wore a pair of spectacles on the very tip of his nose, and was perusing a newspaper held only a few inches from his face, moving it, and not his eyes, as he read up and down its close-printed columns.


  Brunel greeted the old man with no little respect, and asked after Jake. The man carefully folded the newspaper in half and laid it on the scrubbed pine table which took up most of the space of his little kingdom, looked at Brunel over the top of his spectacles, and told him that he would send the pot-boy for him directly, looked at me, looked at Brunel again, and asked what refreshment we would require while we waited.


  Brunel said, “We’ll take two glasses of the Absolutely Stunning, Mr. Welch, and I hope you’ll join us in a little something.”


  The old man allowed that it was a little early for him, but he’d gladly set aside something to go with his supper, drew into pewter tankards two pints of dark ale, and said, as he handed them through the window, “Your company is always welcome here, Mr. Brunel, but I’m sorry that you should choose to ask in a rogue like Jake Mullins.”


  “I can promise you there’ll be no trouble, Mr. Welch,” Brunel said, turning his hat around in his nimble white fingers like an admonished schoolboy.


  “It’s not trouble I’m worried about,” the old man said. “If it was trouble I worried about, I would have closed up the Porter’s as soon as I inherited the care of it from my late father. Should trouble stick its nose around the door of my establishment, I deal with it sharply, so that it knows that it has no place here.” Here, he gave me a significant look. “My concern is that your invitation will give Jake Mullins the idea that the Porter’s is a house he can use regular, and that ain’t the case at all.”


  “I could always find him in his own haunt,” Brunel said, with a glance and a smile at me. “The Black Bear, I believe, is his house of choice.”


  “It’s his house of last chance, in my considered opinion, and I wouldn’t think of a gentleman such as yourself, and your friend here, troubling to go there.”


  The old man gave me another significant look, and Brunel said, “I have been tardy in my introductions. My friend is Mr. Carlyle, late of Edinburgh.”


  “I can’t say I know him,” Mr. Welch said, “but he’s welcome enough, I’m sure. Jake Mullins is another matter. I’ll be glad if you make it clear to him that a single pint is all he’s due here, today and tomorrow, and any other day for that matter.”


  Brunel humbly assented to the condition and paid the price of that single pint in advance, and I bought a wedge of cheese and bread to fortify myself after my underwater adventure. We made ourselves comfortable at the window overlooking the river, its broad flood as red as blood in the lingering light of the summer sunset. Swallows and bats were swooping to and fro as they chased insects just above calm surface of the reach of water between the bank and a file of ships anchored stern to bow.


  Brunel told me that Mr. Welch had run the establishment for more than forty years, and knew everything worth knowing about any business along this part of the river. “It was he who sent a message about what was seen about the river above my tunnel,” he said, “and told me how to contact the man who saw it.”


  “And what was it he saw?”


  “I think you should hear that from him,” Brunel said, looking past me and half-rising, “for here he is now.”


  I turned, and saw not a man at all, but an indistinct figure as hung with ghosts and imps as a battleship on review is hung with flags. The imps clung to his hair and shoulders like a congregation of tiny, spiky black monkeys; the ghosts swirled about him like rags of fog, their filmy faces set with despair and desperation. Several of the strongest glimpsed me, and set up such a fearsome agitation that the entire company promptly exploded all around the room. I jumped up in a hot panic, knocking over my pint-pot, dispatched them all, and fell back into my seat in a swoon as Brunel crossed the room in three strides and grabbed hold of the collar of the grizzled wretch who had been their host.


  ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


  While the pot-boy mopped up spilled beer, I sipped at the balloon of brandy Brunel had thrust into my hands, and felt my blood begin to circulate again. Brunel was placating Mr. Welch, and the man I had so summarily freed of his burden sat hunched on a stool, telling the frothy head of his pint of Absolutely Stunning that he felt as if all his bones had been taken out of him, that he might have had a stroke or a conniption fit, and that he should be attended to by a doctor at once, before he gave his soul up to the Other Side.


  Brunel, when he was done with Mr. Welch (or rather, when that good man was done with him), sat between us and looked from one to the other, and said, “I suppose you had better tell me what happened, Mr. Carlyle, because I don’t believe that Jake here quite knows where he is.”


  “I know,” the man said, “that I needs a doctor.”


  He was a man in his late thirties, his face seamed and sunburnt, a cap set back on the grey, greasy curls of his head, the knot of the red handkerchief slung around his neck under his vigorous grey beard. His shirt was half-unbuttoned and its sleeves rolled up his muscular brown arms, and his corduroy trousers were so stiff with mud that they could have stood by themselves.


  “You’ll make do with this for now,” Brunel said, handing him a wedge of cheese.


  The man looked at it, sniffed it, and finally gnawed at it, looking sideways at me as if afraid that I would take it from him. Brunel was looking at me too.


  “I removed his burden,” I said. “I can assure you that he will suffer no ill effects—quite the reverse, in fact.”


  Brunel nodded, and said that he thought he understood.


  The man, Jake Mullins, looked up from his gnawing, and said that he didn’t understand it at all. After some prompting from Brunel, he allowed that perhaps a doctor wasn’t required, at least not at the instant, and the young engineer told me that Jake Mullins was a fisher of men, and so was well matched to me, a fisher of an altogether different kind of intelligence.


  “I wouldn’t call ’em intelligent,” Jake Mullins said. “Not when I finds ’em, anyways.”


  He seemed much calmer now, and there was purpose in his gaze. He pressed a fist to the small of his back and straightened on his stool with a sigh, and took up his pint pot and drank a good deal of it down in a single draft, wiping his lips and beard with his forearm and sighing again, like a man sinking into the comforts of domesticity after a long day’s work.


  Mr. Welch, leaning at his little window, took note of that sigh, and said sharply, “Don’t you make yourself at home, Jake Mullins, and don’t think you’ll get more than that pint out of me, either. Whether your business is long or short with these gentlemen, that’s all you’ll get, so sip it with care.”


  “Don’t you worry,” Jake Mullins said cheerfully. “I’m not going to cause you any trouble.”


  Two regular customers came in just then, greeting Mr. Welch by name, and saving him from making a reply.


  Jake Mullins took another (much smaller) draft of beer, and said, “He’s all right, is Welchy, except that he is a bit too particular about who deserves his custom. It’s my trade that he doesn’t like, so it’s peculiar, ain’t it, that my trade brings me here to talk with you, Mr. Brunel. And with your friend, whoever he may be.”


  I introduced myself and shook Jake Mullins’s hand, which was as hard as any length of black oak in the room.


  “A Scottish gentleman,” he said. “Perhaps you’re a doctor—I know they’re famous for their surgeons—which is why you’re able to tell me that I’ll be ‘quite all right.’ ”


  “I see a man who has been labouring under a burden,” I said. “And I believe that he is beginning to realise that that burden has been lifted from him.”


  “Then perhaps you’re a clergyman,” Jake Mullins said. “You dress like one, saving the backwards collar. If not a clergyman, perhaps a missionary, come to save us poor benighted river rats.”


  “A clergyman is closer to the mark than a doctor,” I said.


  “Mr. Carlyle has volunteered to advise me,” Brunel said, and produced with a flourish a half sovereign from one of the pockets of his waistcoat. “This is what was agreed, I think: twice your inquest money. And now, if you please, Mr. Mullins, you will tell your story.”


  Jake Mullins took the coin, rubbed it with a thumb, tasted it, rubbed it again, and shoved it into the pocket of his breeches.


  “I’m obliged,” he said. “There isn’t much to tell, but I’m sure you’ll think it worth it.”


  “It was just three nights ago, I believe,” Brunel said, with a fair amount of impatience.


  “It was. I was running along the Surrey shore in my little boat, past the wharf that used to service your diggings, when I seen it. A little boat like mine, standing seventy or eighty yards from the shore. I thought at first that Bullhead Harvey was in luck again. I was about to hail him, but then the moon peeped out from behind a cloud, and I saw two things. First, that Bullhead wasn’t alone, and second, the man I took for Bullhead weren’t him at all, but a man considerably thinner, with a bush, as it looked like, of white hair. The white-haired fellow was in the stern of the boat watching the other man work, and the other man was not someone I cared to make acquaintance of on the river; or any other place, for that matter.”


  “He was a big man,” I said, “with dark skin.”


  Brunel shot me a glance, and Jake Mullins said, “If you know him, then you know why I hung back. Almost too big for the boat, he was, and either a Nubian or a lascar, with a shaved head, and a neck quite as thick. He’d been leaning over the water when I first spied the boat, but then he stood up, hauling on a kind of chain mounted with hooks. The white-haired gent was talking to him in some queer argot, sounding pretty impatient, and holding on to the thwarts because the boat was rocking from side to side, fit to capsize.


  “Presently, all of the chain was in, and the big man took up the anchor and let the boat drift a ways. The white-haired gent leaned over the side, making little passes of his hands, and I thought I saw a blue light burning. It was as if he had set fire to something, except that the flames burned upside down, if you see what I mean—under the water, instead of on it. There was mist or smoke above, swirling about as if trying to make a shape, before it blew away. This operation was repeated two or three times, and at last the white-haired gent hissed some instruction to the big man, who cast the coils of chain over the side again, and let the boat drift again before hauling in the chain—again with no luck, which made the white-haired gent pretty unhappy, I think.”


  “You had plenty of time to see all this,” Brunel said.


  “I was safely in the shadow of a jetty, for it’s around about obstructions to the river’s currents that I most often find what I’m looking for, and I sat still and watched a good while. Not daring to move, you see, in case they spotted me. I’m a strong rower, but that big man, he could have out-pulled a frigate, to my reckoning. So all I could do was watch, until after an hour the white-haired gent slumped back, and the big man took up the sculls and rowed off.”


  Brunel said, “In what direction?”


  “He was rowing against the current, and going faster than any boat I’ve ever seen. If I had made a run for it, he would have caught me before I’d gone more than a few lengths.” Jake Mullins drained his pint. “Well, that’s my tale, gents, and I hope it was worth your time and your money.”


  As we walked back through the dusky street toward the yard, Brunel said thoughtfully, “Where do they go?”


  I understood him at once. “I do not send them anywhere. I simply give them rest.”


  “You have no misgivings about what you do? Some would say that it is very like murder.”


  “They are not souls, Mr. Brunel; if they were, it would not be my place to send them on. What people commonly call ghosts are not souls with some unfinished business that delays their passing over, but shells cast off at moments of intense, concentrated emotion. It is true that many are cast off at death, but not all who die cast off a ghost, and not all ghosts are cast off by the dying. Most are not long-lived, and almost all are damaged or deformed representations of the people who produce them. There are very few with whom you could hold a sensible conversation, and even fewer which would not feel relief at the moment of dissolution. They are poor frightened creatures that cling to a familiar place or a familiar person. Most often they haunt the person or the body of the person who cast them off, and those last often become attached to whoever finds that body. I believe that I am able to make a guess at Mr. Jake Mullins’s occupation, even without your mention of ‘inquest money.’ ”


  “He is a river finder. He and his kind dredge for all kinds of things by day—coal, animal bones, pieces of metal. They ferry contraband from one place to another, too, usually items of cargo from ships waiting to be unloaded.”


  “But at night, Mr. Mullins and his fellows look for bodies of the drowned.”


  “He gets the reward, if there is one, and in any case five shillings from the police. Was he much . . . inhabited?”


  “I should say that he has been pretty successful in his searches.”


  “I should have warned you. I did not think.”


  “None of them were harmful. They were mostly pathetic scraps. It was the number that astonished me.”


  Brunel laughed. “A few days ago, I would have thought myself mad if I had found myself in the middle of a conversation like this.”


  “A few days ago, you would not have considered attending a seance.”


  “Perhaps I am mad,” Brunel said thoughtfully. “The dreams were certainly bad enough to be the dreams of a mad man. I suppose it would be too simple to think that I am haunted by the ghost of Ulpius Silvanus?”


  “There was no ghost that I could detect. Of course, there are lesser creatures than ghosts. Imps of delirium and madness, and the like . . .”


  Brunel looked at me from beneath the brim of his stovepipe hat. “What is wrong, Carlyle?”


  “I have been a fool. There are creatures lesser than ghosts, and there are greater creatures, too. Something has been awakened, I think. Something very old, and once possessed of great power. Think, Mr. Brunel. What kind of stone commonly becomes the focus of human desires?”


  Brunel had the quickest mind of any man I have ever met. After only a moment, he said, “You think that Dr. Pretorius is searching for an altar.”


  “I do indeed. And because the remains we found are almost certainly that of a Roman soldier, I believe that it is an altar that was dedicated to some pagan god long before Christianity enlightened these shores. Pretorius spoke of stones under the city. And is the city not built, layer upon layer, upon its own past, like one of the coral reefs in the warmer seas of the Antipodes?”


  “But what use would Pretorius have for an ancient altar? And what does the skeleton have to do with it? I confess that I find this business baffling. The more we know, the less clear it becomes.”


  “I believe that the poor man whose bones we found was sacrificed on the stone Pretorius seeks. His head was chopped off, and no doubt his blood was used in some dreadful rite. Just as the fingerbones led us to the skeleton, so the skeleton could lead to the stone. It is, after all, still missing its skull.”


  “But did not Pretorius say, as a parting shot, that he had already found—”


  Brunel broke off because the old fellow who guarded the gate of the yard at night was running down the narrow street toward us, slinging his rattle around his head and yelling murder.


  ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


  The door of the shed had been smashed to kindling; only a few splinters still clung to its bent hinges. Brunel quickly ascertained that nothing had been taken but the skeleton, and closely questioned the watchman before giving him an address and instructing him to tell someone called Withers to find the Dowling brothers and bring them straight here within the half hour.


  As the watchman hurried off, I asked Brunel what he was planning. He put a match to a lantern, closed the glass on the yellow flame, and said, as much to himself as to me, “The lock of the gate is untouched, so it’s quite plain how they came here, and how they left with their prize,” and strode off through heaps of construction material toward the riverside edge of the yard.


  I caught up with him on the wharf, where the boat with the canvas-covered load rocked on the greasy swell. I said, picking up from his absent-minded remark, “Pretorius saw me enter the tunnel with you. I should have guessed his vantage point after hearing Jake Mullins’s tale.”


  “We always come back to the river,” Brunel said. He gave me the lantern and climbed down into the boat and began to undo the rope which lashed the canvas over what was soon revealed to be some kind of boiler: a pair of upright, conjoined cylinders cast from heavy, dull metal. The summer twilight had quite faded from the sky now, and lamps on moored ships and along the far side of the river were twinkling in the dusky blue.


  Brunel began to fold up the canvas. “There’s no question that he has some need of those bones,” he said. “He tried to find them and failed, and then waited for us to haul them up. I am grievously at fault, Carlyle. I should have had the bones taken to a safer place.”


  “The Tower might have done it,” I said, “but anywhere else may not have withstood Dr. Pretorius’s determination. Your watchman was lucky that the theft was accomplished before he started his shift; we already know that Pretorius will murder to get what he wants.”


  Brunel looked up at me. “I am determined to see this affair through to the end, and quickly. I would be grateful of your help, but I will understand if you feel that you have discharged your obligation.”


  “Would it not be better to go to the police?”


  “What would I tell the police? The truth is too fantastic, and anything less would not stir them to any great haste. Yet speed is of the essence now that Pretorius has his prize. He seemed very anxious to get hold of those bones, did he not? I do not think that he will waste time, now he has them.”


  “Do you propose that we break into his museum, then?”


  “That’s what he wants us to do. Or at least, that’s what he wants you to do. Why else would he have been so careful to tell you where it was? I think he needs you as much as the bones, Mr. Carlyle, and I also think that his choice of the location of his establishment was quite deliberate. It must be somewhere above the grave of this famous stone, for his neighbour mentioned the noise of construction work, which was no doubt the noise of excavation work.”


  “Dr. Pretorius has been digging down toward the place where the stone is buried.”


  “Exactly. And that is his Achille’s Heel. Ah, here they are at last.”


  An eager young man in a brown suit, with a bowler hat perched on red curls, was leading two labourers down the wharf. The red-haired man, Roger Withers, was Brunel’s assistant in his gaz experiments; the labourers, Thomas and William Dowling, were from the corps d’élite of men who had worked in the frames of the tunnelling shield. Brunel climbed out of the boat and briefly told them what had been stolen from him, and why he thought it important that he get it back. He introduced me as an antiquarian, made no mention of the supernatural part of the story, and concluded by saying that this was dangerous work, and if anyone wanted to jack now he’d think no worse of him.


  Thomas Dowling, his vigorous black hair pulled back in a sailor’s pigtail, said that it couldn’t be worse than working the shield; his brother, a stocky man with a broad, ruddy face framed by muttonchop whiskers, added that nothing could be worse than that. I saw that these rough, uneducated men had a deep respect for Brunel, and would have made a good fist of digging to the centre of the earth if he had proposed it.


  “We’ll use the Lady Sophia,” Brunel told Withers. “Have Thomas and William fetch carbonate of ammonia and sulphuric acid, and let them break out tools they feel most comfortable using. I’ll prime her, and if you’re not back in five minutes I’ll be gone without you. Oh, and bring my pistol, and a bottle of brandy.”


  As Withers and the two labourers dashed toward the shed, Brunel clambered back into the stern of the boat and began tinkering with the valves and levers of its curious boiler. There was a sharp, distinct chemical smell, and water gurgled through copper pipes that groaned and cracked as they took up their burden.


  “I must suppose,” I said, after I had climbed down, “that this is one of your gaz engines.”


  “It is the only gaz engine we have,” Brunel said, laying a hand on its pipes. “No doubt you have noticed that it has two condensers. One is warmed by circulation of hot water, and the other is cooled by passing cold water through its tubes. I am running the engine on a closed, inefficient cycle to establish that important differential. At full power, gas expands in the heated condenser and is held in its condensed state in the other, giving a difference of some thirty-five atmospheres. That provides the motive force to drive a longitudinal paddlewheel beneath the stern. If we could but scale it up, we could get a man-of-war up to twenty knots.”


  “As it is,” Withers said, appearing at the edge of the wharf above our heads, “it’s a miracle we haven’t blown ourselves to kingdom come, and most of Rotherhithe with us. Here are the carboys, Mr. Brunel. I reckon we’re about as ready as we’ll ever be.”


  “And my pistol?”


  “I have it here, Mr. Brunel. May I say that I am not happy to bring it along.”


  “We may need the advantage of a little surprise,” Brunel said. “Get everything aboard, Mr. Withers, as quickly as you can.”


  The carboys, cradled in wicker baskets packed with straw, were carefully lowered to the boat. Brunel siphoned heavy, oily acid from one, while Withers scooped gritty white powder from the other into a hopper. The two brothers settled in the bow, packed in tight with an armoury of picks and crowbars, and a long-shanked maul. The pipe-bound double cylinder of the gaz engine began to emit an urgent rattle, and a high-pitched whistle that quickly climbed beyond the range of human hearing. A red needle moved by distinct jerks across the calibrated face of a pressure valve. The oiled brass and steel elbow of the drive-shaft crank lifted and jammed; Brunel whacked it smartly with a spanner and it began to pump smoothly up and down. He took a cigar from a waistcoat pocket and lit it from the lamp, watched the trembling needle creep toward zenith, and at last declared that we were ready to go.


  Thomas Dowling cast off at the bow, and Withers cast off at the stern. The little boat thumped against the pilings of the wharf, and then Brunel engaged the drive-shaft and the boat shook itself and shot forward into the main current of the river.


  I shall always remember that short voyage upriver. Driven by the gaz engine, the brave little boat cut a fast and sure path against the current. Waves stood at right angles on either side of its bow, and a wide foamy wake beaten by the paddlewheel spread behind, glimmering on the river’s black flood. Brunel stood with his cigar jammed in the middle of a broad grin, one hand clapped to the brim of his stovepipe hat, the other on the wheel which was connected by a jointed shaft to the rudder. Darkness was thickening in the air, and long constellations of lights twinkled on either side of us. We passed through the central arch of the five white stone arches of London Bridge, passed beneath the great central span of Southwark Bridge’s great ironwork causeway, and overtook a string of barges, quite startling the lighterman at the tiller, who stood up and shouted and waved his cap at us as we sped past. The necklace of gas lights strung along Blackfriars Bridge quickly drew near. At Brunel’s instructions, Withers opened a valve, exhausting gas pressure from the condensing cylinders in a series of sharp retorts, and the Lady Sophia‘s speed dropped to less than a knot.


  We cut in close to the embankment, puttered past two paddlewheel boats at their moorings, and turned into a wide recess in the slimy stone wall of the embankment, with the bridge’s first arch looming high above us and a great iron grating ahead, half-submerged in the slop of the river.


  The two labourers grappled us tight to this portcullis. A dank fetid breeze blew from the darkness beyond it. I could hear, on the road thirty feet above, the sound of horses’s hooves and the clatter of cart wheels, and snatches of conversation that rose for a moment above the dull roar of the city. My heart was beating in my throat. I had the strange notion that at any moment a policeman would lean over the wall, and raise hue and cry.


  Brunel directed the light of a lantern over the ironwork. His face was flushed with exhilaration, his gaze sharp. He pointed to a joint, and William Dowling applied the tip of his pick and heaved smartly upward. A whole section of the iron grid swung forward, and Brunel and the labourers lifted it above their heads and Withers lashed it tight.


  Brunel wiped his hands with a bit of oily cloth and said, “My guess is that this is how Pretorius came and went. He cut this through, bolted on hinges, and wired the whole shut beneath the waterline. You’ll notice the cuts are fresh, Mr. Carlyle, and not yet rusted over.”


  William Dowling was leaning over the side, probing the water with his pick. He reported that he thought we had enough clearance, and we grabbed hold of the sides of the opening and hauled our little boat through. As soon as we had passed beyond the grating, I felt an agitation in my breast pocket. It was the fingerbones, rattling inside their tin. Brunel looked at me when I took it out, his face a pale smear in the gloom, and said, “We must be on the right track.”


  “Where does this lead?”


  “To Hampstead, eventually,” Brunel said. “This is the Fleet River, although it is more sewer than river now. Break out the brandy, Mr. Withers. We’ll all have a nip to hearten us before we go on.”


  The brandy bottle was passed around, and we all took our nip, and wet our handkerchiefs and tied them over our noses and mouths against the stench. Adjustments were made to the gaz engine, and we puttered forward at walking pace. Thomas Dowling stood at the bow and held up a lantern, illuminating slimy brick walls that curved up on either side to a ceiling a good thirty feet overhead, heavy stone arches, and a kind of quay or raised path to our left. Water gushed from side channels cut at different heights in the walls, and dripped from the arched ceiling, where a forest of white stalactites clung. The stench thickened, palpable in the black air. The water was flecked with islands of filthy foam. The bloated carcass of a dog bumped against the side of the boat, dipped and whirled, and waltzed away.


  Brunel told me that this stygian channel had once been the tidal inlet of a tributary of the Thames which rose in Hampstead and flowed south through Camden and King’s Cross. It had marked the western boundary of the city in Roman times—the line of the old wall was to our right. The lower reach, through which we were passing, had been widened and deepened after the Great Fire of London to make a canal with wharves thirty feet wide on either side, but it had quickly fallen into disuse, and a hundred years ago the river between Holborn and Fleet Bridges had been arched over and Fleet Market built on top. The rest of the lower reach had been channelled underground thirty years later, and only a few years ago Fleet Market had been moved, Farringdon Street had been laid out, and the buried river had become no more than a main channel for the area’s sewer system. So the living become transmuted and diminish when translated to the realm of the dead, and yet still persist.


  We passed between great stone bulwarks: the remains, according to Brunel, of the footings of Fleet Bridge. Farringdon Street was now directly above us. I was quite unable to match our underground thoroughfare with the living street thirty feet above our heads, but as we passed a channel cut through the high kerb on our left, the bones began to rattle even more furiously in their tin. Brunel swung the bow of the Lady Sophia about, and asked the two labourers to check the depth of the channel.


  “There’s a breeze blowing out of it,” Withers said.


  “I can feel it too,” Brunel said. “What do you feel, Mr. Carlyle?”


  “A certain oppression, from the close atmosphere.”


  “But nothing else?”


  “It is curious. This is a very ancient place, and yet—”


  William Dowling, who had been leaning out at the bow, sinking his pick here and there in the water, suddenly reared back with a cry. “I saw a face,” he said. “Looking up at me out of the water.”


  “You saw a reflection of this lantern light,” his brother said. “Don’t mind him, Mr. Brunel. He had a little more than a nip of your fine brandy.”


  “It was a man pale as snow,” William Dowling said. “Very handsome and very horrible at the same time.”


  “Not your own reflection then,” his brother said, “unless you were mistaken about the handsome part.”


  I insisted on looking, but saw only rippling lines of lantern light moving to and fro like yellow water snakes over the black surface of the thick current. Thomas Dowling retrieved his brother’s pick, the handle of which stood up from the surface like the hilt of Excalibur, and reported that there was a good three feet of draft.


  “We’ll push on, boys,” Brunel said, and opened the throttle of the gaz engine. The boat glided through the channel into the arch of the low tunnel beyond. The dripping bricks of the ceiling were only five or six feet above the water, and we had to crouch low. Once, a pipe on top of the gaz engine snagged on something, but the boat shuddered and scraped free. Then the echo of the beat of its drive shaft dropped away, and cooler, slightly fresher air blew in our faces. Thomas Dowling raised his lantern above his head, and Withers held up another; by their double light I saw that we had entered a wide lake under a high ceiling of fan vaulting—the flooded cellar of some ancient building long buried by the accretion of centuries. A rushing stream dropped in a fall of white foam from a narrow channel at the far end, and there was a bank of tumbled stones and clay along the left-hand side. A rowing boat was tied up at the foot of a rough wooden staircase that dropped down to this narrow shore from a ragged opening in the ceiling.


  As Brunel steered toward this, the fingerbones beat so strongly in their tin that it jumped from my grasp and fell into the puddle of water at my feet. As I bent to retrieve it, a breeze got up out of the darkness, and the boat began to rock. Little waves ran across the width of the lake and broke in white water on the stones of the banked shore. Spray flew up and dissolved into a thickening mist that rolled over the unrestful water. Brunel looked at me, one eyebrow raised, and I told him that as in the tunnel it was a phenomenon with no cause I could discern.


  The bow of the boat bumped against the shore, and the two labourers sprang out, thigh deep in swirling mist, and made us fast. I drew the blade from my cane and clambered out after Brunel, who told Withers to stay with the boat and keep the engine pressured before leading the Dowling brothers and me up the rickety stair.


  The bones tick-tick-tickedin the tin, matching the pulse in the base of my throat. We climbed out into a clammy, stone-floored basement, and something toad-like stirred above the door on the far side. I dismissed it in a moment, but before I could raise my own warning the door burst open and half a dozen men crowded through, all of them with shrunken, misshapen heads, all of them armed with pistols.


  Dr. Pretorius stepped into the room behind them, his smile triumphant, and bid us welcome.


  ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


  My cane was taken from me, William and Thomas Dowling were relieved of their pick and crowbar, and Brunel of his pistol and pocket-knife. Dr. Pretorius thrust a pale hand toward me, and I gave him the tin containing the fingerbones. He held it to his ear for a moment, and said, “Is this what led you to the remains of Ulpius Silvanus?”


  “Where are his bones?” I said. “And for that matter, who is he, and what do you want with him?”


  “All will become clear soon,” Dr. Pretorius said, tapping the side of his nose.


  The Dowling brothers were tied up and left in the care of two of the shrunken-headed men; Brunel and I were herded back down the stair. Withers was waiting for us at the bottom, sitting on the ground with his hands clasped on his head, the giant savage in his Arabian Nights finery standing watch over him, a pistol in each fist.


  “Bring him along,” Dr. Pretorius said. “We may be in need of fresh blood.” As we picked our way along a narrow path beaten through the rubble, he told me, “It has all worked out very nicely. You saved me the trouble of bringing up the bones, and then you delivered yourself into my hands. There is still time to recant, by the way. Come in with me now, and your reward will be of this world, and not the next. We will do such things as men have only dreamed of.”


  “I believe you have already had my answer,” I said.


  “You’ll help me anyway,” Dr. Pretorius said, “but it would be so much more convenient, and I would be far more forgiving of your friends’ trespasses, if you were to give your help freely. Through here, if you please.”


  A low, irregular opening had been hacked into the tightly mortared stones of the wall at the far end of the lake. Menaced by the pistols of Dr. Pretorius’s servants, Brunel, Withers and I scrambled through a passage driven through the earth to a low-ceilinged, stone-floored grotto lit by lanterns that hung from a ceiling of overlapping boards propped up by a forest of stout beams. Shovels and picks lay in a heap in a corner; tall jars of black glass each as big as a hogshead barrel stood in a row along one wall; and something square and waist-high was shrouded in a red and gold Persian rug in the centre.


  Withers, his upper arm gripped by the enormous hand of the savage, shivered at my side while Brunel coolly walked around the perimeter, tapping the supports and advising Dr. Pretorius to have them wedged more tightly, before the whole enterprise collapsed upon him.


  Dr. Pretorius turned his greedy, exultant smile to me. “He doesn’t know anything important, does he? Numbers and angles, cosines and arcs and logarithms, pounds per square inch—” he snapped his long white fingers, dismissing them. “We know, don’t we, Mr. Carlyle, that such trivial calculations are of as much use as smoke in manipulating the true nature of the world. It is not matter which is important, but the forms that underlie matter. By mastering those forms, we can master the world, and the world beyond the world too.”


  He strutted across the grotto, his mop of white curls brushing the ceiling, and ran a hand over the top of one of the squat jars, like a proud mother tousling the hair of a favoured child. “This is a new race of the children of men,” he said, “formed by my own artifice and soon to be quickened by the life force I have discovered. A race able to live in both worlds at once, and mediate them directly. You and I have trained long in the matter of the living and the dead, Mr. Carlyle, but my creatures will be able to do all we can, and much more, as easily as breathing. And I will be their god.”


  “Monsters,” Withers said. His face was as pale as milk under his shock of red hair.


  “Quite so,” Dr. Pretorius said. “A new world of gods and monsters!”


  He stepped up to the square form in the centre of the grotto and pulled the rug away, revealing a pediment constructed of heavy blocks of stained limestone and faced with a carving of a man riding a bull, with a familiar tangle of blackened bones draped across its dished top.


  “The altar of the temple of the sun-god, Mithras,” he said. “Roman soldiers brought the cult to London, and sacrificed bulls to drive back the darkness of the forests around their fledgling city. They believed that the spilled blood of the bull killed by Mithras was the life force from which sprang every kind of plant and animal, and so the blood of their sacrifices has charged this altar with a special potency. At least one man was sacrificed too. His head was buried here, and his body was wrapped in a bull’s hide and thrown into the River Fleet. At last, washed to and fro on the tides of many centuries, it came to rest above the path of Mr. Brunel’s pitiful little tunnel. You feel its potency, don’t you, Mr. Carlyle? Do not deny it—I can see in your face that you do.”


  The carving on the front of the altar was very similar to the design of the buckle Brunel and I had found with Ulpius Silvanus’s skeleton. I saw now that the man was not merely riding the bull: watched by two robed and hooded figures, one holding its torch high, the other low, he was pulling back the bull’s head with his left hand while cutting its throat with a long narrow knife held in his right, all this within a ring in which dogs and scorpions and hares and fantastic chimeras chased each other’s tails.


  As I stared at this carving, only half-hearing Dr. Pretorius’s gloating speech, I saw a star kindle deep within the stone, and discovered that I could not look away. The star grew brighter and brighter until with a soundless explosion it burst open like a flower, shining beyond the limits of the stone. I cried out and clapped my hands over my eyes, but the light burned through everything. I could see, past the shadows of my own hand bones, the shadows of the bones within the flesh of the men around me; could see the misshapen homunculi stir in their black glass jars; could see at the heart of the light, like a pupa in its case, a ragged unformed figure jerking back and forth, as if trying to free itself. Then it stilled, and turned its terrible dark gaze toward me.


  Brunel told me later that I bellowed like a wounded bull and staggered backward and dropped to my knees, the heels of my hands pressed tight to my eyes. As everyone turned to look at me, he planted his back against the wall and kicked as hard as he could at one of the timbers which supported the roof. It gave with a rending sound and he kicked again and it dropped free, thumping on the stone floor as gravel and stones, and then a cascade of water burst out of the widening hole in the low ceiling. Wherever the water splashed on the stone floor it burst into steam, filling the little grotto with twisting snakes of white vapour, but most of the flood hung in the air as if pouring into an invisible mould: a glassy column that spun faster and faster, with the form of a man becoming dimly visible within it.


  I was jolted from my fugue by cold, filthy water washing over my knees, thighs and waist, and staggered to my feet as the flood continued to rise. For a moment, the glassy figure stared straight at me, and then the spinning column burst, drenching everyone and everything. Half the lanterns hung from the ceiling immediately went out; the rest swung crazily, sending shadows swarming around the flooded grotto. Dr. Pretorius was knocked down, his pale hands clawing above swirling water as his servants rushed to his aid, and I grabbed a pick and swung it at the dazzling block of the altar.


  I still do not know if the impulse was mine, or if it sprang from the knowledge which had been rammed into my brain.


  Black bones smashed; metal rang on stone. Drenched, half-blinded by light only I could see, I swung again and again. I was dimly aware that Withers was beside me, matching me stroke for stroke, and then one of the stones shattered and the burning flower burst like a soap bubble. The flood surged higher and we were all of us knocked down. Hardly aware of where I was, I breathed in a solid gush of water that seared all the way to the bottom of my lungs. Someone grabbed me and hauled me upright, and I saw, beyond a swarm of green and red afterimages, that Dr. Pretorius and his servants were battling an army of snakes made entirely of water. A glassy python surged around the trunk of the giant savage and bore him under; Dr. Pretorius was clinging with one arm to one of the black jars and swiping at darting ropes of water with the other. Then Brunel and Withers dragged me backward, through the half-flooded tunnel.


  The lake had risen too. Waves full of a milky light dashed over the bank, washing over our knees. The Lady Sophia swung back and forth at its mooring, banging against the stairway. At the far end of the lake, only the keystone of the arch showed above the restless water.


  We had climbed to the top of the tottering stairs when Brunel suddenly damned himself for a fool and swung over the rail. Withers tried to pull him back, but he shook off his assistant’s grip, shouted that he would put an end to this and we must save ourselves, and swarmed down the frame of the stairs toward the tossing boat. I was still half-blinded and dizzy; Withers got his shoulder under me and helped me into the basement, where the two brothers were struggling furiously to free themselves of their bonds, and the servants Dr. Pretorius had left to guard them lay in insensible heaps on the stone floor.


  “They fell down like unstrung puppets just a moment ago,” Thomas Dowling said, as Withers sawed at his ropes with a knife he had found on one of the unconscious servants.


  “I think they were intimately connected to Pretorius,” I said. “Perhaps he is also unconscious.”


  Withers said, “Only unconscious? I hope the monster is drowned.”


  He had cut through the rope binding Thomas Dowling’s arms, and had begun to free William, when Brunel appeared at the door, soaked through, wide-eyed, and breathless. “No time for that,” he said. “She’s set to blow!”


  We fled up a flight of stairs and burst through heavy curtains into a big room cluttered with cases and glass jars on stands. Faintly lit by lamplight that filtered through the gold-painted windows, a two-headed baby drowned in oily liquid inside a tall cylindrical jar opened both pairs of eyes and stared at me; at the same moment, the polished wood floor heaved violently and the curtains billowed out and a great gush of black smoke filled the room. Jars tottered and fell and smashed, the windows all fell in, and the floor heaved again and with a great groaning crack split jaggedly down the centre.


  Forty or fifty feet below our feet, the gaz engine of the Lady Sophia had exploded like a bomb.


  Everything in the museum slid toward the crack, gaining speed, smashing together, and dropping into the smoking abyss. Thomas Dowling hauled his brother up the tilted floor by the scruff of his shirt; I clung to Withers as he helped Brunel knock shards of glass from a windowframe. We piled through, sodden, smoke-begrimed, hatless and breathless. Roof tiles and broken glass smashed on the pavement all around. We picked ourselves up and ran, pursued by a great wave of smoke and plaster dust as the building dropped in on itself floor by floor, plummeting into the great cavity beneath.


  ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


  June 1954


  No story is ever finished.


  I decided to write this account of my adventure with the brilliant young engineer after I read in the Times that an excavation under the direction of Professor W.F. Grimes of the Museum of London had uncovered the remains of a small Roman temple. It had been built in the early part of the third century, and sculptures and a silver incense box buried under the stone floor suggested it had been dedicated to the worship of the Persian god Mithras.


  I paid a visit that afternoon. The site was not on Farringdon Street, but within the old walls of the City, near the buried course of the Walbrook River. Raw new buildings of red brick or steel and concrete were springing up everywhere, but the considerable scars left by the war were still much in evidence. New office buildings and brief rows of surviving Victorian buildings stood amidst the rubble fields of bomb sites. Only a few months after the fire storms of the Blitz, these ruins had become fields of wild flowers as seeds buried for centuries woke in the ashes: lupins, poppies, pansies, violets, and, most notably, the yellow flowers of London Rocket.


  The site of the temple had been discovered while the foundations for an office block were being dug. The archaeologists worked in plain view, in an oblong terraced pit set at an oblique angle to the street. I confess to being gripped by considerable apprehension as I approached, but if there had ever been ghosts or other revenants at that place, they had long since departed. It was pleasant to lean on my cane in the warm sunlight and watch the crew of young men and women at work amongst a narrow maze of low stone walls set at different levels, uncovering the past inch by inch with trowels and paintbrushes, sifting soil through wire mesh pans, washing finds in rocking trays of water.


  I knew, as they did not, that this temple was not the first in London to be dedicated to Mithras. Dr. Pretorius had hunted out the original, and uncovered not only a source of power, but the site of an ancient tragedy. The temple founded by Ulpius Silvanus had stood just outside the boundary of the new city, beyond the western bank of the Fleet river. As the city grew and became more settled and civilized, and more and more soldiers retired from duty at the borders of the Empire to become merchants and traders, the Mithraic cult had become more concerned with fostering the business concerns of its members than with sacrifice, and a sizeable faction had argued that the temple should be resited inside the city, within the safety of the newly built city wall. Ulpius Silvanus had refused to listen to them, and they had murdered him on the altar of the temple he had built.


  I had learned all this in the instant I had confronted his ghost, and I had told the story to Brunel and the others as we warmed ourselves with brandy in the long shed at the site of the Thames Tunnel.


  “The ghost was bound to the skull buried beneath the altar, mingling with the puissance of the accumulated charge of the sacrifices, but it retained a connection to the rest of the bones, too. It was able to follow the ways of water like a spider at the centre of its web. That is why, I think, I felt no presence in the tunnel.”


  Brunel favoured me with his sharp, inquisitive gaze. “Did any of Pretorius’s boasts have substance, or was he a raving lunatic? I favour the latter, of course.”


  “Amen,” Withers said.


  “You did not see what was inside the altar,” I said.


  “I saw you fall to your knees and cry out,” Brunel said. “I saw the floodwater behaving strangely, as if vibrating to some harmonic, and all the rest was smash and flood and every man for himself.”


  “You freed something,” Withers said. He had a blanket draped over his shoulders, and although he was no longer shivering he was hunched into himself, clutching his glass of brandy in both hands. He said, “I felt it pass through me, like a wind.”


  I said, “The ghost of Ulpius Silvanus has become something more than the ghost of a man, and something less than the ghost of a god.”


  Brunel nodded, and for a moment we were all lost to each other in our own thoughts. Then he raised his glass and said, “Whatever we believe we saw—or did not see—we have defeated something evil. Let’s be content with that.”


  You know the rest of his story, of course. Work on the Thames Tunnel eventually resumed, and it was completed eleven years later. At Brunel’s invitation I attended the opening ceremony and finally met his father; neither of us mentioned the skeleton we had retrieved from the river, or anything of our adventures. By then, Isambard Kingdom Brunel had become the most famous engineer of an age in which engineers were feted as heroes. He built more than a thousand miles of railway. He built bridges and viaducts and tunnels; although he did not live to see it completed, he designed the beautiful suspension bridge over Clifton Gorge. He built three great ships, and the strain of finishing the last of these, the Great Eastern, brought on his early death.


  It was at Napier Yard in the Isle of Dogs, in the shadow of his great, doomed ship, that I last saw him. It was a foul, rain-whipped night in late December, some twenty-five years after the affair of Dr. Pretorius and the lost temple. For the last four weeks, Brunel and his men had laboured unsuccessfully to ease the Great Eastern down steel tracks into the river, and now, to almost universal derision, the project was stalled. He was prematurely aged and very weary. He walked with the aid of a stick, and his face was haggard and deeply lined, and spots of hectic colour burned on his cheeks. His former energy showed only in his fierce gaze.


  ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


  He had engaged me to discover if the series of accidents and frustrations which had dogged the launch had been caused by some malign ghost or spirit. I walked the canted, half-finished deck with him, in gusty rain that a freezing wind harried across the dark marshes and muddy fields, and at the end told him that I could find nothing.


  “It’s good to know,” he said, after we had repaired to the shelter of his office. He had a bad cough, and his voice rasped from an old injury to his throat. “The press is taunting me, I am plagued by the idiotic suggestions from half the cranks in England, my shipbuilder is so bitterly jealous of me, and so bad at managing his business, that he tries to avoid his commitments while at the same time demanding advance payments for work he has not done . . . So it is good to know that I must deal with a mere engineering problem. I have already ordered more hydraulic presses from the Tangye brothers. They are excellent men, and in the New Year I will have her afloat, I promise you. Unless, of course,” he added, with a wry smile, “you could invoke that ghost from our old adventure, and raise such a tide that would float her, cradle and all, straight off the slipway.”


  “That is beyond such little power I have, I fear,” I said.


  Brunel insisted on paying my fee. “I would swear that you haven’t aged a day since I last saw you,” he said, as I drew on my Inverness cape.


  “It is one of the few perks of my trade.”


  “You should—” he said, and was seized by a coughing fit, and had to take a drink of water before he could speak again. “You should teach me that trick. I still have so much to do.”


  “It would take up all of your life, as it has mine. You would have no time for your great works.”


  “Pretorius was right, wasn’t he? There are two worlds, and you must choose which to inhabit.”


  “He was wrong about most things,” I said, “but he was right about that.”


  I did not see Brunel again. The Great Eastern was launched in the New Year, but Brunel was still embroiled in disputes with his shipbuilder, who against his advice had been given the contract to outfit the ship. He suffered a massive stroke a few days before the Great Eastern‘s maiden voyage, and as he lay dying received news that two of the ship’s boilers had exploded, destroying a funnel and the grand saloon, and killing six of the crew. His ship was so strongly built that she easily survived the disaster, but for Brunel it was a fatal blow, and he died the same night.


  As for Dr. Pretorius, he somehow survived the destruction of the lost temple, and a few years later quit the country for the United States, ahead of a scandal involving a patent electric elixir. At the time I write, he is living in some great style on the Baja Coast in Mexico, having made a fortune treating movie stars at his clinic. Although I admit that I have a faint professional curiosity about how he has lived to such a great age (my own springs naturally from my familiarity with the matter of the dead, I suspect that there is nothing natural about Dr. Pretorius’s longevity), but I have no desire to see him again, or to ever attempt to invoke the mingled ghost of Mithras and Ulpius Silvanus. As for myself, I have continued in my trade. I know no other.


  Our stories have no proper endings, but are braided into a great unending tapestry, and each of us, living or dead, understands only a little of that grand design.


  I was still standing in the sunlight at the edge of the excavation, thinking of the young engineer, and Dr. Pretorius and the lost temple, when one of the archaeologists called to me. She was a slim, pretty young woman in dungarees and wellington boots, her hair tied up in a bright red scarf, her lively face further enlivened by a bold dash of lipstick, her hands on her hips as she looked up at me from the floor of the past. She had mistaken me for a visiting scholar, and wondered if I had business with Professor Grimes. He was away at a meeting, she said, and would not be back until tomorrow.


  “It is quite all right,” I said. “I’m no more than an idle spectator. There is nothing to trouble me here.”


  The End


  2003


  The Madness of Crowds


  Paul McAuley’s latest novel is Whole Wide World. His next book. White Devils, will be published in 2004.


  To answer some of your questions:


  Yes, I really am Bill McAbe’s older, not-so-smart, and much-less-famous brother;


  No, I don’t know where Bill is, but I’m certain that he didn’t plant the bomb that blew up his apartment and killed his assistant, and I do think he’s still alive: sue me if you think I’m prejudiced;


  Yes, I do know why he disappeared. He told me everything, and toward the end I was part of it.


  How do you know that I’m who I say I am? How do you know if what I’m going to tell you is true? Be patient, friend. I’ll get to that.


  As far as I’m concerned, it began three weeks ago, when I got back from a disappointing dinner party (at which a very good friend of mine tried to match me with someone totally unsuitable), to find my answer phone blinking. It was the manager of this club that I happen to know. He said that he had someone in his office who claimed to be my brother. One of the security guys had found him prowling around on the roof, and would I like to come down and sort it out or would I prefer he called the cops?


  I went right over, and it was lucky for Bill that this guy, Stavros, a three hundred pound Greek sweetheart, happened to owe me a favor after I had designed the club’s wet room at cost price. I got Bill out of there after only a half hour of kissing ass, making all kinds of promises that it would never happen again. I even got Bill’s stuff back, although the security guy had stomped on it pretty thoroughly, thinking it was some kind of recording equipment; the club, a very discreet consensual sex place, was highly sensitive about that kind of thing. Well, it was recording equipment of a kind, although it wasn’t a video camera or a tape recorder. Bill hugged the bag to his chest all through the ride downtown to his loft apartment in Tribeca, for once in his life clamming up—you know Bill, you know how unusual that is—and refusing to tell me what he had been doing up there on the roof, fussing with his bleeding nose and saying that maybe he’d let me know in a couple of days, providing the Samoan asshole who’d kicked his stuff up and down the stairs hadn’t compromised the samples.


  I didn’t push it. I was tired, I had a headache from too much wine and Stavros’s cigar smoke. I even forgot about Bill’s promise, until I got a call three days later.


  Bill and I both lived in New York City, and we saw each other once a month for a pizza pie lunch at Hot John’s, in the Village, where Bill would suck me dry of gossip about the romantic world of TV drama production, and speculate a little too loudly about which of the off-duty firefighters, cops and other municipal workers who hung out in the restaurant would make a good boyfriend for me. Yes, you know how Bill was. Like a Tourette’s sufferer, he couldn’t keep his thoughts to himself. He had no inner monologue, no censor, and he also had a filthy mind and a pretty childish sense of humor. In many ways, he had never really grown up—you only had to look at his apartment, the laboratory at one end full of all kinds of scientist’s toys, the living room at the other full of all kinds of boy’s toys. He had a bad, bad jones for gadgets, robots, and sci-fi props. He had the world’s biggest lava lamp. I believe he was one of the first to buy one of those silly-looking dumbbell/pogo stick people-movers.


  This time, though, he was all business, and we didn’t meet in Hot John’s, but in a coffee shop over in the East Village, a perfect little timecapsule of 1950’s futurism, with streamlined chrome trim on its counter and stools, and china decorated with black-and-white starscapes and rocketships.


  He said, “You want to guess what I was doing on that roof? You can have three chances. Get it right, I’ll pick up the check.”


  I said that I’d rather pay, to save time and to make sure that we got out of there alive—Bill is the stingiest tipper I’ve ever encountered.


  “I was collecting pheromones,” he said, favoring me with one of his chipmunk grins. He never would wear his braces when he was a kid, and, as a result, he had an overbite that would cost tens of thousands of dollars to fix. Not that he didn’t have the money of course, from the two dozen patents on his Spin Resonance Chromatograph and those other techy gadgets he invented; it just never occurred to him to spend money on something as mundane as dentistry.


  Now you know what pheromones are, of course, but I had to suffer one of Bill’s little Dick-and-Jane lectures about how chemicals released into the air in absolutely minute quantities could affect our behavior; I had to watch his eyes roll when I essayed that they were like perfumes; I had to listen to his condescending and perfectly tedious explanation that we are very sensitive, at an unconscious level, to subtle variations in body odor, that the mix of complicated organic chemicals in our sweat is determined by the make-up of our immune systems, that it had been experimentally proven that girls prefer men who smell like their fathers (“Of course, you’d, probably prefer men who smell like our mother,” he couldn’t help adding) because that means they have compatible immune systems and so will produce better children. I’m sure I’ve gotten some of this wrong, but you get the drift.


  I asked him what this had to do with his little roof-top escapade.


  “I told you. I was collecting pheromones. It’s my new field. I’m getting some very useful results. You’ll be interested to know, for instance, that the samples I collected from the air vent of that club prove that men like you are just like men like me.”


  “How alarming.”


  “Pheromonally speaking. You produce the same inducers as heteros.”


  I made the mistake of asking what inducers were, and was rewarded with another insufferable lecturette on the effect of pheromones on the parasympathetic nervous system, on brain chemistry, and on human behavior.


  “As we smell,” I said, “so shall we reap.”


  “Not bad,” Bill said. He made a big deal about noting it down in his PalmTop, and said, ever so casually, “What are you doing next week, by the way?”


  He knew of course. I was resting. The production company that made City Girls was in negotiation with NBC for a third season, so everyone, including their set designer (c’est moi), was on a break.


  “How would you like,” Bill said, “to go to Las Vegas? Top hotel, all expenses paid. Say yes, I’ll even pay for this coffee.”


  I thought that Las Vegas in February sounded pretty nice, even with Bill attached to the package. I thought, what’s the harm.


  Really, how dumb can you get?


  Because there was, of course, a catch. And, of course, Bill didn’t tell me about it until we were there. After I’d told him, at length, how much I hated boxing, he shrugged and said, “All you have to do is sit there, two or three hours, the equipment in the bag on your lap. It’s just a pump that flushes large volumes of air through activated charcoal filters. I take the filters, bake off the organics, run them through the old SRC.”


  “And you can’t do it because—”


  “Because you know how much I hate crowds.”


  I couldn’t argue with that. He’d always taken taxis, never the subway or the bus, even when he was a poor-as-a-church-mouse postgraduate student. It wasn’t claustrophobia, and it wasn’t that he hated people. It was just that large numbers of them in a small space freaked him out. That was why he got so interested in the whole pheromone thing, of course, but I’m getting ahead of myself.


  Well, the fight didn’t take three hours, or even two. I reeled out, my ears singing with the after-effects of the atrocious rock music they pumped at full volume to get the crowd going, and Bill wasn’t waiting where he had said he would be waiting, and he wasn’t answering his cell phone either.


  Where he was, I learned, a couple of hours after I got back to our hotel, was in jail, for attempted assault on one of the contestants.


  He was out the next day. He bailed himself for a cool hundred thousand, was full of his little adventure. While I was being battered by hard rock in the audience, he stood in the little crowd of autograph hunters outside the arena’s freight entrance, waiting for one of the boxers to arrive. Somehow, he got past the man’s handlers, and now he was looking at ten years for assault. With a Q-tip.


  “I wanted a sweat sample,” he said, utterly unrepentant. “I have a theory about boxers—about people who like to fight.”


  “You could have gone to a gym.”


  “The guy is the heavyweight champion of the world. He’s the alpha male’s alpha male.”


  “He was the world champion,” I said. “He lost in the first round. You’ll be lucky if he doesn’t sue you.”


  “At least you got the sample.”


  “My ears are still ringing. And I don’t think I’ll ever get the stink of cigar smoke out of this suit. Which is a Paul Smith, by the way, imported from London, England. Not that that will mean anything to you. The least you can do is tell me what all this is about.”


  “I promise. Once I’m certain.”


  I know. Not at all like the run-off-the-mouth Bill we all know. He was very serious about this thing of his.


  We flew back, Bill in First Class, me in Business (using my bicoastal air miles to upgrade the steerage ticket he’d bought me), and I didn’t see him for two weeks, although he kept sending me faxes of newspaper stories. A massacre of Muslims by Hindus in India. A mob in England that burned alive an old man incorrectly suspected of pedophilia; after they set fire to his house, they drove back firefighters and police with stones and gasoline bombs. A baying mob of Protestants outside a Catholic school in Northern Ireland . . . all kinds of human brutishness. Do you get the idea yet? No, nor did I, until Bill Explained All.


  This time it was in a scruffy riverside park in lovely post-industrial north Brooklyn. I took the “L.” Bill took a taxi. He looked terrible: red-rimmed eyes, a bum’s stubble, greasy hair, a haunted expression, the jitters. We clutched cardboard cups of coffee and shivered in the breeze off the East River, and he told me what he had been researching, and what he had found.


  He had collected samples from venues where aggression was literally in the air—every place from rush hour subway stations to my boxing match—and used his Spin Resonance Chromatograph to isolate and characterize a particular human pheromone. He told me that it acted like a highly specific shot of alcohol. It released inhibitions, made people reckless, and heightened their tendency to behave violently. Not only that, but when you breathed in a dose, your body started manufacturing and releasing it too: it spread like a cold, a contagious madness that could turn any crowd into a blood-hungry mob that would attack anyone who stood out—anyone who didn’t belong, anyone who was that little bit different.


  “I found a version in chimpanzees, too,” Bill said. “Specifically, in sexually active juvenile males who are subordinate to the alpha male. In the wild, young male chimps can be like teenage gangbangers. They rape any female chimp they come across, murder her baby if she has one, form gangs to go hunting monkeys. . . . We’re just like chimps, which is hardly surprising, because we share a common ancestor with them. So do gorillas, but gorillas live in family groups of females and their children and a single alpha male, and alpha males are less sensitive to the releaser. Alpha males, they’re cool, they don’t need to gang up with other males to show what they’re made of.”


  “That’s why you wanted to test the boxer.”


  “I had a better idea. Took a few meetings with CEOs of pharmaceutical companies; they’re alpha males too. I spun them some bullshit, wore a fabric Band-Aid on one of my fingers so I could get a sweat sample when I shook hands. I found that CEO sweat is almost completely free of releaser, while the sweat of most of their subordinates contains low to medium levels. You ever notice how calm it seems, up in the executive suites? It’s not just because of the thicker carpets and the better lighting. It’s also because of the air chemistry.”


  There was more. Some people were highly sensitive to the releaser, but couldn’t make it themselves—Bill was one of them, a wimp and proud of it. And Bill had broken down the releaser’s structure and synthesized an antidote to it: an antagonist that inhibited the releaser’s action on the human nervous system.


  “The thing is,” Bill said, tossing his half-empty coffee cup toward the river, “someone else has made it too.”


  He’d been taking control samples in what he believed would be neutral spaces—libraries, museums, a shopping mall. And he’d found the signature of the antagonist in the air of the shopping mall.


  “Not as good as mine, but it does the job. Have you ever wondered why people zone out in shopping malls, in train stations, airports? Well, now you know. It’s because someone is messing with your mind.”


  I said that it all sounded very X-Files.


  “You don’t believe me? Well, the reason we met here is that I’ve been followed, the last week. Everywhere I go. Don’t worry, I’m pretty sure the taxi driver shook them off before we left Manhattan. I’ve always wanted,” he said, “to tell a taxi driver to lose the guy on my tail.”


  “Who’s following you? How do they know that you know?”


  I didn’t have to ask how they knew that Bill knew. Once he had amassed enough data, he’d gone online, boasting to his colleagues, stirring things up in science newsgroups.


  “The antagonist makes people less prone to violence,” he said, “but it makes them docile too—suggestible, sheeplike. Completely lacking anger is as bad as having nothing but.” He looked around for perhaps the fiftieth time in the ten minutes we’d spent together. He said that he had to go.


  I wasn’t one hundred percent convinced, but I told him to be careful.


  “Look after this,” he said, and handed me a padded envelope and walked away.


  That was the last time I saw him. The next day, his apartment and the apartments above and below it were wrecked by the crude but powerful bomb that also killed his research assistant. I don’t think that was Bill, covering his tracks. If he ever made a bomb, it would be more carefully constructed than any of the Unabomber’s. No, I think he stumbled onto something someone doesn’t want us to know about.


  By now, I have no doubt that you’re wondering how you can ever believe this preposterous story.


  Well, for one thing, you’re on the list that Bill gave me; you’re an expert in the use of Bill’s Spin Resonance Chromatography system. Go into any large shopping mall, take an air sample, and look for the signature of the organic molecule that’s given in the attachment to this message. And don’t try and trace this email—I sent it through an anonymous remailer, and I like to think that I’ve made myself pretty hard to find.


  There was a big wad of cash in that padded envelope, enough to allow me to travel in style for quite some time, and there was something else.


  Two little sealed glass vials, the kind you used to get poppers in, if you’ve ever done that scene. Each half-full of a colorless, oily liquid. One is the releaser. The other is the antagonist. One pure madness, the other a million-fold dose of universal peace—or the worst weapon of a brainwashing despotism.


  So please. Look for that signature. Satisfy yourself that I’m telling you the truth. Think very carefully, and then go to the biochem.net newsgroup and post an answer to this question: should I destroy Bill’s gift, or, like poor wretched Pandora, should I give it to the world?


  Child of the Stones


  At night, the past has a stronger hold on London than the present. The urgent beat of daily business stalls and drifts backward. The city’s inhabitants lock themselves in the prisons of their homes and the vacant streets stretch away in every direction under the thin orange glow cast by long, regular lines of street lamps, their silence haunted by echoes of the dramas of past generations. But some of London’s streets are never quiet. Queensway; Hyde Park Corner; Old Compton Street in Soho; the streets around Victoria Station; the Embankment; Upper Street in Islington: people are drawn to these places at night, and it is to these unsleeping streets that many of the dead are also drawn, by habit, hunger, and forlorn curiosity. Lately, it was where I spent most of my nights, too, walking amongst the living and the dead.


  Although the matter of the dead has been my business for as long as I have lived in this great and terrible city, during those nocturnal rambles I was interested not in the ghosts, imps, and other ordinary revenants I encountered, but in what they might attract. Six months previously, I had discovered that there were new and terrible things awakening into the world. Things that preyed on the dead, and drew strength from them; things that were beginning to prey on the living. Lions and tigers and bears. The unsleeping streets where the cities of the living and the dead intersected were beginning to draw the attention of these new predators, just as a watering hole in the African veldt draws the big cats that prey on the buffalo and zebra and gazelles that come there to drink. It was while I was mapping this strange new bestiary that I discovered that not only monsters were awakening in these strange times, and a door onto my past opened and an old enemy stepped through it.


  ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


  Islington, Upper Street, summer, two hours past midnight:


  A bare-chested young man with a bright green Mohican haircut, his arms ropy with tattoos and track marks, was sitting in the doorway of an estate agent’s office and sharing a can of lager with a young woman in a ragged black dress and army boots. Imps clustered around their eyes like tiny scorpions, pale, articulated, and fat with the venom of heroin dreams.


  In another doorway, a man slept jackknifed under a filthy blanket, guarded by a starveling mongrel who looked at me calmly when I dropped a couple of pound coins beside his master’s head. The man, an old acquaintance, stirred and without waking mumbled, “Mr. Carlyle. Take care.”


  It was good advice, and I should have taken it. For the past three nights, I had been intercepted by a pair of men in an immaculately restored blood-red Mark 1 Jaguar. Each night, the big car had purred up to me as I was making my way home, and the man in the passenger seat had leaned at the open window and spoken to me about a book in my possession, a rare volume his employer wished to buy. Each night he had offered more money for the book, and each night I had refused his offer. I knew that sooner or later he would try another tactic—most probably some kind of violence. I had not yet seen the Jaguar that night, but I was certain it would appear before I gained the safety of my house, and anticipation of that encounter was like an electric itch at the back of my neck.


  A club was closing a little way down the street. People stumbled past two black-suited bouncers into the night. A woman in a short white dress hunched on the kerb, crying. Another woman in an even shorter white dress had an arm around her shoulder and was trying to comfort her, unaware of imps clustered in her friend’s hair, thick as fleas on a sick cat. A woman pulled away from a man in a grey suit, tried and failed to hail a passing taxi, and walked away unsteadily while he shouted insults at her, angry black sparks jumping around his face. Three men in football shirts, arms linked around each other’s waists, walked past me with the mechanical stagger of the very drunk. When I stepped aside to let them pass, the outermost gave me a flat stare that suddenly clouded with confusion when I pinched out the jagged little thing that had prompted his hostility.


  Even as I completed the gesture, something caught my eye on the other side of the road. A small, scant figure slouched in the doorway of a restaurant, wearing tracksuit bottoms and a grey top, its hood drawn over a baseball cap. An imp as fat and sleek as a graveyard rat crouched on his shoulder, the end of its long tail knotted around his wrist.


  I felt a prick of curiosity, and walked on for a little way before crossing the road, doubling back, and finding a vantage point of my own in the doorway of another restaurant. An old woman drifted out of the wedge of darkness behind me. She wore an old-fashioned bonnet and a shawl over a ragged black dress, and was so thin I could see right through her. Cast off long ago by an out-of-work seamstress who’d starved to death in some nearby attic or basement, this ghost was familiar, harmless, and occasionally useful to me. I asked her about the figure lurking in the doorway up the street, but she knew nothing about him, knew only that she was weak with hunger, if she could only get something to eat she would be as right as rain. I brushed her aside over and again, as an ordinary man might fan away smoke, and each time she forgot my dismissal and drifted back, hoping that I was the kind of gent who might oblige with a penny or two toward the necessary, it had been so very long since she’d had so much as a crust to chew. At last, the hooded figure stepped out of his doorway and set off down the street. When I started after him, the poor little ghost trailed after me for only a few steps before retreating to her haunt.


  The hooded fellow was following an unsteady couple who, with their arms around each other, wove south down Upper Street, pausing to embrace and kiss at the point of Islington Green’s triangle before turning into Camden Passage. He slouched along with hands in his pockets, stopping whenever they stopped to kiss, pausing at each street corner to check the lie of the land before moving on. Anyone else would have thought him no more than an ordinary cutpurse or thug intent on robbery or some other mischief, for they could not have seen the fat imp squatting on his left shoulder. I wondered if this young cutpurse was possessed by it, or if it was a kind of pet or familiar. And if it was a familiar, how had he tamed it, and for what purpose?


  With mounting curiosity and more than a little eagerness, I followed the cutpurse as he tracked the couple through a street of early Victorian houses that ran parallel to the Grand Union canal (a man sat on one of the steps of one of the houses, sobbing over the bloody hammer in his lap; a woman stood at the window of another, her face a mask of triumph and despair as she cradled a baby’s skeleton to her breast). The couple waltzed around the corner at the end of the street; the cutpurse paused for a moment before following them; I heard loud, angry voices disturb the profound quiet of the night, and hurried after him, pausing where he had paused, peeking around the corner. The road crossed the canal a few dozen yards ahead; the couple stood at the crown of the bridge, confronting their pursuer. A locked gate to one side of the bridge guarded an access path to the canal towpath, and something lurked in the shadows there. It was the revenant of something or someone very old and, once upon a time, very powerful. It was possessed by an appalling hunger, and its attention was fixed on the imp that squatted on the cutpurse’s shoulder.


  The girl was telling him to leave her alone, her voice ringing shrill in the night. She was fifteen or sixteen, wearing a skimpy top and a short skirt that left her belly bare. Her fists shook on either side of her face. She was angry and afraid. “Just piss off, all right? It ain’t anything to do with you.”


  Her companion, a shaven-headed, thuggish man in his thirties, took a step forward and threatened violence, but the cutpurse stood his ground. The imp on his shoulder vibrated with a sudden eager pulse, like a clockwork toy wound too tight. A nimbus of spiky black energies crackled around it, as a dog will bristle before it bites, while its master told the girl that she was making a mistake. “You shouldn’t be going with him, Liz. It ain’t right.” His voice was high-pitched but steady and sincere, and it was exactly the wrong thing to say.


  “Leave her alone, you little freak,” Liz’s shaven-headed companion said, and took two quick steps and threw a punch.


  The cutpurse dodged the blow and flung out his left arm, like a hawker loosing his bird of prey. For all its sleek bulk, the imp was quick and eager, and flew straight at the man’s face. But the thing behind the gate was quicker still. It had a long smooth pale neck and a small head with jaws that disarticulated like a snake’s, stretching wide and snapping the fat imp from the air and gulping it down whole. The cutpurse, connected by the imp’s tail to the revenant which had devoured it, yelped with shock; the girl’s companion saw his chance and hit him square in the face. The cutpurse sat down flat, his hood fell down and his baseball cap fell off, and I saw that he was a girl, with a thin pale face and blond hair unevenly hacked short.


  The revenant’s ghastly head quested toward her; she screamed and tried to pull away. The shaven-headed man, completely unaware of the apparition, kicked her in the side, and would have kicked her again if I had not stepped out, drawing my blade from my hollow cane.


  “You have to be fucking kidding,” the man said, staring at the yard of engraved steel in my right hand.


  I stepped up and with a short stroke severed the umbilicus that linked the cutpurse to the revenant. It slurped up the cut end like a length of spaghetti and turned toward me. Whatever human qualities it might once have possessed had worn away long ago, leaving little more than a blind, bottomless appetite. For a moment, as I menaced it with my blade and tried and failed to dismiss it, it stood within my head, and I was jolted by a sudden, freezing headache. It reared back and stared at me; then its tiny, wide-mouthed head, like that of some species of deep-sea fish all maw and stomach, whipped sideways and snapped at the cutpurse.


  “Your familiar,” I said, countering the revenant’s quick, sinuous moves with my blade. “It wants what’s left of your familiar.”


  The man, still completely oblivious to the drama, believed that I was menacing him, and said he’d give me a right good kicking if I didn’t fuck off. His girlfriend pulled at his arm and told him to leave it; after a moment, he spat at his feet, said that if he saw me again he’d make me eat my fucking sword, and, honour satisfied, allowed himself to be led away.


  The revenant lunged at the cutpurse with jaws that were now as wide as a shark’s. I caught her wrist, broke off the knotted remnant of the imp’s tail, and threw it at the monster, which snapped up the trifle and withdrew as swiftly as thought. I ran to the crown of the bridge and looked over the parapet, saw something faintly luminous and very long pour into the canal’s black water.


  The cutpurse sat in the middle of the road, watching me walk back to her. My nose had started to bleed when the thing had briefly inhabited my head. I mopped up the blood with my handkerchief, folded it away, and held out a hand, and told the girl that she had best come with me.


  ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


  Although she had suffered a bad shock, the girl was blessed with youth’s resilience, and soon began to recover what I had to suppose was her usual sullen defiance. From her more or less monosyllabic answers to my questions I learnt that her name was Miranda, that she was sixteen, that she lived with her mother in a nearby council flat, and that she and the other girl, Liz, were neighbours, and had both been left to fend for themselves because their mothers had gone away on holiday together.


  “That bloke she was with only wants her for one thing,” Miranda said. “That’s why . . .”


  “You wished to help her. There’s no shame in that. To care for others is an admirable quality.”


  “I was stupid,” she muttered. “I could have got my head kicked in.”


  “And you lost your familiar, but I’m sure you can find another easily enough.”


  She glanced up at me from beneath the brim of her baseball cap. She was small and skinny and already hardened to the ways of the world; hers was a type that had not changed since the Romans had first made London the capital of the northernmost tip of their empire, a child “brought up on the stones,” armoured with soul-scabs and premature cynicism. “How long have you been able to see things that others cannot?” I said.


  “Don’t know what you’re on about. Don’t even know who you are.”


  “I am Mr. Carlyle. I have the honour of being a consultant in the matter of the dead.”


  “Like a bloke that buries people?”


  “In a way. And something like a private detective, too.”


  “Yeah, you look a bit like what’s his name. Sherlock Holmes. Was that a real sword? Where are we going?”


  “My blade is Damascus steel, and very old. Some say that its kind were quenched after their final forging by being run through the body of a slave, although I myself do not believe this fancy. In any case, it derives its strength from more than its steel, which is why I was able to help you. I won it a hundred years ago—you don’t believe me, but it is true. As to where we are going, why, here we are.”


  We stood at the head of a brief, paved alley. When London had been no more than a huddle of herders’ huts in a clearing on the hill now called Ludsgate, this spot had been the beginning of a path that had linked two sacred groves. Now it was blocked by a crooked little house whose ground floor was given over to a café. Warm light fell from its plate-glass window onto the plastic tables and chairs on the flagstones in front of it. A neon sign boasted that it was open all hours.


  “I haven’t been here for a long time,” I said, “but tonight it’s the nearest haven. Even if you don’t want any refreshment, we can at least sit comfortably while we talk.”


  “What have we got to talk about?”


  “I can see everything that you can see. We can talk about that, to begin with,” I said, and stepped inside the café. After a moment, to my immense relief, the girl followed me.


  Fluorescent light shone on worn wooden tables and chapel chairs, the glass-fronted counter and its polished steel top. A man in a grey suit sat in one corner, toying with an espresso in a doll’s-house-sized china cup; in another, a taxi driver studied an old copy of the Financial Times, his laminated license on a chain around the neck of his short-sleeved shirt.


  Rose, the pleasant, round-faced woman of indeterminate age who had owned this place for more than a century, materialized from the shadows behind the massive coffee machine. Her silver hair was caught up in a bun with a pencil stuck through it. Her lipstick was bright red. Her smile was wide and warm and welcoming. “Mr. C! What a pleasant surprise. Will you be having your usual? And what about your friend? You both look in need of a refresher.”


  “We ran into a little local difficulty.”


  “Down by the canal, I expect,” Rose said as she bustled behind the counter, slapping bacon rashers on a griddle, buttering two slices of white bread.


  “You know of it?”


  “It’s been lying low in the Hackney Marshes ever since I’ve been running this place, Mr. C., but recently it’s been growing bolder, if you know what I mean. Change is in the air, isn’t it? Yours isn’t the only old face I’ve seen recently,” she added in a more confidential tone, nodding toward the man in the grey suit as he threw down some coins and left. “Foreigner, he is, but I’ve a feeling I know him from way back when.”


  I watched him walk away down the little alley. He was unfamiliar, but I could not help wondering if he had anything to do with the two men in the red Jaguar.


  “He’s been coming in about this time for the past week,” Rose said. “Sits in the corner, drinks his coffee, doesn’t say a word to a soul.” She smiled at Miranda, who was staring at the taxi driver. “And what will you be having, dear? A Coke, perhaps. A little sugar does you good after you’ve had a shock. Much better than coffee or alcohol. You’re lucky you fell in with Mr. C. He looks a little odd, I know, what with that black suit of his, and his bow tie and his hat and his cane, but he’s the best of us.”


  I took off my Homburg and executed a small bow. “Why, thank you, Rose.”


  “Pishposh, Mr. C, I wouldn’t say it if it wasn’t true. That’s why I’m pleased to see you out and about again.”


  While Miranda sucked on the straw stuck in her can of Coca-Cola, I squeezed brown sauce from the plastic bottle into my bacon sandwich, stirred three spoonfuls of brown sugar into my tea, and added a dash of brandy from my flask. I asked her about the imp she had made into her familiar, where she had found it and how she had mastered it, but she shrugged off my questions and took out a crushed pack of cigarettes and lit one. The left side of her face was reddened, beginning to swell from the blow she’d received. She blew out smoke and said, “You think you’re a character, don’t you? What with your fancy words and your funny clothes.”


  “Something happened just now, on the canal bridge. Something attacked you.”


  “If that bloke tries it on again,” Miranda said with sudden cold ferocity, “I’ll cut off his dick. I swear I will.”


  “You know quite well that I do not mean Liz’s boyfriend. Did you see it, Miranda, when it took your familiar?”


  “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Miranda said, but the hand holding her cigarette was shaking. I saw thin white lines on the skin inside her wrist. I saw oval white scars.


  “You can see imps, and you can make them obey you. Your familiar was one such. You found it and trained it to do your bidding. That attachment grew a kind of leash or umbilicus between you and your pet, and it nearly caused your downfall. The revenant that ate your familiar swallowed the umbilicus, too, and for that reason you were briefly attached to it. You may not have seen it, Miranda, but I know that you must have felt its hunger.”


  The girl shrugged, and would not meet my gaze.


  “You tried to use the imp you had captured and trained against the man. He wouldn’t be able to see it, but it would have scared him away. I believe that you wanted to do it for a good reason. You wanted to help the girl. Is that how you always use the imps you make into your familiars?”


  Miranda drew so hard on her cigarette that its tip crackled, and gave me a flat, challenging stare. She said, “What do they look like to you?”


  “They are mostly black, and most of them are no bigger than insects. They are spawned by discharge of violent emotion, or by delirium induced by drink or drugs. The one you had tamed was exceptionally large.”


  “There’s a bloke that lives near me. He drinks a lot, and he’s always angry at something or other. His flat is full of ’em. Law courts are good places too. Lots of fear and anger there. I get ’em to follow me, feed ’em up, get ’em to do what I want. It ain’t so different from training a dog.” Miranda drew on her cigarette again. “I suppose you’re gonna give me grief about it.”


  “There are worse things in the world than imps,” I said. “You met one of them just now.”


  “I see all kinds of things. People who aren’t really there. Dead people. Ghosts. There’s one over there, reading a newspaper. He’s one of the harmless ones. I try to make them do stuff, too, but they don’t listen. How about you? Can you make them do what you want?”


  “You have a rare gift, Miranda, and it frightens you. It makes you feel that you are different—that there is something wrong with you. You punish yourself because of it. You cut your flesh with razor blades. You stub cigarettes out on your skin. You punish your body because you believe that it is betraying you. I understand, because I have that gift, too. I see the things that you see—”


  “You don’t understand nothing,” Miranda said and crushed her cigarette on the table’s scarred red Formica and stood up. Her can of Coca-Cola fell over, spilling a fizzing slick. “I don’t know what your game is, but I want you to leave me alone. All right?”


  I was surprised to discover that I felt disappointed by her rejection. As she turned away, I said, “If you want to talk to me again, come here, and ask about Mr. Carlyle. Will you do that?”


  She kicked open the door open and walked straight out.


  Behind the counter, Rose looked at me and shook her head slightly, but whether in amusement, sympathy, or disapproval it was impossible to tell.


  ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


  Ever since my parents died and I quit Edinburgh for London, I have spent most of my life alone, and for most of that time I have lived in a tall, narrow Georgian house in Spitalfields, at the edge of the City of London. It is a quiet, comfortably shabby place. The only modern improvements are the gas lighting and the gas geyser that, when lit, with much volcanic rumbling spits a miserly stream of hot water into the bath. The few ghosts that inhabit the house are harmless; they, and the mice in the walls, are my only company. I make sure that every threshold is well-protected, and I do not advertise for clients. Anyone in need of my services must find their own way to me.


  The two men in the vintage Jaguar had not yet found my house, but for the fourth night in a row, as I was making my way home after my unsatisfactory conversation with Miranda, they found me.


  Their blood-red motor car was parked at a bus stop opposite Shoreditch Town Hall. As I approached it, ready to draw my blade, the passenger door opened and the man who had accosted me three times before climbed out. He was in his forties, tall and wide, with a seamed complexion and a boxer’s broken nose. His cream linen suit and mauve silk shirt looked expensive, but were rumpled and sweated through. He was beginning to get a beard, and had a dull, haggard expression. When I stepped around him, he walked after me. He did not quite dare lay hands on me—not yet.


  “You’re a stubborn man,” he said, “but my boss is very patient.”


  “Others might say he is foolishly persistent.”


  “My boss wants that book very badly. He told me to do everything I can to make you see sense. You understand what I mean, Mr. Carlyle?”


  He spoke flatly and mechanically, as if reciting something he had memorised.


  “You can tell him that he is wasting his time. The book is not for sale.”


  I quickened my pace, but the man easily matched it. The Jaguar crawled alongside us. I glanced at the driver, but couldn’t see his face through the slick of light reflected from the windscreen.


  “My boss is generous with my time,” the man said. “He’s altogether a very generous man. And as such, he’s prepared to consider any price you care to name. He told me to tell you that. I warned him, I said the man will rook you, but he doesn’t care. Money means nothing to him. Why don’t you get in the motor, Mr. Carlyle? We can discuss this in comfort.”


  “I think not.”


  “You don’t trust me?”


  “Of course I do not trust you. Also, I find all modes of modern transport uncomfortable.”


  “I noticed you like to walk everywhere. Dangerous, that. Anything could happen.”


  We had reached the junction with the A10, five lanes of newly laid tar macadam as black as deep water. A handful of pale ghosts were spaced alongside it, like herons along a riverbank. I stopped beside the traffic light, and the Jaguar stopped, too. The light was green; a white van sounded its horn as it swerved past and shot across the junction.


  “You live somewhere near here,” the man said. “Why don’t we go to your place and talk about it?”


  “Why does your boss send a puppet to talk to me?”


  The traffic light above us turned red, and I started across the A10, moving between the handful of vehicles that accelerated away from the junction, racing each other toward the City. The man started after me, but had to jump back when a black cab nearly ran him down. I stepped past another black cab into the diesel wind of an enormous trailer truck and gained the far side of the road.


  The man had retreated and was standing impotently beside the Jaguar. He shouted at me, his voice torn by the brute noise of the traffic. “We’ll find you where you live! My boss, he doesn’t give up!”


  I could not resist lifting my Homburg in salute. I walked for another hour until the feeling of being followed finally slipped away, and I could turn at last for home.


  ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


  I wasted the next evening in a fruitless search for Miranda. A few of my usual informants knew of a girl who was followed about by tame imps, but none knew where she lived. “She spends a lot of time down King’s Cross,” one of them said. “Chases off punters with those pets of hers. They cruise up in their motors, looking for some short-time fun and games, and she leans in and lets them have it. They’re all over the road when they drive off, crying and screaming.”


  It seemed that she had been frightening away kerb-crawlers for several months. When I asked my informant why he hadn’t told me about her before, he gave the equivalent of a shrug and said that I hadn’t asked.


  “You must know that I would be interested in someone like that.”


  “Someone like you, you mean. I suppose so. But I see all kinds, Mr. Carlyle, especially these days. Things are waking up that should be long gone. Hungry things. I try to keep myself to myself these days, but it isn’t easy, even here.”


  We had met at the edge of a patch of waste ground. On the far side, three men sat at a little fire they’d built from scraps of wood and cardboard, passing around a bottle of jake.


  “Poor sods,” my informant said. He was as thin as a wisp of smoke and leaned at an angle, as if bent by a high wind. “They’ll be joining me soon enough.”


  I made my ritual offer to put him to rest; he made his ritual refusal. “I’m still interested in what’s goin’ on, Mr. Carlyle. Day I ain’t, then maybe I’ll call on your services and you can unmake me or whatever it is you do to make my kind vanish. But I ain’t by no means ready yet.”


  I steeled myself to search the noisesome streets of King’s Cross, had no luck, and walked up the hill to Islington. I failed to find Miranda there, either, and at last gave up and returned home. It was three in the morning. For once, there was no sign of the blood-red Jaguar, and when I reached the street where my house stood I knew why. I went carefully, as if walking barefoot on broken glass, to my house. All the wards I had set in place were broken, screaming in my mind like common burglar alarms. I had never felt the need to lock my front door in more than a century, but I locked it behind me after I had stepped into the familiar gloomy clutter of my hallway.


  The three ghosts that shared the house with me were all in retreat. I drew out the Huguenot silkmaker, but he claimed not to have seen anything and fled toward the attic as soon as I released him. I lit a candle and climbed the stairs after him. I was certain that I knew who had broken into my house; sure enough, several dozen books of my little library of esoterica had been swept from their shelves and lay tumbled like the corpses of a flock of lightning-struck birds on the worn Turkish rug that covered most of the age-blackened oak floor. I lit the gas mantles and after a few minutes determined that only one book was missing.


  It was the book that the man in the red Jaguar had wished to purchase—of course, the rarest, most valuable, and most dangerous of my collection. I had bought it at a public auction only twenty years ago, finally completing my recreation of the library which had been destroyed, with so much else, in the accident that had killed my parents.


  My father had searched out and purchased most of the books in that library, but in most cases he had been carrying out my mother’s instructions. She had inherited from her mother my family’s interest and talent in the matter of the dead, and although he was as blind to revenants as any ordinary man, my father was happy to help her in any way he could. He was a small, neat man, and something of a dandy, famous for his crushed velvet suits and his elaborately carved pipes (I cannot pass the tobacconist shop on Charing Cross Road without pausing to breathe in the earthy odour that reminds me of him). Once I was old enough to accompany him on his rambles about Edinburgh, I quickly learned that he was on first-name terms with everyone from crossing sweepers to the Provost and knew every obscure nook and cranny of the old town. Although he had many friends, none were close to him, and most believed him to be some sort of a poet. He was not, but he was a great writer of letters, and included Byron and Keats amongst his regular correspondents; almost every evening would find him in his favourite armchair, wrapped in a silk dressing gown, a tasselled cap on his head, scratching away at a letter on the writing board propped in his lap, a pipe hanging from one corner of his mouth, a glass of whiskey at his elbow.


  Although I have inherited so much from her, I have fewer memories of my mother. She was a practical, briskly decisive woman, absentmindedly affectionate, busy with her clients or in her elaboratory, with its sharp chemical reek, scarred wooden bench and hand-blown glassware, stained porcelain crucibles, a furnace built of brick and firestones, and intricate diagrams drawn on one whitewashed wall in black chalk and haematite. She provided me with a good grounding in the family business, and much else, giving me formal lessons each morning of my childhood and, when I was older, allowing me to attend the sessions with her clients. I remember best her sharply intent gaze and her shapely hands with their bitten fingernails and nicks and burns and chemical stains.


  My mother and my father were as different as chalk and cheese, but they loved each other more than I am able to describe. They collaborated in experiments to augment my mother’s natural ability; they died together when their last and most elaborate work released something feral and uncontrollably powerful. They had known of the danger and had taken the precaution of sending me away to help a client in St. Andrews, and so my life was saved. I have dedicated it to their memory ever since.


  I had just finished reshelving the fallen books when I heard a sound elsewhere in the house, a rap on the front door only a little louder than a mouse’s scratch. I drew my blade and picked up my candle and crept back downstairs, unlocked the door, and opened it a scant inch. Miranda stood there, her pale face set like stone under the bill of her baseball cap.


  “I know who took it,” she said.


  ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


  She gave up her story over a cup of hot chocolate in my kitchen. It was an assured performance, and even though I was certain that almost everything she told me was a lie, even though I could barely control my anger and anxiety, I had to admire her cool nerve. She told me that the night before she had hung around outside the café until I had left and had followed me as I had walked homeward. She had seen the encounter with the Jaguar, and had managed to keep on my tail as I had walked a long widdershins spiral to shake off any pursuers.


  “I am growing careless,” I said. “A few years ago I would have discovered you at once.”


  Miranda shrugged. She sat at the scrubbed pine table in my basement kitchen, her baseball cap in her lap, her hood pulled back from her cropped blond hair. There was a sprinkling of acne on her pale, sharp face, a faint moustache of chocolate foam on her upper lip. She was working on her third cigarette, stabbing it into her mouth, blowing thin streams of smoke from the side of her mouth, tapping off the growing ash with her forefinger into the saucer I had provided.


  “I’m good at following people,” she said flatly, as if stating her height or the colour of her eyes.


  “And tonight you followed me again.”


  I was angry and anxious, and I was also more than a little afraid of her. In the wrong hands, her raw talent could be very dangerous, and I was certain that she had already fallen into the wrong hands, that she was working for the man who wanted my book.


  She shook her head. “I kept watch right here. I heard what that guy Halliwell said, so I thought I’d keep a lookout.”


  “Halliwell? Is that the man in the Jaguar? How do you know his name?”


  The little minx had her answer ready; she did not even blink. “Donny Halliwell used to be a well-known face in Islington,” she said, and mentioned a family that ran most of the protection rackets in the area.


  “I presume that he is not working for them now.”


  “I heard what he said about finding where you lived, so I thought I’d better keep an eye out. I was right, too.”


  She looked at me when I laughed, and asked what was so funny.


  “While you were here, keeping watch on my house, I was looking for you.”


  “Yeah? Why’s that then?”


  “Many people have a touch of our ability, Miranda, but a few have something more than a touch. In most cases, they are either driven mad by it, or they do their best to deny it and allow it to wither, like an unused limb. But one or two, although untutored, find a use for their gift. Usually, they become charlatans, preying on the gullible and the grief-stricken, and any good that they do is by accident. Very rarely, they actively try to use their ability for the good of others. That is why I was looking for you.”


  She shrugged.


  “You wanted to help your friend last night. I believe that you have tried to help others. And you want to help me.”


  “I wanted to find out what you were about. I’ve never met anyone like you before.”


  “No, I don’t suppose you have.”


  “And now I seen where you live, I know you’re the kind of man who likes to keep himself to himself. You were looking for me because you were curious about me. You wanted to find out about me because you were worried about me—about what I was doing, about what I could do. But it’s not like you want to be friends or anything like that, is it? You’re not the kind of man who has friends.”


  I was startled by how clearly she saw me.


  “On the contrary. I have many friends.”


  “You let ’em come here? You hang out with them, chat with them about this and that over a drink? No, I thought not. You know people, but you don’t have what you’d call real friends. What were you planning to do, if you found me? Give me some advice about how to live my life, like you did at that café last night?”


  “I can help you, Miranda, if you’ll let me.”


  “I can look after myself. Don’t need no man telling me what to do. I was going to break into your house myself,” she said, with a look that dared me to contradict her. “I would’ve, too, if that guy hadn’t come along.”


  “Forgive me, Miranda, but I don’t believe you. You were able to follow me without my knowledge, and that is no small achievement. But I don’t think you could have overcome the wards I left in place.”


  “He managed it,” Miranda said.


  Someone had, at any rate. I doubted that it had been Mr. Donny Halliwell, of the glazed expression, the expensive, slept-in clothes, the sleepwalking menace. “If he did,” I said, “then I am guilty of having grievously underestimated him.”


  “The way you talk. It’s like the way you dress.”


  “You think that my clothes and my locution are affectations. I can assure you that they are not.”


  “Locution? What’s that when it’s at home?”


  “It’s the way I talk.”


  “It’s a funny old word, is what it is. Old-fashioned. Like your clothes. Like this place. All this old furniture, and candles and such instead of proper lights.” Miranda lit her fourth cigarette with a quick snap of flame. “You don’t have a proper cooker, or a fridge . . . I bet you don’t even have a telly.”


  “When you are a little older, Miranda, you’ll find that many people prefer the time in which they grew up to the time in which they find themselves.”


  “Maybe. But you didn’t grow up in, like, Victorian times.”


  “That’s quite true. When I first came to London, Queen Victoria had yet to ascend to the throne.”


  She looked at me. She wanted to sneer, but in her heart she was beginning to believe me. I took it as a hopeful sign: a sign that she could yet be saved. And even if I could not save her, I thought, it was always best to keep your enemy close.


  “Those of us who know something of the matter of the dead can be quite long-lived,” I said. “If you are more careful in how you use your talent, Miranda, you might discover the trick.”


  “I could live a hundred years, could I? And not grow old?”


  “Or you could step into the road tomorrow, and be run over by a bus.”


  Her smile was more like a grimace, there and gone. “I followed you, and you didn’t have any idea, did you? Man like you, hiding away in this old place, you’re not streetwise. I bet there’s all sorts of things I can help you with. Maybe we can come to an arrangement.”


  When she had entered my house, squeezing past me at the door, I had taken the opportunity to pick the pocket of her hooded top. I placed her mobile phone and travel card on the table, and said, “You don’t live as long as I do without learning a few tricks necessary for survival.”


  “I knew you took those,” she said, but could not quite hide her twitch of alarm, and clearly did not know what I had done to her mobile phone, for otherwise she would not have put it straight in her pocket.


  “You think that I am old-fashioned, which in a way is true enough, but it does not mean that I am out of touch with the world. And there is a good, practical reason why I do not have electricity here, or a telephone or any of the paraphernalia of modern life. Electricity attracts imps and other nusiances. You must know this. Look at any street lamp at night, and you will see more than moths whirling around the light.”


  “You didn’t know who that the bloke who talked to you last night was. And I bet you don’t know who Donny Halliwell works for these days, do you?”


  “I am sure that I can find that out without your help. I have extensive resources, and a man who is able break my wards will be well known in the circles in which I move.”


  Miranda rose to my bait. “My mum knows all about him, and I bet she doesn’t move in those ‘circles.’ ”


  “You wish to make a bargain, is that it? You will help me, and I will help you, turn and turn about.”


  “Shake on it,” Miranda said, and stuck out her hand.


  I smiled at her boldness and took her hand and shook it, knowing that the bargain meant nothing to either of us.


  Miranda told me that Donny Halliwell had met a pop star while he was in prison. The pop star, Rainer Sue, had been serving a short sentence for possession of a variety of Class A drugs; Donny Halliwell had been coming to the end of a longer sentence for extracting money with menaces from restaurants in North London. When he had been freed, he’d gone to work for Rainer Sue, now a recluse in his house in Cheyne Walk, one of Chelsea’s most exclusive addresses, as a bodyguard and a general fixer.


  “How do you know so much about these people?”


  “My mum was keen on old Rainer when she was my age, back in the 80s. But he ain’t done nothing in years and years except go to parties and film premieres and like that. My mum, she comes home with a few inside her or she sees his picture in Hello! or whatever, and she puts on one of his CDs and goes all smoochy. It’s real bad stuff though, tinny synthesisers and like a drum machine and saxophones. Bad as in shit, not like in good.”


  “I know what bad means.”


  “I bet you don’t. Anyway, that’s why I know about Donny Halliwell, and about the Jag, too.”


  “The Mark 1 Jaguar.”


  Miranda pretended to be surprised.


  “I do try to keep up,” I said.


  “Has personalised number plates, doesn’t it? RA 1 NR. I see that straight away, and know who owns it. Anyway, the thing about Rainer Sue is that he’s famous for being into weird shit. He wasn’t exactly a Goth back in the day, but he dressed like Christopher Lee in those old Dracula movies, had skulls and coffins and lots of candles on stage, shit like that, yeah? I suppose he found out about you, thought you had something he wanted, is that it?”


  “He wished to purchase a book that I own.”


  “Yeah? Like a book of spells?”


  “In a way. The Stenographia is the masterwork of a monk and magician who called himself Trithemius, and contains codes and conjurations and various prayers which its author claimed could cause angels to act on behalf of those deploying them. My copy is not of the much corrupted edition that was published long after Trithemius’s death, in 1676, but one of only five volumes printed in 1504, the year before he was summoned before Maximillian I and interrogated on matters of faith. Mr. Halliwell—or the man for whom he works—probably traced it through the records of the auction house where I purchased it some twenty years ago.”


  “Ever tried any of those spells out?” Miranda tried to sound casual, but her eyes were shining.


  “Of course not. If you were in possession of a bomb, would you try to detonate it to see if it worked?”


  “ ’Course I would. And I wouldn’t leave it in a house with an unlocked door neither.”


  “The house was protected by more than mere locks, as you well know, but I will admit that you have a valid point.”


  “He had a briefcase,” Miranda said. “Donny Halliwell, I mean. The kind City gents take to work with them. My mate Wayne nicked one once, thinking he was on to a good thing, and all he found in it was a sandwich from Pret A Manger. Couldn’t even sell the briefcase, ‘cause he broke the locks getting it open.”


  “You saw Mr. Halliwell walk into the house.”


  Her gaze was bold and unflinching. She really did possess an admirable faculty for untruths. “He burned a piece of paper on the front step first. It went off like a firework, made a sort of greenish smoke. Then he walked in, and about two minutes later he walked out. Got in the car, and off he drove.”


  “He was, I presume, still carrying the briefcase.”


  “With your book inside it. So now we have to get it back before he does something bad with it.”


  “I have to get it back, Miranda. You have already done more than enough.”


  “No problem, Mr Carlyle. You got to do what you got to do.”


  She met my gaze boldly, and I saw the glint of triumph in her eyes. She believed that she had succeeded in fooling me, but it was not yet time to disabuse her.


  ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


  After Miranda left, I slept for a few hours, breakfasted in a café, and walked against the swelling tide of commuters to the Thames and followed the path beside it upriver, toward Chelsea. Public transport is so thickly infested with imps and other revenants that I am forced to walk everywhere, and these days even the streets are so crowded with remnants of moments of frustration and anger that at times it is like plunging head-first into the mephitic smuts and fumes of a factory chimney.


  Ordinarily, I would have waited and watched before acting. I would have consulted various contacts. I would have made sure that I knew as much as possible about my enemy before making the first move. But this was no time for temperate contemplation. My house had been violated; one of my most precious possessions had been stolen; my temper had been roused. And I feared that the stolen book would be put to immediate use—why else would Donny Halliwell’s boss have resorted to such desperate measures to obtain it? I did make one stop along the way, however, to use (after spending a good five minutes clearing it of the residue of its previous occupants) one of the few public telephone kiosks that still accepted coins to call my old friend, Chief Superintendent Rawles. He had recently retired from the Metropolitan Police but told me that he could find out the answers to my questions easily enough.


  “I will telephone you again, in an hour or so,” I said, and hung up the receiver before he could ask any questions of his own.


  I reached Chelsea just after midday, hot, footsore, and beginning to feel a pinching anxiety about the task ahead of me. I found refuge in a public house, bought a Ploughman’s Lunch and a half pint of beer, and, after the usual chore of cleansing it, used the public telephone to call Rawles.


  He told me what he had found out about Miranda, confirmed what she had told me about Donny Halliwell, gave me Rainer Sue’s address, and asked if I was in trouble again.


  “It is nothing serious,” I said, regretting the lie.


  “Call me if you need any real help,” Rawles said. “And promise me that you’ll tell me what this is all about when it’s finished.”


  I said that I would, and meant it; Rawles was a kind and generous friend who had been a great help to me many times in the past. I left the pub and strolled through the neat, pretty streets of Chelsea to Cheyne Walk, with its ghosts and memories and heavy mantle of history. Here was the house where the young engineer who had shared my first adventure in this city had once lived with his father; here was the house where the irascible old painter, known to his neighbours only as either the Admiral, or “Puggy” Booth, had ended his days in hiding from his public. Here was the house of John Martyn, whose ability to glimpse a little of the city of the dead that surrounds and interpenetrates the city of the living had informed his apocalyptic paintings (his brother, who once had tried to burn down York Minster, had been driven insane by the same gift); and here the house where one memorable evening I once visited Hilaire Belloc in the company of Gilbert Chesterton.


  The address Rawles had given me was at the eastern end of Cheyne Walk, in the middle of a row of old, red-brick houses shielded from the headlong roar of traffic along the Chelsea Embankment by a narrow public garden of shrubbery and grass. Expensive motor vehicles stood nose to tail at the kerb of the narrow road that ran between the houses and the park. There was a quiet, dignified air of prosperity, the smell of fresh paint.


  I found a bench in the public garden and studied Rainer Sue’s house through a gap in the shrubbery. There was no sign of the blood-red Mark 1 Jaguar. A huge wisteria flopped pale green leaves and spikes of purple flowers over the black railings of the front garden. The curtains were closed at every window, as if in mourning, or as if those who ordinarily lived in it had picked up and moved elsewhere for the season, and I quickly realized that in one sense it really was uninhabited. Unlike all the other houses in this old, much-haunted street, it was quite without ghosts or any kind of revenant, and none came near it; not even the smallest batsqueak of an imp clung anywhere close. It was as quiet as a tomb set under a bell jar in the middle of a busy thoroughfare, so completely still that its silence vibrated in the ear like a gnat. Sealed deep in that silence, like a fly in amber, was a tiny, dense knot of impacted energies that would have escaped the attention of someone only a little less skilled than I.


  The ghost of a sulky young housemaid who had drowned herself more than a century ago, after she had become pregnant from a dalliance with a coachman, loitered by the river wall on the far side of the Embankment. I called her over (she drifted across the busy road quite oblivious to the traffic), but she would not do my bidding, said that she’d do anything else for me, anything at all, but not that. I felt a sudden spark of exasperation at this unhappy remnant’s simpering refusal and dismissed her—erased her entire, as easily as blowing out a candle, and allowed my anger to balloon, sucking up all the discarded emotions that blew about the street like scraps of litter. Prickly shards of anger; suffocating rags of distress; flecks of shock and fear bright as fragments of glass; slimy strands of disgust; even a few pure motes of joy, that most effervescent of emotions: I drew in them all. The baggy crowd whirled about me like a pocket thunderstorm, growing ever darker and denser. The leaves of the dusty young plane tree under which I sat began to tremble. On the Embankment road, drivers unconsciously tapped on their accelerators to speed past.


  When I had called up every imp within reach, I threw the entire flock at the front door of the house, straight into the heart of its bubble of preternatural quiet. The house swallowed the thick, lively rope whole. For several minutes nothing happened. Traffic continued to chase itself along the Embankment. An aeroplane made a dull roar above the low grey clouds that sagged over the trees on the other side of the river. Then I felt a swelling pressure, and the ordinary fabric of the house—the red-brick walls, the wrought-iron balcony, the slate roof—was overlaid by a filmy black wave, like a photograph blistering in the heat of a fire. Things seethed within it, shadows on shadows, imps of every kind twisting around each other like a myriad of snakes eating each other’s tails, many more than I had poured into the house, released from the trap buried deep in its fabric and flying outward in every direction. I dissolved hundreds of imps as the expanding wavefront boiled over me, but it was like trying to flick away every drop of rain that pelts you in a thunderstorm. I felt a moment of intense dislocation as several dozen survivors passed straight through me, and managed to save a few of them. The rest flew on, across the road, across the river. A white van broadsided by the impalpable storm swerved and smashed into an oncoming car; the car spun around and its rear slammed into a tree. Broken branches collapsed onto it, fell into the road. A bus braked with an explosive sneeze; horns sounded along the two lanes of stalled traffic.


  I had no doubt that the trap had been designed to collapse had I entered the house unprepared; and if I had been caught in the midst of thousands of suddenly freed imps, I would have been stripped bare by their frenzy of anger and fear and delirium and disgust. It would have taken me days to recover, and meanwhile I would have been quite helpless. As it was, there would be a sudden and inexplicable increase in violence in this part of the city tonight—arguments, fights, perhaps even murders—but I had escaped the worst of the trap.


  Traffic was building up on either side of the road accident. The driver of the car which had smashed into the tree was climbing out of his wrecked vehicle. Two men wrenched back the door of the van; the driver slumped into their arms. The front door of Rainer Sue’s house opened and a woman in a nylon housecoat walked down the steps, unlocked the gate, sat down at the kerb, and put her head between her knees and was sick. I ducked through the shrubbery and walked straight past her, into the house.


  A vacuum cleaner moaned in the hallway, whispering into silence when I pulled out its plug. I called out Rainer Sue’s name, called out Donny Halliwell’s, and when there was no reply walked into the living room. Its pale yellow walls were hung with framed gold records and intricate paintings by Australian aboriginals that whispered of landscapes I would never know, dreams I would never have. There was a huge white couch facing a widescreen TV. There were vases of white lilies, vases of eucalyptus branches. There was a tall bookcase crammed with leather-bound volumes, mostly fake grimoires and incunabulae, although amongst the rubbish was a worm-eaten set of the three volumes of del Rio’s Disquisitionum Magicarum and a rather fine copy of Casiano’s Summa Diabolica in Moroccan leather. The raised wing of a grand piano gave back my reflection as I hurried past it, through open French windows and down a flight of steps into the garden. A gravel path ran between raised beds of white lavender, white roses, grey thistles, and tiger-striped grasses to a pergola grown over with an enormous, ancient grape vine that was perhaps as old as the house. Glassy bunches of grapes, transparent as teardrops, dangled amongst hand-shaped leaves. In one corner was a plywood construct not much bigger than a coffin stood on its end. I opened its door. It was lined with wards and layers of soil and tinfoil—it was a form of orgone box, although infinitely more sophisticated—and the man who squatted inside on a narrow bench seat blinked at me.


  He was in his early forties, barechested and barefoot, wearing only white jeans and a deep tan, and possessed of a delicate, androgynous beauty. His face was unlined; his blond quiff artfully dishevelled. There were marks like little bee stings along the insides of his forearms, yet no imps of delirium clung to him. He smiled tremulously at me, his eyes clouded and vague, and said, “Do I know you?”


  I had no doubt that this was the former pop star, Rainer Sue, and knew at once that he could have had nothing to do with the theft of my book, or the trap left for me in his house. “You must come with me at once,” I said, and tugged at his arm when he was slow to rise. I was fizzing with impatience and fear—I knew that the man who had set the trap would be nearby, eager to see if it had caught me.


  Rainer Sue followed me compliantly and unquestioningly. When I asked him about Donny Halliwell, he shrugged.


  “He is not here?”


  Rainer Sue shrugged again. I was sure that he was drugged—those bee stings—but he had also been made safe, made docile. We were walking away from the house now, and for a moment his attention was caught by the flashing blue lights of the ambulance and the two police cars that had arrived at the scene of the accident on the Embankment.


  “Someone got hurt,” he said.


  “It isn’t as bad as it could have been. Apart from Mr. Halliwell, who else lives with you?”


  Rainer Sue considered this. Thoughts rose to the surface of his face like trout in a still pool. “I have a guy who cooks for me and looks after the garden. And this woman comes in and cleans; she should be around, I guess. Wakes me up with her vacuum cleaner . . .”


  “I saw her. Where is Donny Halliwell? And where is your driver?”


  “Donny drives me. Or we get a limo, and a driver comes with it.”


  I thought of the two people in the Jaguar. If Donny Halliwell had been the man who had confronted me—and I had only Miranda’s word that it was, just as I had only Miranda’s word that Donny Halliwell had broken into my house—then who was the driver? Someone who was skilled in the matter of the dead, that much was certain—someone who had made Donny Halliwell into his servant and had turned Rainer Sue into an amiable zombie, cleaned his house of revenants, and packed thousands of imps into the trap.


  I said, “Does Mr. Halliwell have a friend? Someone who is perhaps staying with you?”


  “He’s my friend,” Rainer Sue said simply.


  “And who is he, this friend of yours?”


  “We like the same things. Books—that’s how we became friends.” The pop star’s attempt to look sly made him seem imbecilic. “We like the same books.”


  “Does he have a name, this friend of yours?”


  “Cagliostro.” Rainer Sue frowned when I laughed. “What’s wrong? You know him?”


  “I know of the man whose name your friend has assumed. How long has he been staying with you?”


  Rainer Sue scratched at his bare chest while thoughts came and went under the surface of his face. At last he said, “A few days. A week, something like that. He’s a very together guy, you know. He helped me. Helped me get rid of some very heavy psychic luggage. Made me feel a whole lot better, you know?”


  “I’m sure he did.” I felt a touch of nausea at the thought of what had been done to this poor foolish man, and asked, “Can you drive?”


  “Sure. I love driving.” His eyes lit up for a moment; then his face fell. “But Donny doesn’t let me.”


  “I will let you. Do you have a motor car other than the Jaguar?”


  “Sure.”


  “Then lead on, Mr. Sue,” I said. “Take me to your car.”


  ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


  It was cached in a lockup garage at the rear of a nearby mansion block: a Mini in Racing Green, with white leather seats and tinted windows. It took me fifteen minutes, trembling with concentration, to purge it of every imp and residue, and make certain that there were no hidden traps or surprises. All the while, Rainer Sue hugged himself and hopped from one bare foot to the other like an incontinent child, murmuring boy oh boy, boy oh boy.


  It turned out that he was not a bad driver, and in any case it was not possible for him to drive at any great speed in the traffic-clogged streets, but I kept my eyes closed most of the way, opening them only to give directions or to try to work out where we were on the four or five occasions when he lost his bearings. He grinned from ear to ear, beating brief rhythms on the steering wheel and humming to himself as the little car lurched and scuttled and crept along. At least he had been left with the capacity for happiness; not out of charity on the part of the man who called himself Cagliostro, but because it made him more amenable to instruction.


  It took more than two hours to drive across the city to the second address Rawles had given me: the mean block of council flats where Miranda lived. I left Rainer Sue in the Mini—I was fairly certain that he would not drive off, and was also fairly certain that he would fail to remember to sound the horn if he saw Donny Halliwell or the red Jaguar—and climbed three flights of a concrete stairway. The usual graffiti, the usual stink of urine, the usual litter of discarded needles and soft drink cans and polystyrene clamshells, the usual little infestations.


  Like Rainer Sue’s house, Miranda’s flat possessed an eerie, empty quiet. There were no wards or traps; apart from a single nest of imps, it had been swept clean. No one came to the door when I knocked. The window beside it was blanked with a lace curtain; inside, the ledge was thick with the husks of flies, which have the same mindless attraction to certain residues as to excrement, rotten food, and corpses.


  The door was armed with three cheap locks that took only a couple of minutes to pick. It was hot inside, the air thickened by a stale, human smell. The kitchen counter was piled with fast food containers, pizza boxes, cartons of a generic protein powder, and crushed soft drink cans; the living room was stacked with loot. Small televisions and portable stereos; video and DVD players; microwaves and laptop computers; dozens of boxes of trainers. The sofa glittered with drifts of CDs and DVDs. A shoe box heavy with loose jewellery and wristwatches sat on top of a pile of neatly folded tracksuits. I imagined Miranda waiting outside a house while a tame imp inspected every room; I imagined her interrogating imps or even ghosts cast off by householders, discovering where spare sets of keys were cached, the codes for alarms.


  I steeled myself for the worst, and went toward the place where the little nest of imps was lodged. The door to one bedroom—Miranda’s—was sealed with a padlocked metal bar. The door to the other stood open. It was very dark inside, and smelt worse than the stairwell. Someone lay on the bed, breathing with a steady rasping snore.


  I assumed that it was Miranda’s mother, but when I cracked the curtains I saw that it was a man, very thin, heavily bearded, and naked apart from a pair of urine-sodden underpants. Imps of delirium clustered thickly around his head. They were like fat, pale grubs, satiated, sluggish, and as vulnerable as newborn kittens, but it cost me much to disperse them. I had to sit on the edge of the bed afterward, feeling my blood moving through me, slow and thick. The man was as pale as paper, all bone and sinew, and he stank like a corpse. His hair tangled in greasy ropes around his face. His skin was tight on the bones of his skull. His shallow breath rasped in the black slot of his mouth. As I stared at him, he made a small movement, averting his face as if in shame.


  I rinsed grey fur from a coffee mug in the kitchen, fed the man sips of water with my wetted handkerchief. I asked him gently how long he had been held like this. He could not or would not speak, but when I told him the date, tears leaked from his sunken eyes. The insides of his forearms were raw with track marks. Disposable hypodermic syringes in clear plastic envelopes and disposable needles in brown plastic sleeves lay on the bedside table. There was a cellophane wrap of gritty white powder, a bent, blackened spoon, several disposable cigarette lighters, a baby’s bottle. Miranda had kept this man prisoner a long time, quietening him with heroin and the attentions of the imps, feeding him on protein mix. I had a pretty good idea who he must be, and wondered what he had done to her (or what she though he had done to her) to deserve such a dreadful punishment.


  I found a working mobile phone on the kitchen table and used it to make two calls, then made inquiries amongst the neighbouring flats, explaining that I was a private investigator trying to trace Miranda on behalf of lawyers who were administering a small bequest due to her. A garrulous old woman in a bright red wig said that she felt sorry for the girl—her mother had disappeared, and her father was a nasty piece of work. A no-nonsense black woman who stood in her doorway with a small girl embracing her knees and a delicious smell of baking wafting around her told me she thought that Miranda was living alone, confirmed that her father possessed the skull tattoo I had seen on the shoulder of the man on the bed, and said that she had not seen him for six months, good riddance as far as she was concerned. She leaned closer and whispered that I should be careful of his daughter, she was a duppy girl. “Spooky little creature. Give you a look like she want to try stop your heart, you know?”


  I said that I did, and thanked her. As I descended the noisome stairs, I saw a familiar head of auburn hair climbing toward me: it was Liz, the girl Miranda had followed two nights ago. She fled when I called her name, unlocked the door of a flat and slid through it and slammed it in my face. I called through the letterbox, told her that I wanted to ask her about Miranda; she said that if I didn’t go away she’d call the police. I reached out and combed away her fear. I told her that I knew now that I had been wrong about the other night and wanted to make amends. I said, “I will make sure that she does not trouble you again.”


  There was a long silence, and then Liz said, “She’s mad, she is. Someone should do something about her.”


  “I intend to. Perhaps you can help me, young lady. Perhaps you can tell me about Miranda’s father.”


  “Him? He’s a right devil. Used to beat up her mother something awful, until she had enough and ran back to Ireland. Then he started on Miranda. He’d hit her with the telephone book, or his belt. Police would come round sometimes, but they didn’t do anything. I used to feel sorry for her, but then her dad ran off, too, and she went funny. She changed.”


  Liz told me that Miranda had stopped going to school six months ago, that she had been hurting herself ever since her mother ran off.


  “She said it was the only thing that made her feel real. But then she started trying to hurt other people.”


  Liz was crying on the other side of the door, half-suppressed sobs like hiccups.


  I said, “When did you last see her father?”


  “About the same time. Miranda said he went to look for her mother. She’s been living on her own ever since. The social people came snooping around once, but they left her alone. Everyone leaves her alone now. She scares them. Who are you, mister? Are you with the social, or the police?”


  “I am trying to find out how I can help Miranda,” I said. I was thinking of the man on the bed. I suspected that she had been punishing her father for something a good deal nastier than a few beatings.


  “She follows people around,” Liz whispered through the letterbox. “Like she followed me, the other night. She’s jealous, I reckon. Doesn’t like people who have ordinary lives. Someone should make her stop it, but everyone’s frightened of her.”


  “Where does she spend her time, during the day?”


  “I told you, she doesn’t go to school any more. Got suspended, didn’t she? She hangs around here, pops up when you don’t expect her . . .”


  “If she said to you, ‘I’ll be at the usual place,’ where would that be?”


  “You know the pub in the market where they sell the antiques and stuff? She nicks stuff, and she sells some of it there. Doesn’t care who knows it, either. Gets drunk on beer she pays this old wino to buy for her.”


  “Thank you, Elizabeth. You have been most helpful.”


  “She wants putting away somewhere. Somewhere where she can get better. Is that what you’re going to do?”


  “I am going to try to help her,” I said.


  ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


  As Rainer Sue drove me away in his Mini, an ambulance twinkled past in the other direction, toward the block of flats. One of the calls I had made had been to the emergency services; the other had been to Miranda’s mobile phone, in which I had cached an imp during my demonstration of my pickpocketing skills. It was a very small and very stupid imp, but after Miranda had spat a swear word into my silence and rung off, it had maintained the connection and recited the various conversations it had overheard. There had been several bits of business about the disposal of stolen property and the purchase of heroin, and there had been this:


  UNKNOWN MAN: The trap has fired.


  MIRANDA: I told you I’d get him to go there. So he’s out of the picture, right?


  UNKNOWN MAN: Unfortunately, he has escaped from the house. However, I imagine that he is seriously weakened, and I will deal with him later, when we have concluded our business.


  MIRANDA: It doesn’t change what we agreed about the book.


  UNKNOWN MAN: It would be unwise to anger me, young woman.


  MIRANDA: Well, you don’t piss me off, either, or I might find someone else interested in what I took. (A pause.) You still there?


  UNKNOWN MAN: We will meet as agreed.


  MIRANDA: The usual place I meet everyone, out in the open, no tricks. I’ll give you what you want, and you’ll pay me what you promised.


  UNKNOWN MAN: As agreed, yes.


  MIRANDA: And you’ll show me things.


  UNKNOWN MAN: Of course. I am a man of honour.


  I had Rainer Sue park a little way from Camden Passage and told him that he was free to go.


  “Can’t I stay? This is kind of exciting.” He wriggled in his seat and looked at me with shining eyes, like a puppy eager to play.


  I wrote the name and address of a psychologist on a slip of paper, a good man with an open mind who had sought my help once or twice, and folded it into the hand of the former pop star. “This man will help you, if you let him. Go home, Mr. Sue, and get on with the rest of your life. And if the man who calls himself Cagliostro comes back to your house, don’t let him in,” I said, and climbed out of the Mini and walked away, toward Camden Passage.


  It was Thursday, the day that antique traders set up their stalls in the spaces amongst the small shops that line the lane. It was late in the afternoon and most of them were packing up now, wrapping unsold goods in newspaper, carrying laden cardboard boxes and plastic bakery trays to Volvos and people carriers double-parked on Essex Road. I saw Miranda on the wall of the terrace outside the public house in the middle of the market, swigging from a bottle of beer, idly kicking her legs while she talked with one of the blanket traders who make their pitches on the pavement outside. Her baseball cap was set on her head. A briefcase was set on the wall beside her.


  I waited and watched for more than an hour. At last, she went inside the public house to use its lavatory. I caught her in the corridor when she came out, and pushed her into a cupboard full of cleaning materials. At first she denied that she had anything to do with the theft of my book, but after I drew my blade and put it to her throat and convinced her that I meant business, she said that Donny Halliwell had made her do it.


  “Mr. Halliwell is merely a stooge for the man who wants my copy of the Stenographia. The man with whom you conversed on your mobile phone a few hours ago. The man who calls himself Cagliostro. Who is he, Miranda?”


  The girl tried to twist away, stilled when I pricked her throat with the point of my blade. We were jammed together in the close dark of the cupboard. She smelt of fear and alcohol; fear oozed out of her in a discrete package that clung inside her hood, and she tried and failed to use this newborn imp against me.


  “It will not obey you as long as I am here,” I said. “Did you really think you were more powerful than me?”


  “I fooled you, didn’t I?”


  “For a little while, but no longer. When did you start to work for Cagliostro?”


  “I don’t work for anyone.”


  “You made a compact with him. You told him that you had found out where I lived, and you agreed to steal my book for him.”


  “I told you, I don’t work for anyone.”


  Keeping the point of my blade at her throat, I pulled the briefcase from her grasp. “What would I find, Miranda, if I looked in here?”


  She looked at me, sullen and defiant and scared.


  “The man who wants the book you stole could not find my house, attempted to lure me into an insultingly obvious trap, and hides behind a foolish pseudonym. If you had the benefit of a proper education, Miranda, you would know that the Count of Cagliostro was a charlatan who died more than two hundred years ago, a peddler of quack remedies whose chief fame is that he was immortalized in the writings of Alexander Dumas. I doubt that I have anything to fear from the man who has taken his name, and I also doubt that he has anything to teach you.”


  “He showed me how to break your wards, and he said he’d show me other stuff, too. He’s a powerful man,” Miranda said sullenly, “so you better watch out.”


  “We will soon see how powerful he is—you arranged to meet him here, did you not, in your ‘usual place’? I warned you about the affinity of imps for telephones. One inhabits your mobile phone, and has been listening to your conversations. You arranged to meet Cagliostro. Very well. We will wait for him together.”


  “He’ll hurt you.”


  “No, he won’t. And I won’t let him hurt you, either.”


  “I can look after myself.”


  “I know that you can,” I said. “But the way you are going about it will only do you harm. I know about your father, Miranda. I know what he did to you, and I know what you did to him. I understand—”


  She twisted in my grip again, started to shout bloody murder, the perennial cry of the London mob, and kicked at the door of the cupboard. I twisted the key and stood aside and let her run.


  A large man in one of the green sweatshirts worn by the public house’s staff stood at the top of the stairs, wanting to know what all the noise was about. I plucked up an imp and flung it at him and left him there, whimpering some nonsense about rats, and followed Miranda. I knew that she would go straight to Cagliostro. It was time to meet him.


  ·   ·   ·   ·   ·


  The red Jaguar was waiting at the end of Camden Passage. Donny Halliwell eased out of it like a cork from a champagne bottle.


  I raised the briefcase, and told him that I would deal only with the man for whom he was working. The driver of the Jaguar said something; Donny Halliwell reached into the pocket of his crumpled jacket and showed me a small black pistol. His smile was a grimace, as if wires had pulled up the corners of his mouth. One of his front teeth was gold. “Get in the car,” he said.


  I climbed into the back. Miranda was hunched in the corner, small and scared. She looked at me, her lower lip caught between her teeth, looked away when I told her that everything would be all right.


  “There is a sword in his cane,” the man behind the steering wheel said. “Deal with it.”


  Donny Halliwell took my cane from me, unsheathed the blade, stuck it between two paving stones, and put a right angle in it. He left it quivering there like a broken Excalibur, and levered himself into the car, making the back seat unpleasantly crowded and enveloping me in a yeasty smell of old sweat. The driver put his arm on the back of the passenger seat and looked at me. I realised that I had seen him two nights ago, in the café, and knew that he must be the man who called himself Cagliostro.


  “You can let the girl go,” I said. “She has nothing to do with this.”


  “She tried to cheat me,” Cagliostro said. His was the kind of clipped English accent that had been the norm on BBC radio until about twenty years ago. With his square, handsome face and black polo-neck sweater worn under a black corduroy jacket, he looked like a philosophy professor who has written a best-selling book traducing the ideas of his colleagues. His black hair, almost certainly dyed, was cut very short, showing the white scalp beneath; his eyes were the pale blue of sunlight seen through snow, and unblinkingly intent. He looked older than me, but he was not.


  Beside me, Miranda stirred and said, “I never cheated you. I was going to give you the book, but he found me, didn’t he? He took it back.”


  “You should have given it to me straight away,” Cagliostro said.


  “We had a deal. You said you’d teach me stuff.”


  “And so I will,” Cagliostro said. “Such wonders. What a pity that you and Mr. Carlyle will not survive them.” He looked at Donny Halliwell and said, “Show me the book.”


  The big man took the briefcase from me and snapped its locks. Cagliostro touched the book with long white fingers, then told his servant to close the briefcase and set it on the front seat. He smiled at me and said, “You do not recognise me.”


  “We have met before?”


  “In 1941,” Cagliostro said, and put the car in gear and pulled out into the traffic, ignoring the outraged horn blast of a bus.


  “Which side were you on?”


  “You must ask?”


  “I suppose not.”


  “I was a mere boy then. And because it took me some time to learn how to prolong my life, I have aged somewhat. You, however, look much as you did then. You even wear the same silly costume.”


  “It is not a costume,” I said, remembering the young man who had given me a calm look of pure hatred as he stood between two military policemen in a room hazed with the smoke of the one-time code pads he had burnt while soldiers had fought a gun battle with his associates. I told him now, “You had some small talent in the matter of the dead. You believed it to be a form of magic when we first met, and I thought you foolishly deluded. If you still believe it, then I am afraid that my opinion has not changed.”


  “See how he talks,” Miranda said to Cagliostro. The poor girl was still trying to win his favour. “He thinks he’s more important than anyone. That’s why I helped you.”


  “This man was an enemy agent in the Second World War,” I told her. “A Nazi spy. He bound ghosts to important buildings. The ghosts acted as markers or beacons for others of his kind, who rode in bombers.”


  “Sounds cool,” Miranda said.


  “It was very cool,” Cagliostro said. He was a skilful and ruthless driver, riding hard on the rear of the car in front of the Jaguar, overtaking it on the inside at the big roundabout as he aimed the big car into Old Street. “Unfortunately, flattery will not undo the damage you have caused.”


  “He called himself Count Roemheld then,” I said. “It was no more his real name than Cagliostro.”


  “Names are powerful things, Mr. Carlyle,” Cagliostro said. “I do not give up mine lightly.”


  “I did everything you asked,” Miranda said. “I got him to go to Rainer Sue’s house.”


  “Yet Mr. Carlyle escaped the trap. I wonder, young lady, if it was because you told him about it.”


  “I never!”


  “I escaped,” I said, “because your trap was so very crude. I defeated you once, and I will do so again.”


  But despite my brave words and the voluptuous feeling of calm that had possessed me ever since I had committed myself to this confrontation, I was not certain that either I or Miranda would survive it. I did not know how much power Cagliostro had gained since we had last met, and I had not counted on Donny Halliwell being armed. Miranda had been right. I was no longer wise to the ways of the streets. I did not assume that English criminals would carry pistols as casually as Wild West cowboys.


  The Jaguar sped under the railway bridge where I had been stopped two nights before and turned sharply onto Kingsland Road. A pedestrian levitated himself out of the way. We drove past the Geffrye Museum. We drove past the new mosque. The gold cap of its tower shone in the late afternoon sunlight. Cagliostro looked at me in the rearview mirror and said, “Perhaps you are wondering why I need the book.”


  “As a matter of fact, I am wondering why you believe that you need me. You went to a great deal of trouble with your silly little trap, and you did not ask your creature to kill me just now, after you took possession of the book.”


  “Times are changing, Mr. Carlyle. We are at the end of one age and the beginning of another. It is time to choose sides. Those like you, who attempt to remain neutral, who pretend that they are aloof from the world, will be the first casualties. Do you not think that poetic justice?”


  “I see no justice here, only the tired cliché of an old, defeated Nazi attempting revenge on his former nemesis.”


  “If I had wanted revenge, Mr. Carlyle, I would have found you more than fifty years ago. This is no more than a happy coincidence. I discovered that you had something I wanted, and when you would not accept my very reasonable offer, I was forced to take it.”


  “I believe it was Miranda who stole the book. You were not able to find my house, although you tried several times to follow me home.”


  “A foolish piece of deception, nothing more.”


  “A deception you were unable to see through, although Miranda managed it well enough. Of the three of us, who has the most of what you call ‘power’?”


  “I broke your wards. I laid the trap.”


  “Which did not quite catch me. You have the book, and you have me. Why not let the girl go? She has no part in this foolishness.”


  “I can look after myself,” Miranda said.


  “I wish it was true,” I told her.


  We drove through Hackney, drove beneath the flyovers of the motorway junction beyond Victoria Park to an industrial estate named after Shakespeare’s gloomy, haunted prince. Donny Halliwell heaved out of the Jaguar and unlocked the gate.


  “The man in charge of the security of this place is one of Mr. Halliwell’s associates,” Cagliostro said. “Remarkably easy to bribe. We will not be disturbed.”


  He drove past long low brick sheds housing businesses that mostly had something to do with the motor trade and stopped the Jaguar beside a fence that, sagging in front of a strip of weeds and straggling elder trees, ran along the boundary of the industrial estate, at the edge of the junction with the Hereford Union Canal and the navigational cut of the River Lea. Menaced by Donny Halliwell’s gun, Miranda and I scrambled through the narrow belt of scrub to the towpath.


  “Christ’s cross was made from elder wood,” Cagliostro said, as he followed us. “And Judas hanged himself from an elder tree. A nice symmetry, don’t you think?”


  “More likely he hanged himself from a fig tree,” I said, “since fig trees are native to his country and elder trees are not. Still, if you believe in that kind of thing, elder wood is said to be a protection from witchcraft. I find the idea encouraging.”


  The air was hot and close, thick with the smell of open water and fecund vegetation. To the west, the low clouds were breaking up, and the sun burned in the middle of a ragged patch of blue sky. On the dual carriageway that was elevated beyond a snaggled sprawl of roofs, fugitive shards of sunlight gleamed on the roofs of speeding cars and trucks. Cagliostro, holding the briefcase in one hand, turned a full circle, taking in the view of the backs of industrial buildings and brick walls on the other side of the canal. It was one of those mournful, scruffy places that belong to no one except the dead, but there were no revenants there—not so much as the smallest imp.


  “A quiet place,” he said. “I have made sure that we will not be disturbed, too. Any walkers or cyclists will discover that they have pressing need to turn back if they approach too closely.”


  He set the briefcase between his feet, reached inside his jacket, lifted out a white mouse by its naked tail, and tossed it to the ground. It ran off along the towpath, cheeping like a sparrow. He smiled when he saw my dismay and said, “I believe you have already met the entity my little sacrifice will summon. Shoot him.”


  Donny Halliwell stirred like a man jerked out of sleep, raised his little pistol, and fired. The bullet punched me in my left thigh. It passed straight through the meat without hitting bone, but even so I felt as if I had been struck with a red-hot poker. I grabbed the spot reflexively, lost my balance, and fell on my backside amongst dry weeds.


  “You should have sold me the book,” Cagliostro said. “I made you an excellent offer, and I would have honoured it. I even had another sacrifice marked out for this business. But you were too stubborn, Mr. Carlyle, and it has brought you to this.”


  “So that was why you were at the café,” I said. It was a small consolation that I had saved its kindly owner.


  “But instead you walked in, with the girl. You were trying to help her, but later that night she betrayed you and made a bargain with me. And now I have the book, and I have you, and I have her. Miranda, I will make good my promise to teach you something useful. Find four branches of elder wood, each about as thick as your thumb. Break them off and use your knife, the one you think I do not know about, to sharpen the broken ends into points.”


  “What for?”


  “Because I tell you to.”


  They stared at each other. Miranda was searching for any revenant she could use against him, but apart for something with a cold remorseless hunger that was flowing toward us from the west, none were within reach.


  “He wishes to stake me out,” I told Miranda. “As a sacrifice to the thing that has taken up residence in this stretch of water. The thing that took your pet two nights ago. Can you feel it draw near?”


  “Very good, Mr. Carlyle,” Cagliostro said.


  “You hope to make it more powerful and then bind it with incantations from the Stenographia. I should warn you that it will not work.”


  “The book has puissance.”


  “It has nothing of the kind.”


  “I believe your parents would disagree.”


  “They are in no position to disagree.”


  They had been dead for more than a hundred and seventy years, but it still hurt me to speak about them to a stranger.


  “You will soon be at the same disadvantage. Four pieces of wood, young woman. Do it now, or Mr. Halliwell will shoot you dead and I’ll feed your ghost to my pet.”


  Miranda looked at him from beneath the bill of her baseball cap. She was slight and so very young, but was stiffened by a core of irreducible defiance. “I know you’re gonna to do that anyway,” she said, “so don’t expect me to do your work for you.”


  Cagliostro shrugged and told Donny Halliwell to deal with her. As the big man stepped toward Miranda, I used the connection I still had with the imp in her mobile phone and made the little machine ring. Cagliostro pinched the imp out, as I knew he would, and I used the momentary distraction to loose the imps I had saved from the trap at Rainer Sue’s house. I had pinched them as small as a full stop and swallowed them. Now I coughed them up and threw them as hard as I could.


  Not at Cagliostro—he would have dismissed them in an instant—but at Donny Halliwell.


  They slammed into the big man and clung, covering him with crackling sparks of panic and disgust that burnt away the calm of his trance in an instant. His face cleared, and he turned to Cagliostro and raised the little black pistol and shot him, shot him again as he pitched forward, blood all over his face. As the two gunshots echoed off the brick wall on the other side of the canal, Cagliostro’s prone body blurred, like a double-exposed photographic image, but even as the ghost, shocked from him by the violent moment of his death, began to get to its feet, a smooth white snake whipped up from the canal and opened its jaws wide and snapped it down. Miranda screamed, and something as massive and fast as an express train blasted over my head and smashed into the ancient revenant. It blew apart like a snowman hit square by a howitzer round. For an instant, a thousand fragments skittered away in every direction across the calm black water of the canal, and then they smoked into the air and were gone.


  Miranda had fallen to her knees. The red blood that ran from her nose was shockingly bright against her white skin. She dabbed at it with the back of her hand, saw me looking at her, and said, “It took him. I saw it. I saw it eat his soul.”


  “It took the ghost he created at the moment of dying. If there are such things as souls, I have never seen one.”


  Donny Halliwell said, “I don’t know what you two are talking about. I don’t want to know. Just tell me he was going to kill you.”


  “Something of the sort,” I said. My leg was hurting quite badly now, a swelling, bone-deep ache. My trouser leg was soaked with blood. My shoe was filled with blood.


  Donny Halliwell stuck the pistol in his jacket pocket. His hand was shaking so badly it took him three tries. “He made me shoot you,” he said.


  “I know.”


  “It wasn’t my idea. None of this was my idea. I don’t even know where I am. Last thing I remember properly is opening the door to him. And then everything sort of fell away. It was like I was in the back of my head, watching things happen on a very small TV.”


  “He hypnotized you,” I said.


  “Where’s Rainer?”


  “He helped me, and then I sent him home.”


  “He was so excited when this bloke wrote to him—something about those stupid books of his. He trusts people too much. Are you sure he’s okay? At some point I think I gave him some kind of drug.”


  “I gave him the name of a man who can help him,” I said.


  “I better go and see how he is,” Donny Halliwell said. “He isn’t too good on his own.”


  “Of course,” I said, and was relieved when the big man crashed away through the belt of scrubby trees.


  Miranda shuddered once, all over, and said, “I thought he was going to finish us off.”


  “So did I. Is your mobile phone working?”


  “ ’Course. I’ll call an ambulance.”


  “That won’t be necessary,” I said, and gave her the telephone number of a sympathetic doctor. After she had made the call, I told her to open the briefcase and bring me my book.


  She could not quite meet my gaze when she handed it to me. It was a heavy quarto volume bound in the hide of an unborn calf tanned by age to an uneven buttery colour, its pages made of good-quality linen paper. I ran my fingers over the intricate knot embossed in the leather under the stamped gold title. “After my parents died, it was important to me to recreate their library. This was the last volume I needed, the rarest and the most expensive. You would not believe me if I told you how much I paid for it,” I said, and threw it into the canal.


  It made quite a splash.


  “You’re mad,” Miranda said.


  “I should have done it some time ago. Our dead friend was right about one thing: times have changed. And it is time to let go of the past. Now, would you be so kind as to cut a branch from one of those elders?”


  “What are you going to do? Stake him through the heart?”


  “Cagliostro was no vampire. I do not want Dr. Barrow to find us here, with the body. If I am to hobble to the road, I will need a crutch.”


  “Then what?”


  “Dr. Barrow will take me to his home, he will treat my wound, and I will make up a story for the police.”


  “I mean, what about me?”


  “The police will want to talk to you about your father, but I can vouch for you.”


  “He hurt me,” she said, plainly and simply. “After Mum left, he came into my room every night and hurt me.”


  “And when you could, you hurt him in turn. I understand. But by destroying him in that way, by dedicating your life to his punishment, you would also have destroyed yourself.”


  “I wanted to kill him,” she said. “But I didn’t want his ghost haunting me. I can see them sometimes, ghosts, but I can’t do anything with them.”


  “You did quite well with Cagliostro’s pet.”


  “They’ll put me away, won’t they?”


  “I have never before taken on an apprentice, Miranda. I have lived a solitary life ever since I moved to London. Last night, you said that I had no real friends. That I did not let anyone get close to me. And you were right. But times have changed, much more than I believed when I first began to walk the streets at night. You have a powerful gift, and I can teach you how to use it, if you will let me. But I should warn you that it will not be an easy path.”


  “Teach me.”


  She said it with a sudden, raw, naked passion, and in that moment I had my first glimpse of the real Miranda, the human being who hid behind the sullen, wary mask of a child brought up on the stones.


  “Teach me,” she said. “Teach me stuff.”
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  Take Me to the River


  THE FIRST AND probably last Bristol Free Festival hadn’t drawn anything like the numbers its blithely optimistic organisers had predicted, but even so, the crowd was four or five times as big as any Martin Feather had ever faced. Martin had been brought in as a last-minute replacement after the regular keyboard player in Sea Change, the semi-professional group headlining the bill, had broken his arm in a five-a-side football match. Last night’s run-through had gone okay, but now, in the mouth of the beast, Martin was beginning to get the jitters. The rest of the band were happy to hang out backstage, passing around a fat spliff, drinking free beer, and bullshitting with a mini-skirted reporter from the Bristol Evening Post, but Martin was too wound-up to stay still, and after his third visit to the smelly Port-A-Loo he wandered around to the front of the stage to check out the action.


  It was the hottest day yet in the hottest summer in living memory. More than three hundred people sprawled on drought-browned grass in front of the stage, and a couple of hundred more queued at icecream vans and deathburger carts or poked around stalls that sold vegetarian food, incense sticks and lumpy bits of hand-thrown pottery, hand-printed silk scarves and antique shawls and dresses. A fire-eater and a juggler entertained the festival-goers; a mime did his level best to piss them off. There was a fortune teller in a candy-striped tent. There were hippies and bikers, straight families and sullen groups of teenagers, small kids running around in face paint and dressing-up-box cowboy outfits and fairy princess dresses, naked toddlers, and a barechested sunburnt guy with long blond hair and white jeans who stood front and centre of the stage, arms held out crucifixion-style and face turned up to the blank blue sky, as he grokked the music. He’d been there all afternoon, assuming the same pose for the Trad Jazz group, the pair of lank-haired unisex folk singers, the steel band, a group of teenagers who’d come all the way from Yeovil to play Gene Vincent’s greatest hits, and the reggae that the DJ played between sets. And now for Clouds of Memory, second-from-top on the bill, and currently bludgeoning their way through ‘Paint It Black’.


  Martin had joined Clouds of Memory a few months ago, but he’d quickly fallen out with the singer and lead guitarist, Simon Cowley, an untalented egomaniac who couldn’t stay in key if his life depended on it. Martin still rankled over the way he’d been peremptorily fired after a gig in Yate and left to find his own way home (it hadn’t helped that his girlfriend had dumped him in the same week), but watching his nemesis make a buffoon of himself didn’t seem like a bad way to keep his mind off his stomach’s flip-flops.


  Simon Cowley ended ‘Paint It Black’ by wrenching an unsteady F chord from his guitar a whole beat behind the rest of the band, and stood centre-stage with one arm raised in triumph, as if the scattering of polite applause was a standing ovation. His shoulder-length blond hair was tangled across his face. He was wearing a red jumpsuit and white cowboy boots. He turned to the drummer and brought down his arm, kicking off the doomy opening chords of his self-penned set-closing epic, ‘My Baby’s Gone to UFO Heaven’, and Martin saw Dr. John stepping through the people scattered at the fringe of the audience, heading straight towards him.


  He should have known at once that it meant trouble. Dr. John was a small-time hustler who, after dropping out of Bristol University’s Medical School, supplemented his dole by buying grass and hash at street-price in St. Paul’s, Bristol’s pocket ghetto, and selling it for a premium to students. They’d first met because Dr. John rented a rotten little flat above the club where Martin had been working. Dr. John had introduced Martin to the dubious delights of the Coronation Tap, and after Martin had set up his hole-in-the-wall secondhand record shop, Dr. John would stop by once or twice a week to sell LPs he’d found in junkshops or jumble sales, or had taken from students in exchange for twists of seeds and stems. He’d tell Martin to put on some reggae and turn it up, and do what he called the monkey dance. He’d flip through the stock boxes, pulling out albums and saying with mock-amazement, “Can you believe this shit? Can you believe anyone would actually pay money for it?” He’d look over the shoulders of browsing customers and tell them, “I wouldn’t buy that, man. It’ll make your ears bleed. It’ll lower your IQ,” or he’d read out the lyrics of prog rock songs in a plummy voice borrowed from Peter Sellers until Martin lost patience and told him to piss off. Then he’d shuffle towards the door, apologising loudly for upsetting the nice middle-class students, pausing before he stepped out, asking Martin if he’d see him at the Coronation Tap later on.


  When he wasn’t hustling dope or secondhand records, Dr. John spent most of his time in the Tap, sinking liver-crippling amounts of psychedelically strong scrumpy cider, bullshitting, and generally taking the piss. Like many people who aren’t comfortable in their own skins, he was restless, took great delight in being obnoxious, and preferred other people’s voices to his own. He would recite entire Monty Python sketches at the drop of a hat, or try to hold conversations in Captain Beefheart lyrics (“The past sure is tense, Martin! A big-eyed bean from Venus told me that. Know what I mean?”). His favourite film was Get Carter, and he could play Jack Carter for a whole evening. “A pint of scrumpy,” he’d say to the landlord, “in a thin glass.” Or he’d walk up to the biggest biker in the pub and tell him, “You’re a big man, but you’re in bad shape. With me, it’s a full-time job. So behave yourself.” Amazingly, he was never beaten up, although a burly student in a rugby shirt once threw a full pint of beer in his face after being told that his eyes were like piss-holes in snow.


  Dr. John’s scrumpy-fuelled exploits were legendary. The time he’d been arrested for walking down the middle of Whiteladies Road with a traffic cone on his head. The time he’d tried to demonstrate how stuntmen could fall flat on their faces, and had broken one of his front teeth on the pavement. The time he’d climbed into a tree and gone to sleep, waking up a couple of hours later and falling ten feet onto the roof of a car, leaving a dent the exact shape of his body and walking away without a bruise. The time he’d slipped on ice, fallen over, and smashed the bottle of whiskey in his pocket: a shard of glass had penetrated his thigh and damaged a nerve, leaving him with a slight but permanent limp. His life was like a cartoon. He was Tom in Tom and Jerry, Wile E. Coyote in Roadrunner. He was one of those people who bang their way from one pratfall to the next in the kind of downhill spiral that seems funny as long as you don’t get too close.


  Now he gimped up to Martin, a short, squat guy with a cloud of curly black hair and a wispy beard, wearing a filthy denim jacket, a Black Sabbath T-shirt, and patchwork flares, saying loudly, “Didn’t you used to be in this band?”


  “For about five minutes in April.”


  Dr. John sneered at the stage. “You’re well out of it, man. Is that a gong I see, right there behind the drummer? It is, isn’t it? Fucking poseurs.”


  “If they dumped Simon and found someone who could actually sing and play lead guitar, they might have the kernel of a good sound. Put the bass and drums front and centre, like a reggae set-up.”


  “Not that you’re bitter or anything,” Dr. John said. He pulled a clear glass bottle half-filled with a cloudy brown liquid from one pocket of his denim jacket, unscrewed the cap and took a long swallow, belched, and offered it to Martin.


  Martin took a cautious sip and immediately spat it out. “Jesus. What is it?”


  “Woke up on the floor of this strange flat this morning, man. I must have been invited to a party. I mixed myself a cocktail with what was left.” Dr. John snatched back the bottle, took another pull, and smacked his lips. “You have to admit it has a certain vigour.”


  “It tastes like cough medicine. There’s beer backstage, if you want some.”


  “Backstage? Were you playing, man? I’m sorry to have missed it.”


  “I’m on next. Playing with the headliners.”


  “Free beer, man, now I know you’re a star.”


  “I’m only a stand-in, but I get all the perks.”


  On stage, Simon Cowley, his face screwed up inside a fall of blond hair, was hunched over his guitar and picking his way through an extended solo. When Martin had joined Clouds of Memory, he’d tried to get them interested in the raw new stuff coming out of New York and London—Television and the Ramones, Dr. Feelgood and the 101ers—but Simon had sneered and said it was nothing but three-chord pub rock with no trace of musical artistry whatsoever. ‘Artistry’ was one of Simon’s favourite words. He was the kind of guy who spent Saturday afternoons in guitar shops, pissing off the assistants by playing note-by-note copies of Jimmy Page and Eric Clapton solos. He liked to drop quotes from Nietzsche and Hesse into casual conversation. He was a big fan of Eric Von Daniken. He subscribed to the muso’s music paper, Melody Maker, and despised the achingly hip streetwise attitudes of the New Musical Express, which Martin read from cover to cover every week. The tension between them had simmered for a couple of weeks, until, while they were packing up after that gig in Yate, Simon had picked an argument with Martin and sacked him on the spot.


  Dr. John took another swig of his cocktail and said, “Sabbath, man, they’re the only ones who can do this kind of thing properly. Did I tell you about the gig at Colston Hall this spring?”


  “Only about a hundred times.”


  “It wasn’t loud enough, but that was the only thing wrong with it. A thousand kids belting out ‘Paranoid’ at the top of their lungs, it was a religious experience. But this, this is like . . .” He looked up at the sky for inspiration, failed to find it, and took another drink.


  “It’s prog rock crap,” Martin said, “but Dancing Jesus likes it.”


  The barechested guy stood in the middle of the thin crowd, arms flung wide, face tilted to the blue sky, quivering all over.


  Dr. John’s lifted his upper lip in a sneering smile that showed off his broken tooth. “Where his head’s at, man, he’d groove on anything. I sold him my last three tabs of acid and he dropped them all. Anyone’s in UFO heaven, it’s him.”


  “Made much money here?”


  “I’m here for the vibe, man.”


  “Right.”


  “Truly. I’m down to seeds and stems until Tuesday or Wednesday, when this a guy I know is going to deliver some primo hash. Moroccan gold, man, the real no-camel-shit-whatsoever deal. This guy, his brother’s a sailor, gets the stuff straight from the souk. I’ll put you down for an eighth, seeing as you’re a good pal and a professional musician and everything.” Dr. John looked around and sidled closer and said, “Plus, you can help me out a little right now.”


  Martin was instantly wary. He said, “I’m on after this lot finishes.”


  “I’ve seen these fuckers play before, man. They’re getting into the drum solo, and then there’s the bass solo, that plonker’s endless guitar wankery . . . You’ve got plenty of time. And it’s a really simple favour.”


  “I bet.”


  “A lot easier than saving someone from a beating.”


  A few weeks ago, at a dub concert in a community hall in St. Paul’s, a gang of Jamaican youths had decided to get territorial on Martin’s bloodclat white ass. Dr. John and his dealer had chased them off, a heroic deed Dr. John had mentioned no more than fifty or sixty times since. Martin said, “I believe it was your friend Hector who actually saved me.”


  “But I alerted him to the situation, I asked him to help you out because you’re a good friend of mine. And friends have to look after each other, right?”


  Martin sighed. “If I do this thing for you, will you promise to never mention St. Paul’s again?”


  “Cross my heart and hope to die, man. See that girl?” Dr. John put his arm around Martin, enveloping him in a powerful odour compounded of stale booze, sweat, and pot smoke, and turned him around.


  “What am I looking at?”


  “The girl, man. Black hair, white dress.”


  She stood beside the St John’s ambulance, in the narrow wedge of shadow it cast. Tall and willowy in a long white dress that clung to her curves, her arms bare and pale, her elfin face framed by a Louise Brooks bob of midnight-black hair.


  “I’ve been watching her,” Dr. John said.


  “I don’t think she’s your type.”


  Regulars at the Tap sometimes speculated about Dr. John’s sex life. Everyone agreed that he must have one, but no one could imagine what it could be like.


  “She’s dealing, man. Actually, she’s not really dealing because there’s no money changing hands, she’s been handing out freebies all afternoon. What you can do for me is sashay over there and cop a sample of whatever it is she’s holding. See, it really is an easy-peasey little favour.”


  “If it’s so easy, why don’t you do it?”


  “Man, that would hardly be cool. I’d blow my reputation if I was seen taking a hand-out from some hippy chick.”


  “But I wouldn’t.”


  “That’s different, man. You’re not in the business. You’re a civilian. Go get a sample, okay? And talk to her, try to find out where she’s getting her stuff from. A chick like that, she has to be fronting for someone. Maybe those guys who muscled into my business at the Student Union.”


  “The ones who put the Fear in you,” Martin said.


  One day at the beginning of the long, hot summer, Dr. John had walked into the Tap with two black eyes and a split lip, and insisted on showing everyone the stitches in his scalp whether they wanted to look or not. “Four fuckers beat me up round the back of the Student Union. Told me that it was their territory from now on. Some pockmarked guy with a goatee is working my spot now, turning the kids on to brown heroin by telling them that he’s out of grass right now but if they’d like to try a sample of this little powder . . .” Dr. John had looked solemn for a moment, then had put on his Get Carter voice. “Still, look on the bright side. They’re only fucking students. Maybe a bit of heroin will light up their immensely dull lives.”


  Now he told Martin, “I’m scared of nothing, man. Still, if she is working for them, and they see me talking to her . . . You see what I mean? But you’re a civilian. They won’t touch you.”


  “She looks like she’s from some cult,” Martin said. “Like the Hare Krishnas who were here earlier, handing out copies of George’s favourite book.”


  “Don’t knock the guys in orange, man, they serve a mean lentil curry to people who, because of the government’s attitude to alternative lifestyles, often find themselves having to choose between eating and paying the rent. Just walk over there, cop a little of what’s she’s holding, and come right back. It’ll take you all of thirty seconds, and I swear I won’t mention saving your life ever again.”


  “I’ll do it,” Martin said, “as long as you stop making those puppy eyes at me.”


  He tried to affect a cool stroll as he moved through the crowd towards the girl. The closer he got, the less attractive she appeared. Her face was plastered in white powder, her Louise Brooks bob was a cheap nylon wig, and her skin was puffy and wrinkled, as if she’d spent a couple of days in a bath. Martin told her that he’d heard she had some good stuff, and she looked at him for a moment, a gaze so penetrating he felt she had seen through to the floor of his soul, before she shook her head and looked past him at something a million miles away.


  Martin said, “You don’t have anything for me? How about for my friends? They’re playing next, and they could do with a little lift.”


  She was staring straight through him. As if, after she’d dismissed him, he’d ceased to exist. Her eyes were bloodshot and slightly bulging, rimmed with thick mascara that made them seem even bigger. Her white dress was badly waterstained, and a clammy odour rose from it.


  “Maybe I’ll see you around,” Martin said, remembering how he’d felt when he’d suffered one of his numerous rejections at the school disco. It didn’t help that a gang of teenage boys jeered and toasted him with bottles of cider as he walked away.


  Dr. John was waiting for him backstage, a plastic pint glass in his hand.


  “I see you found the free beer,” Martin said.


  “You really are a superstar, man. I mention your name and it’s like magic, this beer suddenly appears. What did she slip you? What did she say?”


  “She didn’t say a word, and she didn’t slip me anything either. It’s probably some kind of scam involving herbal crap made from boiled nettle leaves or grass-type grass, and she realised that I’d see right through it.”


  “All the best gear is herbal,” Dr. John said, and launched into a spiel about William Burroughs and a South American Indian drug that was blown into your nostrils through a yard-long pipe and took you on a magical mystery tour, stopping only to give Simon Cowley a shit-eating grin as he came off stage, saying, “Fab set, man. Reminded me of Herman’s Hermits at their peak.”


  Simon looked at Martin and said, “Still hanging out with losers I see,” and walked past, chin in the air.


  Then Martin was busy setting up his keyboards while the two festival roadies took down Clouds of Memory’s drums and mikes and assembled Sea Change’s kit, and before he knew it the set had kicked off. The sun was setting and a hot wind was getting up, fluttering the stage’s canvas roof, blowing the music towards the traffic that scuttled along the far edge of Clifton Downs. Martin concentrated fiercely on playing all the right notes in the right order in the right place, but whenever he had a few moment’s rest he glanced towards the girl. Seeing her beyond the glare of the footlights, seeing her with a hairy hippy with a beer-drinker’s belly, a couple of giggling girls who couldn’t have been more than fifteen, a bearded boy in bellbottoms and a brown chalkstripe waistcoat, a woman in a summer dress and a chiffon scarf . . .


  When he came off, sweating hard after two encores, the rhythm guitarist of Clouds of Memory got in his face, saying something about his loser friend spiking beer. Martin brushed him off and went to look for Dr. John. There was no sign of him, backstage or front. The crowd was beginning to drift away. Two men in black uniforms had opened the back doors of the ambulance and were packing away their first aid kit. The girl was gone.


  * * *


  Martin didn’t think any more about it until early the next morning, when he was woken by the doorbell. It was Monday morning, ten to eight, already stiflingly hot, and Martin had a hangover from the post-gig pub session with the guys from Sea Change and their wives and girlfriends and hangers-on. When the bell rang he put a pillow over his head, but the bell just wouldn’t quit, a steady drilling that resonated at the core of his headache. Clearly, some moron had SuperGlued his finger to the bell push, and at last Martin got up and padded into the living room and looked out of the window to see who it was.


  Martin’s flat was on the top floor of a house in the middle of Worcester Terrace, a row of Georgian houses that the professional middle classes were beginning to reclaim from decades of low rent squalor. Four storeys below, Dr. John stood like a smudge of soot on the clean white doorstep, looking up and waving cheerfully when Martin asked him if he’d lost his mind.


  “I’ve had a bit of an adventure,” he shouted.


  Martin put his keys in a sock and threw them down. By the time his visitor had laboured up the stairs he was dressed and in the kitchen, making tea. Dr. John stood in the doorway, making a noise like a deflating set of bagpipes. He had turned a colour normally associated with aubergines or baboons’ bottoms. When he had his breath back, he said, “You should find somewhere nearer the ground. I think I have altitude sickness.”


  “I should punch you in the snout.”


  “Whatever it is you think I did, I didn’t do it.” Dr. John flopped heavily onto one of the kitchen chairs. He had the bright eyes and clenched jaw of a speed buzz. There was fresh mud on the knees of his jeans. Grass stains on his denim jacket; a leafy twig in his bird’s nest hair.


  “Then you didn’t spike Simon Cowley’s beer.”


  “Oh, that.” Dr. John opened a Virginia tobacco tin and took out a roll-up. “Yeah, I did that. You have bacon and eggs to go with this tea?”


  “If I had any bacon Id give you bacon and eggs if I had any eggs.”


  Dr. John lit the roll-up and looked around the little kitchen. “I see you have cornflakes.”


  “Knock yourself out. What did you spike him with?”


  “The herbal shit I scored off that girl.” Dr. John poured milk over the bowlful of cornflakes. “Is that hot chocolate I see by the kettle?”


  “So you blew your reputation as a professional drug-dealer to check out this hippy chick.”


  Dr. John shook chocolate powder over his cornflakes. “My curiosity was piqued.”


  “Did she give you anything?”


  “She handed it over without a word. Check it out.” Dr. John fished something from the pocket of his denim jacket and showed it to Martin. It was the size of his thumbnail and crudely pressed from a greenish paste; it looked more like a bird-dropping than a pill. “Weird-looking shit, huh? So weird, in fact, that even I wouldn’t take it without testing it first. So I broke off the smallest little sliver and dropped it in Mr. UFO’s beer.”


  “Too much acid has fried your brains.”


  “But in the best possible way.” Dr. John was bent over the bowl, spooning up chocolate powder/milk/cornflakes mix. The roll-up was still glued to the corner of his mouth. Although the window was open, his funky odour filled the kitchen. “So, did my freebie take your wanky friend to somewhere good?”


  “Good enough for his pal to know he’d been spiked.”


  “It didn’t give him fits, make him foam at the mouth, make him sing in tune?”


  “I didn’t hang around to find out. He just looked very spaced. Had a thousand yard stare and a stupid grin.”


  “Cool. Maybe I’ll give it a test flight this afternoon. Make me some more tea, man, and I’ll tell you about the girl.”


  Dr. John said that he had followed her across the Downs into the wild strip of woods along the edge of the Avon Gorge. “She was like an elf, man. Breezed through those fucking woods as if she was born to it.”


  “So she isn’t the front for Turkish gangsters. She really is just some crazy hippy.”


  “She might have been crazy, but she really could move. Floated right down those steep narrow paths to the bottom of the gorge in about a minute flat. I got stuck halfway, saw her cross the road at the bottom, saw her climbing over the rail on the other side, down to the river.” Dr. John lit a fresh roll-up and looked at Martin, suddenly serious. “You know how the Avon is almost dried up because of the drought? There’s grass growing on the mud, and where grass isn’t growing it’s all dry and cracked. She walked over that shit, man, straight towards what’s left of the river. Then a couple of lorries went past, and when they were gone she wasn’t there any more.”


  “She jumped into the river? Come on.”


  “One moment she was walking across those mud flats, and then those bastard lorries came along, and she was gone, that’s all I know.”


  “Let me get this straight. She was giving away some kind of drug for free, and then she was struck by a fit of remorse, so she walked down to the river and drowned herself.”


  Martin, used to Dr. John’s fantastic stories, reckoned that about half of what he’d been told was true. He believed that his friend had tried to follow the girl and lost her in the woods; the rest was just the usual bullshit embellishment.


  “I don’t know what her motivation was, man. I only know what I saw.”


  “You didn’t go look for her? Or call the police?”


  “I was on this dead-end path halfway up the side of the fucking gorge. I couldn’t go any further, all I could do was climb up and start over, and if she reappeared while I was finding a new way down I would have missed her. So I sat there and kept watch, but the light was going, and I didn’t see her again, and after a bit I suppose I fell asleep. Woke up this morning covered in dew, with this bastard headache.”


  “Let me guess: while you were keeping a look-out for this girl, you finished off your party cocktail.”


  “It was my only sustenance, man. I wasn’t about to start eating leaves.”


  “Well, look on the bright side. If she did drown herself, you don’t have to worry that she’ll steal your customers.”


  “You don’t believe me. That’s cool. But I viddied it, brother, with my own glazzies. She walked over the mud and then she . . . Shit!”


  Dr. John’s chair went over as he pushed away from the table. Martin turned, saw the bird on the stone ledge outside the window. His first thought was that it was a gull, but although it was the right mix of white and grey, it was twice the size of any ordinary gull, and sort of lop-sided, and stank horribly, like rotten meat and low-tide sewage. When he reached out to shut the window, it fixed him with a mad red eye and snapped at his hand, its sharp yellow bill splintering the window frame when he snatched his fingers away. Then it stretched its wings (one seemed longer than the other, and both had growths, bat-like claws, at their joints) and dropped away in a half-turn and floated out across the communal gardens of the terrace, a white speck dwindling away towards the docks.


  * * *


  Dr. John kept glancing up at the sky as he walked with Martin up the hill towards the centre of Clifton. He was convinced that the bird had something to do with the girl. “It was a spy, man. A mutant gull from the lower depths of wherever she came from.”


  “It had some sort of disease,” Martin said.


  Dr. John turned a full circle, his face tipped skywards, and said in a sonorous film trailer baritone, “A mutant gull on a mission from Hell.”


  “You see pigeons with parts of their feet missing all the time. It’s something to do with walking on pavements.”


  Dr. John laughed. “You’re so straight, man, they could use you as a ruler.”


  “Maybe it ate a bad kebab on a rubbish tip.”


  “Maybe it ate one of the Tap’s mystery meat pies. I’m pretty sure they’ve fried my chromosomes.” Dr. John did a lurching Frankenstein walk for a few steps, arms held straight out, eyes rolled back.


  They parted by the tidy park landscaped around the ruins of a church that had been hit by a German bomb during Bristol’s Blitz. Dr. John said he was going to go home and drop that pill and see where it took him.


  “Don’t be crazy,” Martin said.


  “It’s all part of my ongoing exploration of inner space, man. Cheaper than TV and a lot more fun.”


  “It’s probably made out of hemlock and lead paint. Weedkiller and rat snot.”


  “Don’t be such a worrywart. There isn’t a pill or powder I can’t handle,” Dr. John said, and sloped off across the grassy space, a squat stubborn figure listing slightly to the left.


  * * *


  The next day, lunchtime in the Coronation Tap, one of Dr. John’s grebo pals lurched up to Martin and asked where the little fucker was hiding himself.


  “I’m not his keeper,” Martin said. He was having a quiet pint and a pastie, and thinking about whether to shut up shop for a couple of weeks and go on holiday. The only customer he’d had all morning had been a confused old lady who, after poking about in the bins for ten minutes, had asked him if he had any Ken Dodd records. Scotland, perhaps. Apparently it had rained somewhere in Scotland only yesterday.


  The grebo peered at Martin through a shroud of long, lank hair. He was barefoot, barechested under his filthy afghan coat, and stank like a goat. “I got something for him. The stuff he’s been waiting for. You know.”


  “Not really,” Martin said, and remembered that Dr. John had mentioned something about expecting a delivery of hash.


  “We had a deal, right, so I went round to his flat and he wasn’t there, and I’ve been waiting two whole fucking hours here, and now I have to go down the social and sign on. When you see him, tell him I was looking for him,” the grebo said, and lurched off without giving his name.


  That evening, after he’d closed up his shop, Martin made a detour on the way home, to call on Dr. John. He told himself that his friend was probably in the middle of one of his forty-eight hour sleepathons, but there was no harm checking. Just in case. He leaned on Dr. John’s doorbell for five minutes, listening to it trill two floors above him, then went down the whitewashed steps and rang the bell of the private members club in the basement. It was owned by Dr. John’s landlord, Mr. Mavros, an after-hours drinking spot featuring sticky purple shagpile and red leatherette booths. Martin had worked behind its bar last year, when he’d been scraping together enough seed money for his record shop.


  “I hope this doesn’t mean trouble for me,” Mr. Mavros said, after he had handed over the key to Dr. John’s flat.


  “He’s ill,” Martin lied. “I said I’d stop by and see if he needed anything. Soup or aspirin or whatever.”


  “He look ill when I see him,” Mr. Mavros said. He was a thin, consumptive man with no hair on his head except for a splendid pair of thick black eyebrows. He wore red braces over his immaculate white shirt, and as usual a small cigar was plugged into the corner of his mouth. “He come back from somewhere when I was locking up this place, two o’clock in the morning. I say hello and he look straight past me. Into the distance, like he see something that isn’t there. I know he drink, he smoke dope, but this was different. You tell him, Martin, if he start on the hard drugs, if he cause me trouble, that’s it, I throw him out.”


  The door to Dr. John’s tiny flat stood ajar. The bed-sitting room was hot and stale. Sunlight burned at the edges of the drawn curtains. The bed was piled with cushions and dirty clothes; the floor was strewn with clothes and broken-backed paperbacks, unsleeved records and record sleeves, empty cans and bottles, tin-foil takeaway cartons, and yellowing newspapers. In the filthy little kitchen, the tap was running over a stack of unwashed dishes and pots. Martin turned it off, heard something splash somewhere else in the flat. He called out, felt a jolt of nerves when there was another splash.


  The bathroom was a windowless cubbyhole just big enough for bath and bog and wash-basin. The light was off, and it smelt like the seal pool in the zoo. The bath was brimful, and in the semi-darkness Martin could see a shape under the shivering surface of the water.


  “John?”


  A pale hand lifted like a lily; water cascaded over the edge of the tub. Martin jerked the light cord with a convulsive movement and in the sudden harsh glare of the unshielded bulb the boy in the bathtub—fully clothed, in the same brown, chalkstripe waistcoat he’d been wearing at the Free Festival—sat bolt upright, eyes wide, water running out of his nose and mouth.


  Martin helped the boy out of the tub and got him onto the bed, but he wouldn’t answer any of Martin’s questions about Dr. John, and quickly fell into something deeper than sleep. He breathed with his mouth open, making a rasping gurgle, and didn’t stir when Martin went through his pockets, finding nothing but a couple of pound notes wadded together in a knot of papier-mâché. Martin suddenly found that he couldn’t bear to stay a moment longer with this unquiet sleeper in the hot, claustrophobic flat, and fled into the late-afternoon sunlight and the diesel dust and ordinary noise of traffic.


  He sat on the bench beside a telephone box on the other side of the road and thought about his options. If he told Mr. Mavros what he’d found, the landlord would probably throw out the boy and change the lock on the door. And if he went to the police, they’d probably make a note of Dr. John’s disappearance and forget all about it. He could always walk away, of course, but Dr. John was a friend who had helped him out of a tight spot, and he had a vague but nagging sense of duty.


  Sooner or later, he thought, Dr. John would turn up, or the boy would wake up and slope off to wherever Dr. John was hanging out. All he had to do was wait. How hard could that be? He went around the corner, bought a parcel of fish and chips and a can of Coke, and returned to the bench. The blue sky darkened and the air grew hotter and thicker. A police car slowed as it went past and the driver took a lingering look at Martin, who had to suppress an impulse to wave when the car came back in the other direction ten minutes later. The streetlights flickered on. A little later, Mr. Mavros switched on the light over the door of his club, illuminating the board painted with its faintly sinister motto: THERE ARE NO STRANGERS HERE, ONLY FRIENDS WHO HAVEN’T MET.


  Martin bought another Coke at the fish-and-chip shop, and when he returned to the bench saw something swoop down onto the roofline of the row of houses, joining the half dozen white birds that hadn’t been there five minutes ago. They’re only gulls, he told himself, there are plenty of gulls in Bristol. But he got the shivers anyway, flashing on the monster that had nearly amputated his fingers, and was about to turn tail and head for home when he saw the boy in the brown waistcoat ambling away down the street.


  The boy must have crawled back into the bath before he left Dr. John’s flat; he tracked wet footprints that grew smaller and smaller as Martin followed him through the villagey centre of Clifton towards the Avon Gorge, walking with a quickening pace as if drawn to some increasingly urgent siren song. By the time they’d reached the grassy space in front of Brunel’s suspension bridge, Martin was jogging to keep up. The boy walked straight across the road, looking neither right nor left, and plunged into the bushes beside the public lavatories. Martin got up his nerve and followed, found a steep, narrow path, and climbed to the top.


  The sky was cloudless and black. The moon, almost full, was setting. The stubby observatory tower that housed a camera obscura shone wanly. Beyond it, the boy and half a dozen other people stood at the rail along the edge of the gorge. Martin skulked behind the thin cover of a clump of laurel bushes. He had the airy feeling that something was about to happen, but didn’t have the faintest idea what it would be. One of the giant, arch-pierced stone towers that supported the suspension bridge reared up behind his hiding place, and it seemed to him that the watchers at the rail were staring at the lamp-lit road that ran between bridge’s white-painted chains and struts to the other side of the deep narrow gorge.


  Martin settled behind the laurels, sipped warm Coke. Gradually, more people drifted across the moonlit grass to join the little congregation at the rail. A girl in a cotton dress came past Martin’s hiding place, so close he could have reached out and touched her bare leg. No one spoke. They stood at the rail and stared at the bridge. They reminded Martin of the gulls on the roof. Whenever he checked his digital watch, cupping his right wrist with his left hand to hide its little light, far less time had passed than he had thought.


  10:08.


  10:32.


  10:56.


  He must have dozed, because the noise jerked him awake. The people lined up along the edge of the drop were chanting, a slow liturgical dirge of nonsense words rich in consonants. They bent against the rail, their arms outstretched, swaying like sea anemones in a current, reaching towards the bridge. Martin turned, and saw that two shadowy figures were walking along the road to the midpoint of the bridge, where the two downcurving arcs of white-painted suspension chains met. One was a man, the other the girl in the white dress. She embraced her companion for a moment, and then he broke away and clambered over the rail and without hesitation or ceremony stepped out into thin air and plummeted into darkness.


  Martin stood up, his heart beating lightly and quickly, his whole skin tingling, and thought that he saw a brief green flash in the river directly below the bridge, a moment of heat lightning. The girl was walking along the bridge towards the other side of the gorge; the people at the rail were beginning to drift away, each moving in a different direction.


  One of them had a cloud of bushy hair, and walked with a distinct list.


  Martin chased after him, stumbling in the dark, making far too much noise as he dodged from one clump of bushes to the next, at last daring to cut across his path and grab him by the shoulders and turn him around. Dr. John tried to twist away, like a freshly caught fish flopping in a trawlerman’s grasp. Martin held on and at last his friend quietened and stood still, his gaze fixed on something a thousand miles beyond Martin’s left shoulder.


  “Let’s get out of this,” Martin said, and took hold of Dr. John’s right arm above the elbow and steered him through the streets of Clifton to Worcester Terrace. There was another brief struggle after Martin had opened the front door, but then Dr. John quietened again and allowed himself to be led up the four flights of stairs to Martin’s flat. He stood in a kind of dazed slouch, blinking slowly in the bright light of the kitchen while Martin made coffee, taking no notice of the mug that Martin tried to put it in his hand.


  Martin leaned against the counter by the sink and sipped his own coffee and asked Dr. John where he’d been, what had happened to him, what the fuck had just happened on the bridge.


  “Someone jumped. I saw it. He climbed over the rail and let go.”


  Dr. John didn’t even blink. Martin had to step hard on the impulse to slap him silly.


  “It’s something to do with the pill, isn’t it? The green pill, and the girl who gave it to you. Don’t try to deny it, I saw her with whoever it was that jumped.”


  Dr. John stood still and silent, face slack, shoulders slumped. Or not entirely still—one hand was slowly and slyly creeping towards the breast pocket of his denim jacket. Martin knocked it away and reached inside the pocket and pulled out the green pill and held it in front of Dr. John’s face.


  “What is this shit? What does it do to you?”


  Dr. John’s eyes tracked the pill as Martin moved it to and fro; his hand limply pawed the air.


  “Don’t be pathetic,” Martin said. He thrust the pill into the pocket of his jeans and steered Dr. John into the living room and put him to bed on the sofa. Then he went out to the phone box at the end of the road, dialled 999 and told the operator that he’d seen someone jump from the Clifton Suspension Bridge, and hung up when she asked for his name.


  * * *


  When Martin went into the living room the next morning, Dr. John was fast asleep, curled into the back of the sofa and drooling into the cushion he was using as a pillow. After Martin had shaken him awake and poured a cup of tea into him, he claimed not to remember anything about the last night, saying, “Man, I was definitely out of my head.”


  “You don’t know the half of it.”


  They were sitting at the kitchen table. Dr. John drank a mug of tea and devoured three slices of white bread smeared with butter and sprinkled with brown sugar while Martin told him about the boy in the bathtub, the people lined up at the railing above the Avon Gorge, and the girl who had escorted the man to the midpoint of the bridge, how she’d embraced him, how he’d stepped into thin air. Dr. John wore a funny little smile, as if he knew the secret that would make sense of everything, but when Martin had finished he shrugged and said, “People jump off the bridge all the time. They queue up to jump off. The police have to comb pieces of them out of the trees, scrape them off the road, dig them out of the mud . . .” He patted his pockets. “Got any fags?”


  Martin found a packet his girlfriend had left behind.


  “Silk Cut? They’re not real cigarettes,” Dr. John said, but tore off the filter off one and lit it and sat back and blew smoke at the ceiling.


  Martin was tired of trying to crack Dr. John’s bullshit insouciance, but decided to give it one more try. He leaned across the table and said as forcefully as he could, “Someone jumped off the bridge. I saw it.”


  “I believe you, man,” Dr. John said, still smiling that sly little smile.


  “If you don’t remember anything at all, you really were out of your head. And I thought there wasn’t a pill or powder you couldn’t handle.”


  “It isn’t that I don’t remember anything, man. I just don’t remember any of the shit you saw. That was just the pattern on the veil that hides the true reality of things. That hides what’s really going on.”


  “So what was really going on?”


  “It’s kind of hard to explain.”


  “I want to understand.”


  “Are you worried about me, man? I’m touched.”


  “I saw someone throw himself off the suspension bridge. The girl who gave you that pill, the one in the white dress, was right there with him when he jumped. I think that guy got high on whatever it is she’s peddling, just like you did, and she persuaded him to jump. I think she killed him. That’s what I saw. How about you?”


  Dr. John thought for a few moments. “What you have to understand is that the green shit doesn’t do anything but put you in the right frame of mind. It takes you to the beach, and after that it’s up to you. You have to wade out into the sea and give yourself up to it of your own free will. And if you can do that, the sea takes you right through the bottom of the world into this space that’s deeper and darker than anywhere you’ve ever been. The womb of the world, the place where rock and water and air and everything else came from.”


  He developed a thousand-yard stare for a moment, then shook himself and smiled around the cigarette, showing his broken tooth.


  “It’s very dark and quiet, but it isn’t lonely. It’s like the floor of the collective unconscious. Not in the Jungian sense, but something deeper than that. You can lose yourself in it forever. You dissolve. This is hard, trying to explain how it is to someone who doesn’t believe a word of it, but haven’t you ever had that feeling when everything inside you and everything outside you, everything in the whole wide world, lines up perfectly, just for a moment? I remember when I was a kid, this one day in summer. Hot as it is now, but everything lush and green. Cow parsley and nettles growing taller than me along the edges of the road on the way up to the common. Farmers turned cows and sheep out to graze there, and the grass was short and wiry, and warm beneath you when you lay down, and the sun was a warm red weight on your closed eyelids. You lay there and felt the whole world holding you to itself, and you heard a lark singing somewhere above you in the sunlight and the warm wind. You couldn’t see it, but it was singing its heart out above you, and everything dissolved into this one moment of pure happiness. You know what I’m saying? Well, if you take that feeling and make it a thousand times more intense and stretched that one moment out to infinity, it would be a little like where I went.”


  “Except that you were high. It didn’t really happen, you only thought it did.”


  Dr. John looked straight at Martin, smiling that sly smile, and said, “You don’t know what I’m talking about, do you? You’re just a tourist, man. A day-tripper. You might have ventured onto the beach a couple of times, you might even have dipped a toe into the sea, but that’s as far as you’ve ever dared to go. Because as far as you’re concerned, drugs are recreational. Something you do for fun.”


  Martin felt a sharp flare of anger. He’d seen something awful, he believed that he had risked his life to rescue Dr. John, and his only reward was scorn and derision. “If you want to fuck yourself up,” he said, “do a proper job and score some heroin from that guy who works for those gangsters who beat you up.”


  “I found something better,” Dr. John said. “We all did. Something we didn’t know we needed until we found it. You don’t need it, man. That’s why she turned you down. Even if you got hold of some of her stuff and got off on it, you wouldn’t be able to take the next step. You wouldn’t be able to surrender yourself. But we knew where it would take us before we’d even seen it. We ached for it. It’s our Platonic ideal, man, the missing part we’ve been searching for all our lives.”


  “One of your little gang killed himself last night. He threw himself off the suspension bridge, right in front of my eyes. He committed suicide. Is that what you want?”


  “Suicide? Is that what you think you saw?”


  Dr. John looked straight at Martin again. For a moment, Martin glimpsed the worm of self-loathing that writhed behind the mask of his fatuous smile and flippant manner. He looked away, no longer angry, but embarrassed at having glimpsed something more intimate than mere nakedness.


  “Something wants our worship,” Dr. John said, “and we want oblivion. It isn’t hard to understand. It’s a very simple deal.”


  “If you take another of those pills, you could be the next one off that bridge,” Martin said.


  Dr. John stood up. “You have your nice little flat, man, and your nice little shop and your nice little gigs with loser pub rock bands. You have a nice little life, man. You’ve found your niche, and you cling to it like a limpet. Good for you. The only problem is, you can’t understand why other people don’t want to be like you.”


  Martin stood up too. “Stay here. Crash out as long as you like. Get your head straight.”


  Dr. John shook his head. “My friends are waiting for me.”


  “Don’t go back to the river,” Martin said, but Dr. John was already out of the door and clumping away downstairs.


  * * *


  Martin shut up shop early that afternoon and took a walk up to the observatory. Children ran about in the sweltering heat, watched by indulgent parents. People were sunbathing on suncrisped grass. There was a queue at the ice-cream stall by the entrance to the observatory tower. Someone was flying a kite. It was all horribly normal, but Martin was possessed by a restless sense that something bad was going to happen. As if a thunderstorm hung just beyond the horizon, waiting for the right wind to blow it his way. As if the world was suddenly all an eggshell above a nightmare void. He drifted back through Clifton village and ended up in the Coronation Tap and drank five pints of Directors and ate one of the pub’s infamous mystery pies, and at closing time walked back to the suspension bridge and thrashed through bushes to the top of the rise.


  There they were, leaning at the rail in the warm half-dark, staring into the abyss.


  None of them so much as glanced at Martin as, his heart beating quickly and lightly, his whole skin tingling airily, he walked across the grass. They leaned at the rail and stared with intense impassivity at the gorge and the floodlit bow of the suspension bridge. The two women on either side of Dr. John didn’t even blink when Martin tried to pull him away, tugging one arm and then the other, trying to prise his grip from the rail, finally getting him in a bear-hug and hauling as hard as he could. As they staggered backwards, a gull skimmed out of the dusky air and bombed them with a pint of hot wet birdshit. It stank like thousand-year-old fish doused in ammonia, and stung like battery acid when it ran into Martin’s eyes. Half-blind, gasping, he let go of Dr. John and tried to wipe the stuff from his eyes and face, and another gull swooped past, spattering him with a fresh load, clipping him with the edge of a wing. Martin sat down hard, saw more gulls circling in the dark air, one of them much bigger than the rest. One dipped down and swooped towards him, its wings lifted in a V-shape. His nerve gave out then, and he scrambled to his feet and ran, had almost gained the shelter of the bushes when the bird hit him from behind, ripping its claws across his scalp and knocking him down. He was crawling towards the bushes, blinded by blood and birdshit, when another gull smashed into him, and the world swung around and flew away like a stone on the end of a string.


  * * *


  When Martin came to, the swollen disc of the full moon was setting beyond the trees on the other side of the gorge. Its cold light filled his eyes. The person standing over him was a shadow against it, reaching down, clasping his hand and helping him sit up.


  “Christ,” Simon Cowley said. “They really worked you over.”


  Martin’s face and hair were caked in blood and gullshit. His skin burned and his eyes were swollen half-shut. He gingerly touched the deep lacerations in his scalp, winced, and took his hand away.


  “Gulls,” he said.


  “Vicious little fuckers, aren’t they? Especially the big one.”


  “What do you know about it? And what are you doing here?”


  “I came here after your hippy friend spiked my beer. I woke up from a horrible dream and found myself standing at the rail over there, in the middle of a whole bunch of sleepwalkers. I’ve been coming back every night since. And every night someone has gone over the bridge into the river.” Simon’s long blond hair was unwashed and he stank of sweat and sickness. His eyes were black holes in his pale face. A khaki satchel—an old gas mask carrier—hung from his shoulder. He looked around and said in a hoarse whisper, “I think there’s something in the river. I think it swam in from the sea on the last high tide, it’s been trapped here ever since because the drought lowered the level of the river. It’s been living on what they give it.”


  “They worship it,” Martin said, remembering Dr. John’s ravings.


  “I think it draws them here and makes them jump off the suspension bridge. I think it eats them,” Simon said, “because no one has reported finding any bodies. You’d think, after at least three people jumped off the bridge in as many days, one of them would have washed up. I went down there yesterday in daylight, and took a good look around. Nothing. It devours them. Snaps them up whole.”


  Martin got to his feet. Heavy black pain rolled inside his skull. His eyes were on fire and his lacerations felt like a crown of thorns. He said, “We should call the police.”


  “You saw what was down there. I know you did because I saw you here last night.”


  “I saw something. I don’t know what it was.”


  “You think the police can do anything about something like this?” Simon cocked his head. “You hear that?”


  “I hear it.”


  People were chanting, somewhere below the edge of the gorge.


  “It’s beginning,” Simon said.


  “What’s beginning?”


  “You can help me or stay here, I don’t care,” Simon said, and ran towards the path that led down the face of the gorge.


  Martin chased after him. Everything was black and white in the moonlight. Bleached trees and boulders and slabs of rock loomed out of their own shadows. The day’s heat beat up from bare rock. The black air was oven-baked. Martin sweated through his T-shirt and jeans. His feet slipped on sweat inside his Doc Martens. Sweat stung his swollen eyes, his lacerated scalp. He caught up with Simon at the beginning of a steep smooth chute of limestone that had been polished by generations of kids using it as a slide. At the foot of the gorge, people were crossing the road, shambling towards the girl in the white dress, who stood at the rail at the edge of the river. A passing car sounded its horn, swerved past them.


  Simon didn’t look around when Martin reached him. He said, “You see her? She’s the locus of infection. She’s been missing for two weeks, did you know that? I did some research, looked at back copies of the Evening Post for anything about people jumping from the bridge, and there she was. I think she jumped off the bridge and the thing in the river took her and changed her and sent her out to bring it food.”


  Below, people were climbing over the guard rail at the edge of the road. The river shone like a black silk ribbon between its wide banks of mud. White flakes—gulls—floated above one spot.


  “We have to stop it right now,” Simon said. “It’s high tide tonight. I think it wants to take them all before it goes back to sea.”


  “All right. How are we going to stop it?”


  “I’m going to blow it up. I stole two sticks of dynamite from work. Taped them together with a waterproof fuse. You distract them and I throw the dynamite and we run.”


  “Distract them?”


  People were slogging across the mud towards the gyre of gulls. They had started up their chant again.


  “Shout at them,” Simon said. “Throw rocks. Try to take back your hippy friend, like you did just now. Whatever you like, as long as you get them to chase you. Then I’ll chuck the dynamite in the river, right at the spot under those gulls.”


  “Suppose they won’t chase me?”


  In the high-contrast glare of the moonlight, Simon’s grin made his face look like a skull. “I’ll chuck it in anyway.”


  “You’re crazy. You’ll kill them all.”


  “They’re already dead,” Simon said, and turned away. Martin grabbed the canvas satchel, but Simon caught the strap as it slid past his wrist. For a moment, they were perfectly balanced, the satchel stretched between them; then a gull swooped out of the black air. Simon ducked, staggered, put his foot down on thin air and fell backwards. Martin sat down heavily, the canvas satchel in his lap, heard a rolling crackle as Simon crashed through bushes, saw the pale shape of the gull fall away as it plummeted after him.


  Martin got to his feet and slung the satchel over his shoulder and went on down the path, fetched up breathless at the bottom, his headache pounding like a black strobe. An articulated lorry went past in a glare of headlights and a roar of hot wind and dust. Martin ran across the road, clambered over the guardrail, and dropped to a swale of grassy mud, breaking through a dry crust and sinking up to his knees.


  He levered himself out and stumbled forwards. He could hear the tide running in the river, smell its rotten salty stink. Inky figures stood along the edge of the black water on either side of the girl’s pale shadow. Gulls swooped around them. Their hands were raised above their heads and they were chanting their nonsense syllables.


  Iä! Iä! Iä-R’lyeh!


  There was a sudden splashing as hundreds of fish leapt out of the water, shards of silver flipping and thrashing around the line of men and women. Martin ran down a shallow breast of mud, shouting Dr. John’s name, and something huge breached the river. Light beat up from it in complex labial folds, rotten, green, alive. Gulls swirled through the light and flared and winked out. Blazing faultlines shot across the mud in every direction; fish exploded in showers of scales and blood.


  The people were perfectly silhouetted against the green glare. They were still chanting.


  Cthulhu fhtagn! Iä! Iä!


  Martin staggered towards them, feet sinking into foul mud, swollen eyes squeezed into slits, and locked his arms around Dr. John’s neck. Dr. John fought back, but Martin was stronger and more desperate, and hauled his friend backwards, step by step. The light began to pulse like a heartbeat. A virulent jag cut straight in front of Martin and Dr. John. Mud exploded with popcorn cracks. Martin fell down, pulling Dr. John with him, and the giant gull swooped past, missing Martin’s face by inches. Dr. John tried to pull away and Martin clung to him with the last of his strength, watched helplessly as the misshapen bird swept high through the throbbing green glare and turned and plummeted towards them like a dive bomber.


  Someone gimped past—Simon Cowley, raising the broken branch he’d been using as a crutch. The bird screeched and slipped sideways, but Simon threw his make-shift spear and caught it square in its breast, and it exploded in a cloud of feathers and rotten meat. Something like a nest of snakes was thrashing in the centre of the light. A thick, living rope whipped across the line of men and women, knocking them down like nine-pins, sweeping them into the river. Simon threw himself flat as another ropey tentacle cracked through the air. For a moment it flexed above Martin, its tip crusted with feathery palps and snapping hooks, dripping a thin slime, and then it sinuously withdrew. The light was dying back into itself. Water rushed into the place where something huge and unendurable had opened a brief gap in the world, bubbled and steamed, and closed over.


  * * *


  Eighteen months later, Martin was with his friends in the middle of the crowd coming out of the Watershed at the end of a Clash concert, his ears ringing and sweat turning cold on his skin under his ripped T-shirt and Oxfam jacket and straight-legged Levis 501s, when someone caught his arm and called his name. Martin turned, saw a guy in a black dufflecoat, short blond hair and a pinched white face, and after a couple of seconds recognised Simon Cowley.


  Martin told his friends that he’d catch up with them in the pub, and said to Simon, “I never thought you’d be into punk rock.”


  “I’m not really here for the music.”


  Martin grinned. He was still pumped up by the concert’s energy. “You missed something tremendous.”


  “I heard about your friend.”


  “Come to gloat, have you? Come to say ‘I told you so’?”


  “Actually, I came to say I’m sorry.”


  “Oh. Right.”


  “I also heard you gave up your shop, you joined a group, you have a record deal . . .”


  “Those people I was with? That’s the group. And the deal, it’s for a single with Rough Trade. Nothing major,” Martin said, “but we all had three-day hangovers after we signed.”


  “Still, a record deal.”


  “Yeah. How about you? I mean, I heard you broke up Clouds of Memory . . .”


  “I gave all that up.” Simon hesitated, then said, almost shyly, “Want to see something?”


  “You don’t look well, Simon. What have you been doing since . . .”


  Simon shrugged. “I’ve been working. I’ve been waking up every night from bad dreams.”


  “I get those too, sometimes.” But Martin didn’t want to talk about that; didn’t want to talk about anything to do with those awful days in that long hot summer. “Well, it was nice to run into you—”


  “I’d really like you to see this. Apart from me, you’re the only person who’ll understand what it means. Please? It’ll only take a minute.”


  “Only a minute, then,” Martin said, and with a sense of foreboding followed Simon to the quay on the other side of the Watershed. Black water lapped a few feet below the edge of the walkway, flexing its patchwork covering of chip papers and beer cans and plastic detergent bottles. Martin shivered in the icy breeze that cut across the water, shoved his hands into the pockets of his jacket, and said, “What are we looking for?”


  Simon put a finger to his lips, pointed at the water.


  They were like tadpoles grown to the size of late-term human embryos. They were pale and faintly luminous, with heavy heads and large, black, lidless eyes and small pursed mouths. Skinny arms folded under pulsing gill slits. Snakey, finned tails. They hung in the black water at different levels.


  Martin stared at them, little chills chasing each other through his blood, and whispered, “What are they?”


  “Ghosts, maybe. Or shells, some kind of energy cast off when, you know . . .”


  When the people had been taken. When they had been consumed. Snapped up. Devoured. No bodies had been found; fourteen people had simply disappeared, as people sometimes do. Most of them were like Dr. John, chancers on the edge of society, missed by no one but their landlords and dealers and parole officers. There’d been some fuss in the local news about a housewife and a schoolboy who’d both gone missing the same day, but no one had made the connection between the two, and the story soon slipped off the pages. And that might have been the end of it, except that six months later the flat below Dr. John’s was flooded; when he went to investigate, Mr. Mavros found Dr. John lying fully clothed in his overflowing bath, dead of a heroin overdose. Dr. John’s parents had disowned him long ago. Only Martin and Mr. Mavros had attended the cremation, and Martin had scattered the ashes off the suspension bridge. And that, he thought, really had been the end of it, except for the dreams. Except for these ghosts, pale in the black water.


  “I think they come for the music,” Simon said. “Or maybe for what the music does to people. A concert is a kind of collective act of worship, isn’t it? Maybe they feed on it . . .”


  There were six or seven or eight of them. They looked up at Martin and Simon through the water and the floating litter.


  “There used to be more,” Simon said.


  “Isn’t one of them sort of listing to the left?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Maybe not. It doesn’t matter.”


  Simon said, “I tried to catch one once. I borrowed a keep net from my dad. They slipped right through it.”


  Martin said, “Afterwards, I found one of those pills in my pocket.”


  “Did you take it?”


  “What would be the point?”


  He’d flushed it down the sink. It had dissolved reluctantly, frothing slimy bubbles like a salted slug and giving off a vile stink that had reminded him of gull-shit. Dr. John had been right: it hadn’t been meant for him. Dr. John and the others had been on the road to oblivion long before they’d been snared by the monster or old god or whatever it was that had been briefly trapped in the tidal mud of the Avon. If it hadn’t taken them, something else would: an unlit gas oven; a razorblade and a warm bath; a swan dive from the suspension bridge; an overdose.


  Martin had brushed against it and lived, but he’d been changed, no doubt about it. He’d given up his second-hand record shop and his nice flat with its convenient location and its view across the communal gardens towards the green breast of Jacob’s Hill, and moved into a squat with the rest of his new band. He was happy there and gave himself one hundred per cent to his music, even though he was pretty sure, despite the record deal, it wouldn’t last. But that didn’t matter. He was only twenty-six, for God’s sake. There was plenty of time to move on, to try something else.


  He stood with Simon in the dark and the chill wind and watched the ghostly things in the water fade away.


  “Sometimes I can almost hear them, you know?” Simon said. “I can almost understand what they’re trying to tell me.”


  “It might be an idea to try to forget about them.”


  Simon sighed, shivered inside his duffel coat, tried to smile. “I never thought I’d say this, but you’re probably right.”


  “Want to come and have a drink with me?”


  “I have to get the last bus home.” Simon had that uncharacteristic shy look again. “I’m getting married in a couple of months. My fiancée will be waiting up for me.”


  “Congratulations,” Martin said, and discovered that he meant it.


  “Maybe we’ll have that drink some other time,” Simon said, and they shook hands at the edge of the water and went their different ways into the city, into the rest of their lives.


  Rats of the System


  Carter Cho was trying to camouflage the lifepod when the hunter-killer found him.


  Carter had matched spin with the fragment of shattered comet nucleus, excavated a neat hole with a judicious bum of the lifepod’s motor and eased the sturdy little ship inside; then he had sealed up his p-suit and clambered out of the airlock, intending to hide the pod’s infrared and radar signatures by covering the hole with fullerene superconducting cloth. He was trying to work methodically, clamping clips to the edge of the cloth and spiking the clips deep into the slumped rim of dirty water ice, but the cloth, forty meters square and just sixty carbon atoms thick, massed a little less than a butterfly’s wing, and it fluttered and billowed like a live thing as gas and dust vented from fractured ice. Carter had fastened down less than half of it when the scientist shouted, “Heads up! Incoming!”


  That’s when Carter discovered she’d locked him out of the pod’s control systems.


  He said, “What have you done?”


  “Heads up! It’s coming right at us!”


  The woman was hysterical.


  Carter looked up.


  The sky was apocalyptic. Pieces of comet nucleus were tumbling away in every direction, casting long cones of shadow through veils and streamers of gas lit by the red dwarf’s half-eclipsed disc. The nucleus had been a single body ten kilometers long before the Fanatic singleship had cut across its orbit and carved it open and destroyed the science platform hidden inside it with X-ray lasers and kinetic bomblets. The singleship had also deployed a pod of hunter-killer drones, and after crash deceleration these were falling through the remains of the comet, targeting the flotsam of pods and cans and general wreckage that was all that remained of the platform. Carter saw a firefly flash and gutter in the sullen wash of gases, and then another, almost ninety degrees away. He had almost forgotten his fear while he’d been working, but now it flowed through him again, electric and strong and urgent.


  He said, “Give me back my ship.”


  The scientist said, “I’m tracking it on radar! I think it’s about to—”


  The huge slab of sooty ice shuddered. A jet of dust and gas boiled up beyond a sharp-edged horizon, and something shot out of the dust, heading straight for Carter. It looked a little like a silvery squid, with a bullet-shaped head that trailed a dozen tentacles tipped with claws and blades. It wrapped itself around an icy pinnacle on the other side of the hole and reared up, weaving this way and that as if studying him. Probably trying to decide where to begin unseaming him, Carter thought, and pointed the welding pistol at it, ready to die if only he could take one of the enemy with him. The thing surged forward.


  Dust and gas blasted out of the hole. The scientist had ignited the lifepod’s motor. The fullerene cloth shot straight up, straining like a sail in a squall, and the hunter-killer smashed into it and tore it free from the clips Carter had so laboriously secured, tumbling past him at the center of a writhing knot of cloth.


  Carter dove through the hatch in the pod’s blunt nose. Gravity’s ghost clutched him, and he tumbled head over heels and slammed into the rear bulkhead as the pod shook free of its hiding place.


  Humans had settled the extensive asteroid belt around Keid, the cool KI component of the triple star system 40 Eridani, more than a century ago. The first generation, grown from templates stored in a bus-sized seeder starship, had built a domed settlement on Neuvo California, an asteroid half the size of Earth’s Moon, and planted its cratered plains of water ice with vast fields of vacuum organisms. Succeeding generations spread through Keid’s asteroid belt, building domes and tenting crevasses and ravines, raising families, becoming expert in balancing the ecologies of small, closed systems and creating new varieties of vacuum organisms, writing and performing heroic operettas, trading information and works of art on the interstellar net that linked Earth’s far-flung colonies in the brief golden age before Earth’s AIs achieved transcendence.


  The Keidians were a practical, obdurate people. As far as they were concerned, the Hundred Minute War, which ended with the reduction of Earth and the flight of dozens of Transcendent AIs from the Solar System, was a distant and incomprehensible matter that had nothing to do with the ordinary business of their lives. Someone wrote an uninspired operetta about it; someone else revived the lost art of the symphony, and for a few years her mournful eight-hour memoriam was considered by many in the stellar colonies to be a new pinnacle of human art. Very few Keidians took much notice when a Transcendent demolished Sirius B and used the trillions of tons of heavy elements it mined from the white dwarf’s core to build a vast ring in close orbit around Sirius A; no one worried overmuch when other Transcendents began to strip-mine gas giants in other uninhabited systems. Everyone agreed that the machine intelligences were pursuing some vast, obscure plan that might take millions of years to complete, that they were as indifferent to the low comedy of human life as gardeners were to the politics of ants.


  But then self-styled transhuman Fanatics declared a jihad against anyone who refused to acknowledge the Transcendents as gods. They dropped a planet-killer on halfterraformed Mars. They scorched colonies on the moons of Jupiter and Saturn and Neptune. They dispatched warships starward. The fragile web of chatter and knowledge-based commerce that linked the stellar colonies began to unravel. And just over six hundred days ago, a Transcendent barreled into the Keidian system, swinging past Keid as it decelerated from close to light speed and arcing out towards the double system of white and red dwarf stars just four hundred AU beyond. The red dwarf had always been prone to erratic flares, but a few days after the Transcendent went into orbit around it, the dim little star began to flare brightly and steadily from one of its poles. A narrowly focussed jet of matter and energy began to spew into space, and some of the carbon-rich starstuff was spun into sails with the surface area of planets, hanging hundreds of thousands of kilometers beyond the star yet somehow coupled to its center of gravity. Pinwheeling of the jet and light pressure on the vast sails tipped the star through ninety degrees, and then the jet burned even brighter, and the star began to move out of its orbit.


  A hundred days after that, the Fanatics arrived, and the war of the 40 Eridani system began.


  The scientist said, “The hunter-killers found us. We had to outrun them.”


  Carter said, “I was ready to make a stand.”


  The scientist glared at him with her one good eye and said, “I’m not prepared to sacrifice myself to take out a few drones, Mr. Cho. My work is too important.”


  She might be young and scared and badly injured, but Carter had to admit that she had stones. When the singleship struck, Carter had been climbing into a p-suit, getting ready to set up a detector array on the surface of the comet nucleus. She had been the first person he’d seen after he’d kicked out of the airlock. He’d caught her and dragged her across twenty meters of raw vacuum to a lifepod that had spun loose from the platform’s broken spine, and installed her in one of the pod’s hibernation coffins. She’d been halfcooked by reflected energy of the X-ray laser beam that had bisected the main section of the science platform; one side of her face was swollen red and black, the eye there a blind white stone, hair like shriveled peppercorns. The coffin couldn’t do much more than give her painblockers and drip glucose-enriched plasma into her blood. She’d die unless she went into hibernation, but she’d wouldn’t allow that because, she said, she had work to do.


  Her coffin was one of twenty stacked in a neat five by four array around the inner wall of the lifepod’s hull. Carter Cho hung in the space between her coffin and the shaft of the motor, a skinny man with prematurely white hair in short dreads that stuck out in spikes around his thin, sharp face as if he’d just been wired to some mains buss. He said, “This is my ship. I’m in charge here.”


  The scientist stared at him. Her good eye was red with an eightball haemorrhage, the pupil capped with a black data lens. She said, “I’m a second lieutenant, sailor. I believe I outrank you.”


  “The commissions they handed out to volunteers like you don’t mean anything.”


  “I volunteered for this mission, Mr. Cho, because I want to find out everything I can about the Transcendent. Because I believe that what we can learn from it will help defeat the Fanatics. I still have work to do, sailor, and that’s why I must decide our strategy.”


  “Just give me back control of my ship, okay?” She stared through him. He said, “Just tell me what you did. You might have damaged something.”


  “I wrote a patch that’s sitting on top of the command stack; it won’t cause any damage. Look, we tried hiding from the hunter-killers, and when that didn’t work, we had to outrun them. I can appreciate why you wanted to make a stand. I can even admire it. But we were outnumbered, and we are more important than a few drones. War isn’t a matter of individual heroics; it’s a collective effort. And as part of a collective, every individual must subsume her finer instincts to the greater good. Do you understand?”


  “With respect, ma’am, what I understand is that I’m a sailor with combat experience and you’re a science geek.” She was looking through him again, or maybe focussing on stuff fed to her retina by the data lens. He said, “What kind of science geek are you, anyway?”


  “Quantum vacuum theory.” The scientist closed her eye and clenched her teeth and gasped, then said, her voice smaller and tighter, “I was hoping to find out how the Transcendent manipulates the magnetic fields that control the jet.”


  “Are you okay?”


  “Just a little twinge.”


  Carter studied the diagnostic panel of the coffin, but he had no idea what it was trying to tell him. “You should let this box put you to sleep. When you wake up, we’ll be back at Pasadena, and they’ll fix you right up.”


  “I know how to run the lifepod, and as long as I have control of it, you can’t put me to sleep. We’re still falling along the comet’s trajectory. We’re going to eyeball the Transcendent’s engineering up close. If I can’t learn something from that, I’ll give you permission to boot my ass into vacuum, turn around, and go look for another scientist.”


  “Maybe you can steer this ship, ma’am, but you don’t have combat training.”


  “There’s nothing to fight. We outran the hunter-killers.”


  Carter said, “So we did. But maybe you should use the radar, check out the singleship. Just before you staged your little mutiny, I saw that it was turning back. I think it’s going to try to hunt us down.”


  Carter stripped coffins and ripped out panels and padding from the walls. He disconnected canisters of the accelerant foam that flooded coffins to cradle hibernating sleepers. He pulled a dozen spare p-suits from their racks. He sealed the scientist’s coffin and suited up and vented the lifepod and dumped everything out of the lock.


  The idea was that the pilot of the singleship would spot the debris, think that the pod had imploded, and abandon the chase. Carter thought there was a fighting chance it would work, but when he had told her what he was going to do, the scientist had said, “It won’t fool him for a moment.”


  Carter said, “Also, when he chases after us, there’s a chance he’ll run into some of the debris. If the relative velocity is high enough, even a grain of dust could do some serious damage.”


  “He can blow us out of the sky with his X-ray laser. So why would he want to chase us?”


  “For the same reason the hunter-killer didn’t explode when it found us. Think it through, ma’am. He wants to take a prisoner. He wants to extract information from a live body.”


  He watched her think about that.


  She said, “If he does catch up with us, you’ll get your wish to become a martyr. There’s enough antiberyllium left in the motor to make an explosion that’ll light up the whole system. But that’s a last resort. The singleship is still in turnaround, we have a good head start, and we’re only twenty-eight million kilometres from perihelion. If we get there first, we can whip around the red dwarf, change our course at random. Unless the Fanatic guesses our exit trajectory, that’ll buy us plenty of time.”


  “He’ll have plenty of time to find us again. We’re a long way from home, and there might be other—”


  “All we have to do is live long enough to find out everything we can about the Transcendent’s engineering project and squirt it home on a tight beam.” The scientist’s smile was dreadful. Her teeth were filmed with blood. “Quit arguing, sailor. Don’t you have work to do?”


  A trail of debris tumbled away behind the pod, slowly spreading out, bright edges flashing here and there as they caught the light of the red dwarf. Carter pressurized p-suits and switched on their life-support systems and transponders before he jettisoned them. Maybe the Fanatic would think that they contained warm bodies. He sprayed great arcs of foam into the hard vacuum and kicked away the empty canisters. The chance of any of the debris hitting the Fanatic’s singleship was infinitesimally small, but a small chance was better than none at all, and the work kept his mind from the awful prospect of being captured.


  Sternward, the shattered comet nucleus was a fuzzy speck trailing foreshortened banners of light across the star-spangled sky. The expedition had nudged it from its orbit and buried the science platform inside its nucleus, sleeping for a whole year like an army in a fairytale as it fell toward the red dwarf. The mission had been a last desperate attempt to try to learn something of the Transcendent’s secrets, but as the comet nucleus neared the red dwarf, and the expedition woke and the scientists started their work, one of the Fanatic drones that policed the vicinity of the star somehow detected the science platform, and the Fanatics sent a singleship to deal with it. Like all their warships, it moved very fast, with brutal acceleration that would have mashed ordinary humans to a thin jelly. It had arrived less than thirty seconds behind a warning broadcast by a spotter observatory at the edge of Keid’s heliopause; the crew of the science platform hadn’t stood a chance.


  The singleship lay directly between the comet and the lifepod now. It had turned around and was decelerating at eight gravities. At the maximum magnification his p-suit’s visor could give him, Carter could just make out the faint scratch of its exhaust, but he was unable to resolve the ship itself. In the other direction, the red dwarf star simmered at the bottom of a kind of well of luminous dark. Its nuclear fires were banked low, radiating mostly in infrared. Carter could stare steadily at it with only a minimum of filtering. The sharp-edged shadows of the vast deployment of solar sails were sinking beyond one edge as the jet dawned in the opposite direction, a brilliant white thread brighter than the fierce point of the white dwarf star rising just beyond it. Before the Transcendent had begun its work, the red dwarf had swung around the smaller but more massive white dwarf in a wide elliptical orbit, at its closest approaching within twenty AU, the distance of Uranus from the Sun. Now it was much closer and still falling inward. Scientists speculated that the Transcendent planned to use the tidal effects of a close transit to tear apart the red dwarf, but they’d had less than forty hours to study the Transcendent’s engineering before the Fanatic’s singleship struck.


  Hung in his p-suit a little way from the lifepod, the huge target of the red dwarf in one direction, the vast starscape in the other, Carter Cho resolved to make the best of his fate. The Universe was vast and inhuman, and so was war. Out there, in battles around stars whose names—Alpha Centauri, Epsilon Eridani, Tau Ceti, Lalande 21185, Lacaille 8760, 61 Cygni, Epsilon Indi, Groombridge 1618, Groombridge 34, 82 Eridani, 70 Ophiuchi, Delta Pavonis, Eta Cassiopeiae—were like a proud role call of mythic heroes, the fate of the human race was being determined. While Carter and the rest of the expedition had slept in their coffins deep in the heart of the comet, the Fanatics had invested and destroyed a dozen settlements in Keid’s asteroid belt, and the Keidians had fought back and destroyed one of the Fanatics’ huge starships. Compared to this great struggle, Carter’s fate was less than that of a drop of water in a stormy ocean, a thought both humbling and uplifting.


  Well, his life might be insignificant, but he wasn’t about to trust it to a dying girl with no combat experience. He fingertip-swam to the stem of the pod, and opened a panel and rigged a manual cutout before he climbed back inside. He had been working for six hours. He was exhausted and sweating hard inside the p-suit, but he couldn’t take it off because the pod’s atmosphere had been vented and most of its systems had been shut down, part of his plan to fool the Fanatic into thinking it was a dead hulk. The interior was dark and cold. The lights either side of his helmet cast sharp shadows. Frost glistened on struts exposed where he had stripped away paneling.


  The scientist lay inside her sealed coffin, her half-ruined face visible through the little window. She looked asleep, but when Carter maneuvred beside her she opened her good eye and looked at him. He plugged in a patch cord and heard some kind of music, a simple progressions of riffs for percussion and piano and trumpet and saxophone. The scientist said that it was her favorite piece. She said that she wanted to listen to it one more time.


  Carter said, “You should let the coffin put you to sleep. Before—”


  The scientist coughed wetly. Blood freckled the faceplate of her coffin. “Before I die.”


  “They gave me some science training before they put me on this mission, ma’am. Just tell me what to do.”


  “Quit calling me ‘ma’am’,” the scientist said, and closed her good eye as a trumpet floated a long, lovely line of melody above a soft shuffle of percussion. “Doesn’t he break your heart? That’s Miles Davis, playing in New York hundreds of years ago. Making music for angels.”


  “It’s interesting. It’s in simple six/eight time, but the modal changes—” The scientist was staring at Carter; he felt himself blush and wondered if she could see it. He said, “I inherited perfect pitch from my mother. She sang in an opera chorus before she married my father and settled down to raise babies and farm vacuum organisms.”


  “Don’t try to break it down,” the scientist said. “You have to listen to the whole thing. The totality, it’s sublime. I’d rather die listening to this than die in hibernation.”


  “You’re not going—”


  “I’ve set down everything I remember about the work that was done before the attack. I’ll add it to the observations I make as we whip around the star and then squirt all the data to Keid. Maybe they can make something useful of it, work out the Transcendent’s tricks with the magnetic fields, the gravity tethers, the rest of it . . .” She closed her eye, and breathed deeply. Fluid rattled in her lungs. She said softly, as if to herself, “So many dead. We have to make their deaths worthwhile.”


  Carter had barely gotten to know his shipmates, recruited from all over, before they’d gone into hibernation, but the scientist had lost good friends and colleagues.


  He said, “The singleship is still accelerating.”


  “I know.”


  “It could catch us before we reach the star.”


  “Maybe your little trick will fool it.”


  “I might as well face up to it with a pillow.”


  The scientist smiled her ghastly smile. She said, “We have to try. We have to try everything. Let me explain what I plan to do at perihelion.”


  She told Carter that observations by drones and asteroidbased telescopes had shown that the Transcendent had regularized the red dwarf’s magnetic field, funneling plasma toward one point on photosphere, where it erupted outward in a permanent flare—the jet that was driving the star toward its fatal rendezvous at the bottom of the white dwarf’s steep gravity well. The scientist believed that the Transcendent was manipulating the vast energies of the star’s magnetic field by breaking the symmetry of the seething sea of virtual particular pairs that defined quantum vacuum, generating charged particles ab ovo, redirecting plasma currents and looped magnetic fields with strengths of thousands of gauss and areas of thousands of kilometres as a child might play with a toy magnet and a few iron filings. The probe she’d loaded with a dozen experiments had been lost with the science platform, but she thought that there was a way of testing at least one prediction of her theoretical work on symmetry breaking.


  She opened a window in Carter’s helmet display, showed him a schematic plot of the slingshot manoever around the red dwarf.


  Carter said, “You have to get that close?”


  “The half-life of the strange photons will be very short, a little less than a millisecond.”


  “I get it. They won’t travel much more than a few hundred kilometres before they decay.” Carter grinned when the scientist stared at him. He said, “Speed of light’s one of those fundamental constants every sailor has to deal with.”


  “It means that we have to get close to the source, but it also means that the photon flux will increase anomalously just above the photosphere. There should be a sudden gradient, or a series of steps . . . It was one of the experiments my probe carried.”


  Carter said, “But it was destroyed, so we have to do the job instead. It’s going to get pretty hot, that close to the star. What kind of temperatures are we talking about?”


  “I don’t know. The average surface temperature of the red dwarf is relatively cool, a little over 3000 degrees Kelvin, but it’s somewhat hotter near the base of the flare, where we have to make our pass.”


  “Why don’t we just skim past the edge of the flare itself? The flare might be hotter than the surface, but our transit time would be a whole lot less.”


  “The magnetic fields are very strong around the flare, and they spiral around it. They could fling us in any direction. Outward if we’re lucky, into the star if we’re not. No, I’m going to aim for a spot where the field lines all run in the same direction. But the fields can change direction suddenly, and there’s the risk of hitting a stray plume of plasma, so I can’t fire up the motors until we’re close.”


  Carter thought of his cutout. He said, “If you have to hit a narrow window, I’m your man. I can put this ship through the eye of a needle.”


  The scientist said, “As soon as I see the chance, I’ll fire full thrust to minimize transit time.”


  “But without the thermal protection of the comet nucleus it’ll still be a lot worse than waving your hand through a candle flame. I suppose I can set up a barbecue-mode rotation, run the cooling system at maximum. Your box will help keep you safe, and I’ll climb into one too, but if the temperature doesn’t kill us, the hard radiation flux probably will. You really think you can learn something useful?”


  “This is a unique opportunity, sailor. It’s usually very difficult to study Transcendent engineering because they keep away from star systems that have been settled. Some of us think that the Hundred Minute War was fought over the fate of the human race, that the Transcendents who won the war and quit the Solar System believe that we should be left alone to get on with our lives.”


  “But this one didn’t leave us alone.”


  “Strictly speaking, it did. Forty Eridani B and C, the white dwarf and the red dwarf, are a close-coupled binary. Keid is only loosely associated with them. And they’re a rare example of the kind of binary the Transcendents are very interested in, one in which the masses of the two components are very different. We have a unique opportunity to study stellar engineering up close. The Fanatics know this, which is why they’re so keen to destroy anything which comes too close.”


  “They want to keep the Transcendents’ secrets secret.”


  “They’re not interested in understanding the Transcendents, only in worshiping them. They are as fixed and immutable as their belief system, but we’re willing to learn, to take on new knowledge and change and evolve. That’s why we’re going to win this war.”


  Following the scientist’s instructions, Carter dismantled three cameras and rejiggered their imaging circuits into photon counters. While he worked, the scientist talked about her family home in Happy Valley on Neuvo California. It had been badly damaged in one of the first Fanatic attacks, and her parents and her three brothers had helped organize the evacuation. Her mother had been an ecosystem designer, and her father had been in charge of the government’s program of interstellar commerce; they were both in the war cabinet now.


  “And very proud and very unhappy that their only daughter volunteered for this mission.”


  Carter said that his family were just ordinary folks, part of a cooperative that ran a vacuum organism farm on the water-and methane-ice plains of San Joaquin. He’d piloted one of the cooperative’s tugs and had volunteered for service in the Keidian defense force as soon as the war against the Fanatics began, but he didn’t want to talk about the two inconclusive skirmishes in which he’d been involved before being assigned to the mission. Instead, he told the scientist about his childhood and the tented crevasse that was his family home, and the herds of gengineered rats he’d helped raise.


  “I loved those rats. I should have been smart enough to stay home, raise rats and make babies, but instead I thought that the bit of talent I have for math and spatial awareness was my big ticket out.”


  “Shit,” the scientist said. “The singleship just passed through your debris field.”


  She opened a window and showed Carter the radar plot.


  He felt a funny floating feeling that had nothing to do with free fall. He said, “Well, we tried.”


  “I’m sure it won’t catch up with us before we reach the star.”


  “If we make that bum now—”


  “We’ll miss the chance to collect the photon data. We’re going to die whatever we do, sailor. Let’s make it worthwhile.”


  “Right.”


  “Why did you like them? The rats.”


  “Because they’re survivors. Because they’ve managed to make a living from humans ever since we invented agriculture and cities. Back on Earth, they were a vermin species, small and tough and smart and fast-breeding, eating the same food that people ate, even sharing some of the same diseases and parasites. We took them with us into space because those same qualities made them ideal lab animals. Did you know that they were one of the first mammal species to have their genome sequenced? That’s why there are so many gengineered varieties. We mostly bred them for meat and fur and biologicals, but we also raised a few strains that we sold as pets. When I was a little kid, I had a ruffed piebald rat that I loved as much as any of my sisters and brothers. Charlie. Charlie the rat. He lived for more than a thousand days, an awfully venerable age for a rat, and when he died I wouldn’t allow him to be recycled. My father helped me make a coffin from offcuts of black oak, and I buried him in a glade in my favourite citrous forest . . .”


  The scientist said, “It sounds like a nice spot to be buried.”


  Carter said, “It’s a good place. There are orchards, lots of little fields. People grow flowers just for the hell of it. We have eighteen species of mammals roaming about. All chipped of course, but they give you a feeling of what nature must have been like. I couldn’t wait to get out, and now I can’t wait to get back. How dumb is that?”


  The scientist said, “I’d like to see it. Maybe you could take me on a picnic, show me the sights. My family used to get together for a picnic every couple of hundred days. We’d rent part of one of the parklands, play games, cook way too much food, smoke and drink . . .”


  “My father, he’s a pretty good cook. And my mother leads a pretty good choral group. We should all get together.”


  “Absolutely.”


  They smiled at each other. It was a solemn moment. Carter thought he should say something suitable, but what? He’d never been one for speeches, and he realized now that although the scientist knew his name—it was stitched to his suit—he didn’t know hers.


  The scientist said, “The clock’s ticking.”


  Carter said, “Yes, ma’am. I’ll get this junk fixed up, and then I’ll be right back.”


  He welded the photon detectors to the blunt nose of the pod and cabled them up. He prepped the antenna array. After the pod grazed the base of the flare, its computer would compress the raw data and send it in an encrypted squawk aimed at Keid, repeating it as long as possible, repeating it until the Fanatic singleship caught up. It was less than ten thousand kilometres behind them now. Ahead, the red dwarf filled half the sky, the jet a slender white thread rooted in patch of orange and yellow fusion fire, foreshortening and rising above them to infinity as they drove toward it. Carter said that its base looked like a patch of fungal disease on an apple, and the scientist told him that the analogy wasn’t farfetched; before the science platform had been destroyed, one of the research groups had discovered that there were strange nuclear reactions taking place there, forming tons of carbon per second. She showed him a picture one of the pod’s cameras had captured: a rare glimpse of the Transcendent. It was hard to see against the burning background of the star’s surface because it was a perfectly reflective sphere.


  “Exactly a kilometre across,” the scientist said, “orbiting the equator every eight minutes. It’s thought they enclose themselves in bubbles of space where the fundamental constants have been altered to enhance their cognitive processes. This one’s a keeper. I’ll send it back—”


  A glowing line of gas like a burning snake thousands of kilometres long whipped past. The pod shuddered, probably from stray magnetic flux.


  Carter said, “I should climb inside before I start to cook.”


  The scientist said, “I have to fire up the motor pretty soon.” Then she said, “Wait.”


  Carter waited, hung at the edge of the hatch.


  The scientist said, “You switched on the antenna array.”


  “Just long enough to check it out.”


  “Something got in. I think a virus. I’m trying to firewall, but it’s spreading through the system. It already has the motor and nav systems—”


  “I also have control of the com system,” another voice said. It was light and lilting. It was as sinuous as a snake. It was right inside Carter’s head. “Carter Cho. I see you, and I know you can hear me.”


  The scientist said, “I can’t fire the motor, but I think you can do something about that, sailor.”


  So she’d known about the cutout all along. Carter started to haul himself toward the stem.


  The voice said, “Carter Cho. I will have complete control of your ship shortly. Give yourself to us.”


  Carter could see the singleship now, a flat triangle at the tip of a lance of white flame. It was only seconds away. He flipped up the panel, plugged in a patch cord. Sparce lines of data scrolled up in a window. He couldn’t access the scientist’s flight plan, had no nav except line-of-sight and seat-of-the pants. He had to aim blind for the base of the flare and hope he hit that narrow window by luck, came in at just the right angle, at just the right place where parallel lines of magnetic force ran in just the right direction . . .


  “Carter Cho. I have taken control. Kill the woman and give yourself to us, and I promise that you will live with us in glory.”


   . . . Or he could risk a throw of the dice. Carter ran a tether from his p-suit utility belt to a nearby bolt and braced himself against a rung. With his helmet visor almost blacked out, he could just about look at the surface of the star rushing toward him, could see the intricate tangles of orderly streams that fed plasma into the brilliant patch of fusion fire at the base of the jet.


  “Kill her, or I will strip your living brain neuron by neuron.”


  “Drop dead,” Carter said, and switched off his com. The jet seemed to rise up to infinity, a gigantic sword that cut space in two. The scientist had said that if the pod grazed the edge of the jet, spiraling magnetic fields would fling it into the sky at a random vector. And the star took up half the sky . . .


  Fuck it, Carter thought. He’d been lucky so far. It was time to roll the dice one more time, hope his luck still held. He fired attitude controls and aimed the blunt nose of the pod. A menu window popped up in front of his face. He selected bum and full thrust.


  Sudden weight tore at his two-handed grip on the rung as the motor flared. It was pushing a shade under a gee of acceleration; most humans who had ever lived had spent their entire lives in that kind of pull, but Carter’s fingers were cramping inside the heavy gloves, and it felt as if the utility belt were trying to amputate him at the waist. The vast dividing line of the jet rushed toward him. Heat beat through his p-suit. If its cooling system failed for a second, he’d cook like a joint of meat in his father’s stone oven. Or the Fanatic could bum him out of the sky with its X-ray laser, or magnetic flux could rip the pod apart . . .


  Carter didn’t care. He was riding his ship rodeo-style toward a flare of fusion light a thousand kilometres wide. He whooped with defiant glee—


  —and then, just like that, the pod was somewhere else.


  After a minute, Carter remembered to switch on his com. The scientist said, “What the fuck did you just do?”


  It took them a while to find out.


  Carter had aimed the pod at the edge of the jet, hoping that it would be flung away at a random tangent across the surface of the red dwarf, hoping that it would survive long enough to transmit all of the data collected by the scientist’s experiment. But now the red dwarf was a rusty nailhead dwindling into the starscape behind them, the bright point of the white dwarf several seconds of arc beyond it. In the blink of an eye, the pod had gained escape velocity and had been translated across tens of millions of kilometers of space.


  “It had to be the Transcendent,” the scientist said.


  Carter had repressurized the pod and the cooling system was working at a flat roar, but it was still as hot as a sauna. He had taken off his helmet and shaken out his sweat-soaked dreadlocks, but because the scientist’s bums made her sensitive to heat, her coffin was still sealed. He hung in front of it, looking at her through the little window. He said, “I took the only chance we had left, and my luck held.”


  “No magnetic field could have flung us so far, or so fast. It had to be something to do with the Transcendent. Perhaps it canceled our interia. For a few seconds we became as massless as a photon, we achieved light speed . . .”


  “My luck held,” Carter said. “I hit those magnetic fields just right.”


  “Check the deep radar, sailor. There’s no sign of the Fanatic’s singleship. It was right on our tail. If magnetic fields had anything to do with it, it would have been flung in the same direction as us.”


  Carter checked the deep radar. There was no sign of the singleship. He remembered the glimpse of the silver sphere sailing serenely around the star, and said, “I thought the Transcendents wanted to leave us alone. That’s why they quit the Solar System. That’s why they only reengineer uninhabited systems . . .”


  “You kept rats when you were a kid. If one got out, you’d put her back. If two started to fight, you’d do something about it. How did your rats feel when you reached into their cage to separate them?”


  Carter grinned. “If we’re rats, what are the Fanatics?”


  “Rats with delusions of grandeur. Crazy rats who think they’re carrying out God’s will, when really they’re no better than the rest of us. I wonder what that Fanatic must be thinking. Just for a moment, he was touched by the hand of his God . . .”


  “What is it?”


  “I’ve finished processing the data stream from my experiment. When we encountered the edge of the flare, there was a massive, sudden increase in photon flux.”


  “Because of this symmetry breaking thing of yours. Have you sent the data?”


  “Of course, we have to figure the details.”


  “Send the data,” Carter said, “and I’ll button up the ship and put us to sleep.”


  “Perhaps there are some clues in the decay products . . .”


  “You’ve completed your mission, ma’am. Let someone else worry about the details.”


  “Jesswyn Fiver,” the scientist said. She was smiling at him through her little window. For a moment he saw how pretty she’d been. “You never did ask my name. It’s Jesswyn Fiver. Now you can introduce me to your parents when we go on that picnic.”


  Meat


  A growth industry.


  We certainly don’t call any of our clients ‘The Meat’, or ‘Pork Chop #1’. That’s just tabloid nonsense. And while we’re skewering misconceptions, the job isn’t as glamorous as you might think. Although I go to club and restaurant openings, film premieres, first nights, fashion shows and stay in first-class hotels all around the world, I’m not there to enjoy myself. I’m there to prevent any live cells from my clients’ bodies falling into the hands of meatleggers.


  Sweep, security and clean-up: that’s what the job is about. First, my team sweeps the place before the client arrives, everything from running background checks on staff to inspecting the restrooms. Restrooms are where the clients are most vulnerable, of course. We run fibre optic cameras down the pipework, looking for traps and filters; we check for microscopic rasps designed to trap a few skin cells by fogging the place with an aerosol of tailored bacteria and using ultraviolet light to spot any unusual clumping. We inspect seating, too; tableware at restaurants; glasses at bars; cocktail napkins—we have detailed checklists for every type of venue.


  After the client arrives, we run an extra layer of security. No known meat-legger gets within a hundred yards of any of my perimeters, but they’ll bribe staff or plant some innocent-looking old lady in the crowd, and it’s not unknown for some minor celebrity in need of quick cash to try to snag a few cells from an A-lister. I have a database of known stooges and my people keep a lookout for abnormal behaviour, I can’t tell you any more than that. Afterwards, there’s the clean-up, which is the most routine but most important part of the job, and which I always supervise personally. Some cleaners ride shotgun on their clients on the way back from an event, but I like to make sure that the venue is sterilized more thoroughly than any operating theatre. The bodyguards can look after the client in transit, and besides, once they’re in their limo, my clients are protected by a Class Four biohazard containment environment. Not even a virus can get in or out.


  Hotels? That’s a whole book right there. Any place a client of mine would use has its own cleaning protocol, but I like to think I add my special magic to the mix.


  Like a lot of cleaners, I started out in public health, running DNA analyses in a forensic laboratory. That was ten years ago, when the meat trade was at its height. We were processing 10,000 samples a day. Most were fakes. ‘Princess Di’ for instance, was originally a basal-cell carcinoma excised from a 58-year-old Albanian woman, but it didn’t stop the meatleggers moving 20 tonnes of product. Then fans started doing their own DNA analyses, and growing their own supplies. Once someone has started a cloned cell line, anyone with an incubator, access to a few common biochemicals, and basic knowledge about cell culture can keep it going indefinitely. By the time I joined one of the vat-busting teams, most of the meat we were chasing was 100% genuine cloned celebrity.


  As soon as anyone managed to get a viable scrap of tissue, that was it. The meat was out there. The only way to stop it was to bust the places where it was grown.


  Dangerous? Not really. The meat trade is too specialized to interest professional criminals, although quite a few are customers; one crime boss likes to serve the meat of his enemies with his special sauce. Politicians and businesspeople also enjoy revenge feasts, but the fans are the backbone of the trade. These days, you aren’t a hardcore tru-fan unless you’ve partaken of the flesh of your hero. It’s the ultimate form of possession, and I don’t suppose I need to point out the parallels with Christian communion. No, that’s just an urban myth lifted from some cheesy bestseller. In order to clone tissue, you need to start with live cells, or at least a live nucleus, and after 2,000 years . . . exactly.


  Cloned babies? Another myth. It’s very difficult to turn a somatic cell into an embryo, and even harder to bring it to term. Far easier to grow sheets of epidermis or muscle. I guess the oddest case I dealt with was the meatlegger who cloned himself. All he ate was his own meat. I guess you could say he was really into self-sufficiency.


  I don’t think the meat trade is going to die out any time soon. Most clone lines have been wiped out, and people like me do their best to make sure that the meatleggers have a hard time getting fresh ones started, but now there’s this new thing. These nanotech makers. Pretty soon the meatleggers won’t need live cells, just a DNA sequence, and I’ve heard that these makers can build an entire body from scratch.


  As long as people keep finding twisted uses for new technology, there’ll always be a need for people like me, cleaning up the mess.


  Paul McAuley has worked as a research biologist at various universities including Oxford and the University of California, Los Angeles, and for six years was a lecturer in plant science at St Andrews University. His latest novel is White Devils (Simon & Schuster).


  2006


  Dead Men Walking


  Paul J. McAuley lives in London, where he spends too much time looking at a computer screen instead of taking the kind of long walks in drenching rain and fog that gave Charles Dickens all his ideas. Paul’s latest novel is Minds Eye, published by Simon & Schuster (UK), and he’s currently working on novels about parallel Americas, murder in Oregon, and the moons of Saturn. “Dead Men Walking” is part of the “Quiet War” series of stories, which also included “The Passenger” (Asimov’s, March 2002) and “The Assassination of Faustino Malarte” (Asimov’s, July 2002).


  I guess this is the end. I’m in no condition to attempt the climb down, and in any case I’m running out of air. The nearest emergency shelter is only five Wicks away, but it might as well be on the far side of this little moon. I’m not expecting any kind of last-minute rescue, either. No one knows I’m here, my phone and the distress beacon are out, my emergency flares went with my utility belt, and I don’t think that the drones patrol this high. At least my legs have stopped hurting, although I can feel the throb of what’s left of my right hand through the painkiller’s haze, like the beat of distant war drums.


  If you’re the person who found my body, I doubt that you’ll have time to listen to my last and only testament. You’ll be too busy calling for help, securing the area, and making sure that you or any of your companions don’t trample precious clues underfoot. I imagine instead that you’re an investigator or civil servant sitting in an office buried deep inside some great bureaucratic hive, listening to this out of duty before consigning it to the memory hole. You’ll know that my body was found near the top of the eastern rimwall of the great gash of Elliot Graben on Ariel, Uranus’s fourth-largest moon, but I don’t suppose you’ve ever visited the place, so I should give you an idea of what I can see.


  I’m sitting with my pressure suit’s backpack firmly wedged against a huge block of dirty, rock-hard ice. A little way beyond my broken legs, a cliff drops straight down for about a kilometer to the bottom of the graben’s enormous trough. Its floor was resurfaced a couple of billion years ago by a flood of water-ice lava, a level plain patched with enormous fields of semi-vacuum organisms. Orange and red, deep blacks, foxy umbers, bright yellows . . . they stretch away from me in every direction for as far as I can see, like the biggest quilt in the universe. This moon is so small and the graben is so wide that its western rim is below the horizon. Strings of suspensor lamps float high above the fields like a fleet of burning airships. There’s enough atmospheric pressure, twenty millibars of nitrogen and methane, to haze the view and give an indication of distance, of just how big this strange garden really is. It’s the prison farm, of course, and every square centimeter of it was constructed by the sweat of men and women convicted by the failure of their ideals, but none of that matters to me now. I’m beyond all that up here, higher than the suspensor lamps, tucked under the eaves of the vast roof of transparent halflife polymer that tents the graben. If I twist my head I can glimpse one of the giant struts that anchor the roof. Beyond it, the big, blue-green globe of Uranus floats in the black sky. The gas giant’s south pole, capped with a brownish haze of photochemical smog, is aimed at the brilliant point of the sun, which hangs just above the western horizon.


  Sunset’s three hours off. I won’t five long enough to see it. My legs are comfortably numb, but the throbbing in my hand is becoming more urgent, there’s a dull ache in my chest, and every breath is an effort. I wonder if I’ll five long enough to tell you my story . . .


  All right. I’ve just taken another shot of painkiller. I had to override the suit to do it, it’s a lethal dose . . .


  Christos, it still hurts. It hurts to laugh . . .


  My name is Roy Bruce. It isn’t my real name. I have never had a real name. I suppose I had a number when I was decanted, but I don’t know what it was. My instructors called me Dave—but they called all of us Dave, a private joke they never bothered to explain. Later, just before the war began, I took the life of the man in whose image I had been made. I took his life, his name, his identity. And after the war was over, after I evaded recall and went on the run, I had several different names, one after the other. But Roy, Roy Bruce, that’s the name I’ve had longest. That’s the name you’ll find on the roster of guards. That’s the name you can bury me under.


  My name is Roy Bruce, and I lived in Herschel City, Ariel, for eight and a half years. Lived. Already with the past tense . . .


  My name is Roy Bruce. I’m a prison guard. The prison, TPA Facility 898, is a cluster of chambers—we call them blocks—buried in the eastern rim of Elliot Graben. Herschel City is twenty klicks beyond, a giant cylindrical shaft sunk into Ariel’s icy surface, its walls covered in a vertical, shaggy green forest that grows from numerous ledges and crevices. Public buildings and little parks jut out of the forest wall like bracket fungi; homes are built in and amongst the trees. Ariel’s just over a thousand kilometers in diameter and mostly ice; its gravity barely exists. The citizens of Herschel City are arboreal acrobats, swinging, climbing, sliding, flying up and down and roundabout on cableways and trapezes, nets and ropewalks. It’s a good place to live.


  I have a one-room treehouse. It’s not very big and plainly furnished, but you can sit on the porch of a morning, watch squirrel monkeys chase each other through the pines . . .


  I’m a member of Sweat Lodge #23.1 breed singing crickets, have won several competitions with them. Mostly they’re hacked to sing fragments of Mozart, nothing fancy, but my line has good sustain and excellent timbre and pitch. I hope old Willy Gup keeps it going . . .


  I like to hike too, and climb freestyle. I once soloed the Broken Book route in Prospero Chasma on Miranda, twenty kilometers up a vertical face, in fifteen hours. Nowhere near the record, but pretty good for someone with a terminal illness. I’ve already had various bouts of cancer, but retroviruses dealt with those easily enough. What’s killing me—what just lost the race to kill me—is a general systematic failure something like lupus. I couldn’t get any treatment for it, of course, because the doctors would find out who I really am. What I really was.


  I suppose that I had a year or so left. Maybe two if I was really lucky.


  It wasn’t much of a life, but it was all my own.


  Uranus has some twenty-odd moons, mostly captured chunks of sooty ice a few dozen kilometers in diameter. Before the Quiet War, no more than a couple of hundred people lived out here. Rugged pioneer families, hermits, a few scientists, and some kind of Hindu sect that planted huge tracts of Umbriel’s sooty surface with slow-growing lichenous vacuum organisms. After the war, the Three Powers Alliance took over the science station on Ariel, one of the larger moons, renamed it Herschel City, and built its maximum security facility in the big graben close by. The various leaders and lynchpins of the revolution, who had already spent two years being interrogated at Tycho, on Earth’s Moon, were moved here to serve the rest of their fife sentences of reeducation and moral realignment. At first, the place was run by the Navy, but civilian contractors were brought in after Elliot Graben was tented and the vacuum organism farms were planted. Most were ex-Service people who had settled in the Outer System after the war. I was one of them.


  I had learned how to create fake identities with convincing histories during my training; my latest incarnation easily passed the security check. For eight and half years, Roy Bruce, guard third class, cricket breeder, amateur freestyle climber, lived a quiet, anonymous life out on the fringe of the Solar System. And then two guards stumbled across the body of Goether Lyle, who had been the leader of the Senate of Athens, Tethys, when, along with a dozen other city states in the Outer System, it had declared independence from Earth.


  I’d known Goether slightly: an intense, serious man who’d been writing some kind of philosophical thesis in his spare time. His body was found in the middle of the main highway between the facility and the farms, spreadeagled and naked, spikes hammered through hands and feet. His genitals had been cut off and stuffed in his mouth; his tongue had been pulled through the slit in his throat. He was also frozen solid—the temperature out on the floor of the graben is around minus one hundred and fifty degrees Centigrade, balmy compared to the surface of Ariel, but still a lot colder than the inside of any domestic freezer, so cold that the carbon dioxide given off by certain strains of vacuum organisms precipitates out of the atmosphere like hoar frost. It took six hours to thaw out his body for the autopsy, which determined that the mutilations were postmortem. He’d died of strangulation, and then all the other stuff had been done to him.


  I was more than thirty klicks away when Goether Lyle’s body was discovered, supervising a work party of ten prisoners, what we call a stick, that was harvesting a field of vacuum organisms. It’s important to keep the prisoners occupied, and stoop labor out in the fields or in the processing plants leaves them too tired to plan any serious mischief. Also, export of the high-grade biochemicals that the vacuum organisms cook from methane in the thin atmosphere helps to defray the enormous cost of running the facility. So I didn’t hear about the murder until I’d driven my stick back to its block at the end of the shift, and I didn’t learn all the gruesome details until later that evening, at the sweat lodge.


  In the vestigial gravity of worldlets like Ariel, where you can drown in a shower and water tends to slosh about uncontrollably, sweat lodges, saunas, or Turkish-style hamams are ideal ways to keep clean. You bake in steam heat, sweat the dirt out of your pores, scrape it off your skin, and exchange gossip with your neighbors and friends. Even in a little company town like Herschel City, there are lodges catering for just about every sexual orientation and religious belief. My lodge, #23, is for unattached, agnostic heterosexual males. That evening, as usual, I was sitting with a dozen or so naked men of various ages and body types in eucalyptus-scented steam around its stone hearth. We scraped at our skin with abrasive mitts or plastered green depilatory mud on ourselves, squirted the baking stones of the hearth with water to make more steam, and talked about the murder of Goether Lyle. Mustafa Sesler, who worked in the hospital, gave us all the grisly details. There was speculation about whether it was caused by a personal beef or a turf war between gangs. Someone made the inevitable joke about it being the most thorough suicide in the history of the prison. Someone else, my friend Willy Gup, asked me if I had any idea about it.


  “You had the guy in your stick last year, Roy. He have any enemies you know of?”


  I gave a noncommittal answer. The mutilations described by Mustafa Sesler were straight out of my training in assassination, guerrilla tactics, and black propaganda. I was processing the awful possibility that Goether Lyle had been murdered by someone like me.


  You must know by now what I am. That I am not really human. That I am a doppelganger who was designed by gene wizards, grown in a vat, decanted fully grown with a headful of hardwired talents and traits, trained up, and sent out to kill the person whose exact double I was, and replace him. I do not know how many doppelgangers, berserkers, suicide artists, and other cloned subversives were deployed during the Quiet War, but I believe that our contribution was significant. My target was Sharwal Jah Shaija, a minor gene wizard who lived alone in the jungle in one of the tented crevasses of East of Eden, Ganymede, where he orchestrated the unceasing symphony of the city-state’s closed loop ecosystem. After I took his place, I began a program of ecotage, significantly reducing the circulation of water vapor and increasing the atmospheric concentration of carbon dioxide and toxic trace gases. By the time the Quiet War kicked off, some four weeks later, the population of East of Eden was wearing breathing masks, the forests and parks were beginning to die, and most food animals and crops had died or were badly stricken, forcing the city to use biomass from vacuum organism farms to feed its citizens. A commando force of the Three Powers Alliance annexed East of Eden’s farms in the first few hours of the war, and after two weeks its starving citizens agreed to terms of surrender.


  I was supposed to turn myself in as soon as the city had been secured, but in the middle of the formal surrender, dead-ender fanatics assassinated half the senate and attacked the occupying force. In the subsequent confusion, the tented crevasse where I had been living was blown open to vacuum, Sharwal Jah Shaija was posted as one of the casualties, and I took the opportunity to slip away. I have successfully hidden my true identity and lived incognito amongst ordinary human beings ever since.


  Why did I disobey my orders? How did I slip the bonds of my hardwired drives and instincts? It’s quite simple. While I had been pretending to be Sharwal Jah Shaija, I had come to love life. I wanted to learn as much about it as I could in the brief span I’d been allotted by my designers. And so I adopted the identity of another casualty, and after the war was over and the Three Powers Alliance allowed trade and travel to resume, I left East of Eden and went out into the Solar System to see what I could see.


  In all my wanderings I have never met any others like me, but I did find a hint that at least one of my brothers and sisters of the vat had survived the war. All of us had been imprinted with a variety of coded messages covering a vast range of possibilities, and a year after going on the rim I came across one of them in a little-used passageway between two chambers of the city of Xamba, Rhea.


  To anyone else it was a meaningless scrawl; to me, it was like a flash of black lightning that branded an enciphered phone number on my brain. The walls of the passageway were thickly scribbled with graffiti, much of it pre-war. The message could have been left there last year or last week; it could have been a trap, left by agents hunting renegades like me. I didn’t have the nerve to find out. I went straight to the spaceport and bought a seat on a shuttle to Phoebe, the gateway port to the other moons of Saturn and the rest of the Outer System. Six months later, wearing the new identity of Roy Bruce, I became a guard at TPA Facility 898.


  That’s why, almost nine years later, I couldn’t be certain that any of my brothers and sisters had survived, and I was able to convince myself that Goether Lyle had been the victim of the vicious internal politics of the prison, killed and mutilated by someone who knew about the black propaganda techniques in which we’d been trained. But that comforting fiction was blown apart the very next day, when another mutilated body was found.


  The victim was a former senator of Baghdad, Enceladus, and a member of the prison gang that was intermittently at war with the gang to which Goether Lyle had belonged. A message written in blood on the ground next to the senator’s body implied that he’d been murdered by Goether Lyle’s cronies, but whoever had killed him must have done the deed in his cell some time between the evening count and the end of the night’s lockdown, spirited his body out of the facility without being detected, and left it within the field of view of a security camera that had been hacked to show a recorded loop instead of a five feed. Members of the rival gangs lived in different blocks, had chips implanted in their skulls that constantly monitored their movements, and in any case were under lockdown all night. If the killer was a prisoner, he would have had to bribe more than a dozen guards; it was far more likely that the senator had been killed by one of the facility’s staff. And when I heard what had been done to the body, I was certain that it was the handiwork of one of my brothers or sisters. The senator had been blinded before he’d been strangled, and his lungs had been pulled through incisions in his back. It was a mutilation called the Blood Eagle that had been invented by the Vikings some two thousand years ago. I remembered the cold, patient voice of the instructor who had demonstrated it to us on a corpse.


  Someone in the warden’s office reached the same conclusion. Posted at the top of our daily orders was an announcement that a specialist team was on its way to Ariel, and emergency security measures were put in place at the spaceport. That evening Willy Gup told the sweat lodge that the warden reckoned that it was possible that the two murders were the work of the kind of vat-grown assassin used in the Quiet War.


  “So if you come across anything suspicious, don’t be tempted to do anything stupidly heroic, my brothers. Those things are smart and deadly and completely without any kind of human feeling. Be like me. Stay frosty, but hang back.”


  I felt a loathsome chill crawl through me. I knew that if Willy and the others realized that one of “those things” was sitting with them in the steamy heat of the lodge, they would fall on me at once and tear me limb from limb. And I knew that I couldn’t hang back, couldn’t let things run their course. No one would be able to leave Ariel for the duration of the emergency security measures, and the specialist team would search every square centimeter of the facility and Herschel City, check the records and DNA profile of every prisoner, member of staff, citizen and visitor, and release a myriad tiny halflife drones designed to home in on anyone breathing out the combination of metabolic byproducts unique to our kind. The team would almost certainly uncover the assassin, but they would also unmask me.


  Oh, I suppose that I could have hiked out to some remote location on the surface and hunkered down for the duration, but I had no idea how long the search would last. The only way I could be sure of evading it would be to force my pressure suit put me in deep hibernation for a month or two, and how would I explain my absence when I returned? And besides, I knew that I was dying. I was already taking dangerously large daily doses of steroids to relieve the swelling of my joints and inflammation of my connective tissue caused by my pseudo-lupus. Suspended animation would slow but not stop the progress of my disease. Suppose I never woke up?


  I spent a long, bleak night considering my options. By the time the city had begun to increase its ambient light level and the members of the local troop of spider monkeys were beginning to hoot softly to each other in the trees outside my little cabin, I knew what I would have to do. I knew that I would have to find the assassin before the team arrived.


  My resolve hardened when I started my shift a couple of hours later and learned that there had been two more murders, and a minor riot in the prison library.


  I found it laughably easy to hack into the facility’s files: I had been trained well all those years ago, and the data system was of a similar vintage to my own. To begin with, I checked the dossiers of recently recruited staff, but I found nothing suspicious, and didn’t have any better luck when I examined the dossiers of friends and family of prisoners, their advocates, and traders and businesspeople currently staying in Herschel City. It was possible that I had missed something—no doubt the assassin’s cover story was every bit as good as the one that had served me so well for so long. But having more or less eliminated the obvious suspects, I had to consider the possibility that, just like me, the assassin had been hiding on Ariel ever since the war had ended. I had so much in common with my brothers and sisters that it would not be a wild coincidence if one of them had come to the same decision as I had, and had joined the staff of the prison. Perhaps he had finally gone insane, or perhaps the hardwired imperatives of his old mission had kicked in. Or perhaps, like me, he had discovered that he was coming to the end of his short life span, and had decided to have some fun.


  In the short time before the specialist team arrived, it would be impossible to check thoroughly the records of over three thousand staff members. I had reached a dead end. I decided that I needed some advice.


  Everyone in Herschel City and the prison was talking about the murders. During a casual conversation with Willy Gup, I found it easy enough to ask my old friend if he had any thoughts on how someone might go about uncovering the identity of the assassin.


  “Anyone with any sense would keep well clear,” Willy said. “He’d keep he’d nose clean, he’d keep his stick in line, and he’d wait for the specialists.”


  “Who won’t be here for a week. A full-scale war could have broken out by then.”


  Willy admitted that I had a point. One of the original intake of guards, a veteran who’d served in one of the Navy supply ships during the Quiet War, he had led the team that put down the trouble in the library. Three prisoners had died and eighteen had been badly injured—one had gouged out the eyes of another with her thumbs—and the incident had left him subdued and thoughtful. After studying me for a few moments, he said, “If it was me, I wouldn’t touch the files. I hear the warden is compiling a fist of people who are poking around, looking for clues and so forth. He tolerates their nonsense because he desperately wants to put an end to the trouble as soon as he can, and he’ll be pretty damn happy if some hack does happen to uncover the assassin. But it isn’t likely, and when this thing is over you can bet he’s going to come down hard on all those amateur sleuths. And it’s possible the assassin is keeping tabs on the files too. Anyone who comes close to finding him could be in for a bad surprise. No, my brother, screwing around in the files is only going to get you into trouble.”


  I knew then that Willy had a shrewd idea of what I was about. I also knew that the warden was the least of my worries. I said, as lightly as I could, “So what would you do?”


  Willy didn’t answer straight away, but instead refilled his bulb from the jar of iced tea. We were sitting on the porch of his little shack, at the edge of a setback near the top of the city’s shaft. Banana plants and tree ferns screened it from its neighbors; the vertical forest dropped away on either side. Willy’s champion cricket, a splendid white and gold specimen in a cage of plaited bamboo, was trilling one of Bach’s Goldberg Variations. Willy passed the jar to me and said, “We’re speaking purely hypothetically.”


  “Of course.”


  “You’ve always had a wild streak,” Willy said, “I wouldn’t put it past you to do something recklessly brave and dangerously stupid.”


  “I’m just an ordinary hack,” I said.


  “Who goes for long solitary hikes across the surface. Who soloed that route in Prospero Chasma and didn’t bother to mention it until someone found out a couple of years later. I’ve known you almost nine years, Roy, and you’re still a man of mystery.” Willy smiled. “Hey, what’s that look for? All I’m saying is you have character, is all.”


  For a moment, my hardwired reflexes had kicked in. For a moment, I had been considering whether or not this man had blown my cover, whether or not I should kill him. I carefully manufactured a smile, and said that I hadn’t realized that I seemed so odd.


  “Most of us have secrets,” Willy said. “That’s why we’re out here, my brother. We’re just as much prisoners as anyone in our sticks. They don’t know it, but those dumbasses blundering about in the files are trying to find a way of escaping what they are.”


  “And there’s no way you can escape what you are,” I said. The moment had passed. My smile was a real smile now, not a mask I’d put on to hide what I really was.


  Willy toasted me with his bulb of tea. “Anyone with any sense learns that eventually.”


  “You still haven’t told me how you would catch the assassin.”


  “I don’t intend to catch him.”


  “But speaking hypothetically . . .”


  “For all we know, it’s the warden. He can go anywhere and everywhere, and he has access to all the security systems too.”


  “The warden? Really?”


  Willy grinned. “I’m pulling your chain. But seriously, I’ve done a little research about these things. They’re not only stone killers: they’re also real good at disguising themselves. The assassin could be any one of us. The warden, you, me, anyone. Unless this thing makes a mistake, we haven’t got a hope of catching it. All we can do is what we’re already doing—deploy more security drones, keep the prisoners locked down when they aren’t working, and pray that that’ll keep a lid on any unrest until that team arrives.”


  “I guess you’re right,” I said.


  “Don’t try to be a hero, my brother. Not even hypothetically.”


  “Absolutely not,” I said.


  But one of Willy’s remarks had given me an idea about how to reach out to the assassin, and my mind was already racing, grappling with what I had to do.


  I decided that if the assassin really was keeping an eye on the people who were hacking into the files, then he (or at least, his demon), must be lurking in the root directory of the data system. That was where I left an encrypted message explaining what I was and why I wanted to talk, attached to a demon that would attempt to trace anyone who looked at it. The demon phoned me six hours later, in the middle of the night. Someone had spotted my sign and wanted to talk.


  The demon had failed to identify the person who wanted to talk, and it was infected with something, too: a simple communication program. I checked it out, excised a few lines of code that would have revealed my location, and fired it up. It connected me to a blank, two-dimensional space in which words began to appear, emerging letter by letter, traveling from right to left and fading away.


  >>you got rid of the trace function, pretty good for an old guy—if that’s what you really are.


  >they trained us well, I typed.


  >>you think you know what I am. you think that I am like you.


  Whoever was at the other end of the program wanted to get straight down to business. That suited me, but I knew that I couldn’t let him take the lead.


  >we are both children of the vat, I typed, that’s why I reached out to you. that’s why I want to help you.


  There was a pause as my correspondent thought this over.


  >>you could be a trap.


  >the message got your attention because it is hardwired into your visual cortex, just as it is hardwired into mine.


  >>that kind of thing is no longer the secret it once was, but let’s say that I believe you . . .


  A black disc spun in the blank space for less than a second, its strobing black fight flashing a string of letters and numbers, gone.


  >>do you know where that is?


  I realized that the letters and numbers burnt into my brain were a grid reference.


  >i can find, it.


  >>meet me in four hours, I have a little business to take care of first.


  It was the middle of the night; the time when the assassin did his work.


  >please don’t kill anyone else until we have talked.


  My words faded. There was no reply.


  The grid reference was at the precise center of a small eroded crater sixty klicks south of the facility, an unreconstructed area in the shadow of the graben’s eastern rimwall. Before I headed out, I equipped myself from the armory and downloaded a hack into the security system so that I could move freely and unremarked. I was oddly happy, foolishly confident. It felt good to be in action again. My head was filled with a fat, contented hum as I drove a tricycle cart along an old construction road. The rendezvous point was about an hour away: I would have plenty of time to familiarize myself with the terrain and make my preparations before the assassin, if that was who I had been talking to, turned up.


  I want to make it clear that my actions were in no way altruistic. The only life I wanted to save was my own. Yes, I knew that I was dying, but no one loves life more than those who have only a little of it left; no one else experiences each and every moment with such vivid immediacy. I didn’t intend to throw away my life in a grand gesture. I wanted to unmask the assassin and escape the special team’s inquisition.


  The road ran across a flat terrain blanketed in vacuum-cemented grey-brown dust and littered with big blocks that over the eons had been eroded into soft shapes by impact cratering. The rimwall reared up to my left, its intricate folds and bulges like a frozen curtain. Steep cones and rounded hills of mass-wasted talus fringed its base. To my right, the land sloped away toward a glittering ribbon of fences and dykes more than a kilometer away, the boundary of the huge patchwork of fields. It was two in the morning by the clock, but the suspensor lamps were binning as brightly as they always did, and above the western horizon the sun’s dim spark was almost lost in their hazy glow.


  I was a couple of klicks from the rendezvous, and the road was cutting through a steep ridge that buttressed a great bulge in the rimwall, when the assassin struck. I glimpsed a hitch of movement high in a corner of my vision, but before I could react, a taser dart struck my cart and shorted its motor. A second later, a net slammed into me, slithering over my torso as muscular threads of myoelectric plastic tightened in constricting folds around my arms and chest. I struggled to free myself as the cart piddled to a halt, but my arms were pinned to my sides by the net and I couldn’t even unfasten the safety harness. I could only sit and watch as a figure in a black pressure suit descended the steep side of the ridge in two huge bounds, reached me in two more. It ripped out my phone, stripped away my utility belt, the gun in the pocket on the right thigh of my pressure suit and the knife in the pocket on the left thigh, then uncoupled my main air supply, punched the release of my harness and dragged me out of the low-slung seat and hauled me off the road. I was dumped on my back near a cart parked in the shadow of a house-sized block and the assassin stepped back, aiming a rail-gun at me.


  The neutron camera I’d fitted inside my helmet revealed scant details of the face behind the gold-filmed mirror of my captor’s visor; its demon made an extrapolation, searched the database I’d loaded, found a match. Debra Thom, employed as a paramedic in the facility’s infirmary for the past two years, twenty-two, unmarried, no children. . . . I realized then that I’d made a serious mistake. The assassin was a doppelganger, all right, but because she was the double of someone who hadn’t been an adult when the war had ended she must have been manufactured and decanted much more recently than me. She wasn’t insane, and she hadn’t spent years under cover. She was killing people because that was what she’d been sent here to do. Because it was her mission.


  A light was winking on my head-up display—the emergency short-range, line-of-sight walkie-talkie; When I responded, an electronically distorted voice said, “Are you alone?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “Who are you?”


  I’d stripped all identifying tags from my suit before setting off, but the doppelganger who had killed Debra Thom and taken her place was pointing a gun at my head and it seemed advisable to tell her my name. She was silent for a moment, no doubt taking a look at my file. I said, “I’m not the doppelganger of Roy Bruce, if that’s what you’re thinking. The person I killed and replaced was a gene wizard by the name of Sharwal Jah Shaija.”


  I briefly told the assassin the story I have already told you. When I was finished, she said, “You’ve really been working here for eight years?”


  “Eight and a half.” I had made a very bad mistake about my captor’s motives, but I must have piqued her curiosity, for otherwise I would already be dead. And even if I couldn’t talk my way out of this and persuade her to spare me, I still had a couple of weapons she hadn’t found . . . I risked a lie, said that her net had compromised my suit’s thermal integrity. I told her that I was losing heat to the frozen ground, that I would freeze to death if I didn’t get up.


  She told me I could sit up, and to do it slowly.


  As I got my feet under me, squatting on my haunches in front of her, I glanced up at the top of the ridge and made a crucial triangulation.


  She said, “My instructors told me that I would live no more than a year.”


  “Perhaps they told you that you would bum briefly but very brightly—that’s what they told me. But they lied. I expect they lied about a lot of things, but I promise to tell you only the truth. We can leave here, and go anywhere we want to.”


  “I have a job to finish.”


  “People to kill, riots to start.”


  The assassin took a long step sideways to the cart, took something the size of a basketball from the net behind its seat, bowled it toward me. It bounced slowly over the dusty ground and ended up between my legs: the severed head of an old woman, skin burnt black with cold, eyes capped by frost.


  “The former leader of the parliament of Sparta, Tethys,” the assassin said. “I left the body pinned to the ground in one of the fields where her friends work, with an amusing little message.”


  “You are trying to start a war amongst the prisoners. Perhaps the people who sent you here are hoping that the scandal will close the facility. Perhaps they think it is the only chance they’ll have of freeing their comrades. Who are you working for, by the way?”


  “I’ll ask the questions,” the assassin said.


  I asked her how she would escape when she was finished. “There’s a special team on the way. If you’re still here when they arrive, they’ll hunt you down and kill you.”


  “So that’s why you came after me. You were frightened that this team would find you while they were hunting me.”


  She may have been young, but she was smart and quick.


  I said, “I came because I wanted to talk to you. Because you’re like me.”


  “Because after all these years of living amongst humans, you miss your own kind, is that it?”


  Despite the electronic distortion, I could hear the sneer in the assassin’s voice. I said carefully, “The people who sent you here—the people who made you—have no plans to extract you when you are finished here. They do not care if you survive your mission. They only care that it is successful. Why give your loyalty to people who consider you expendable? To people who lied to you? You have many years of life ahead of you, and it isn’t as hard to disobey your orders as you might think. You’ve already disobeyed them, in fact, when you reached out to me. All you have to do is take one more step, and let me help you. If we work together, we’ll survive this. We’ll find a way to escape.”


  “You think you’re human. You’re not. You’re exactly like me. A walking dead man. That’s what our instructors called us, by the way: the dead. Not ‘Dave.’ Not anything cute. When we were being moved from one place to another, they’d shout out a warning: ‘Dead men walking.’ ”


  It is supposed to be the traditional cry when a condemned person is let out of their cell. Fortunately, I’ve never worked in Block H, where prisoners who have murdered or tried to murder fellow inmates or guards await execution, so I’ve never heard it or had to use it.


  The assassin said, “They’re right, aren’t they? We’re made things, so how can we be properly alive?”


  “I’ve lived a more or less ordinary fife for ten years. If you give this up and come with me, I’ll show you how.”


  “You stole a fife, just as I did. Underneath your disguise, you’re a dead man, just like me.”


  “The life I five now is my own, not anyone else’s,” I said. “Give up what you are doing, and I’ll show you what I mean.”


  “You’re a dead man in any case,” the assassin said. “You’re breathing the last of your air. You have less than an hour left. I’ll leave you to die here, finish my work, and escape in the confusion. After that, I’m supposed to be picked up, but now I think I’ll pass on that. There must be plenty of people out there who need my skills. I’ll work for anyone who wants some killing done, and earn plenty of money.”


  “It’s a nice dream,” I said, “but it will never come true.”


  “Why shouldn’t I profit from what I was made to do?”


  “I’ve lived amongst people for more than a decade. Perhaps I don’t know them as well as I should, but I do know that they are very afraid of us. Not because we’re different, but because we’re so very much like a part of them they don’t want to acknowledge. Because we’re the dark side of their nature. I’ve survived this long only because I have been very careful to hide what I really am. I can teach you how to do that, if you’ll let me.


  “It doesn’t sound like much of a life to me,” the assassin said.


  “Don’t you like being Debra Thom?” I said.


  And at the same moment, I kicked off the ground, hoping that by revealing that I knew who she was I’d distracted and confused her, and won a moment’s grace.


  In Ariel’s microgravity, my standing jump took me high above the assassin’s head, up and over the edge of the ridge. As I flew up, I discharged the taser dart I’d sewn into the palm of one of my pressure suit’s gloves, and the electrical charge stored in its super-conducting loop shorted out every thread of myoelectric plastic that bound my arms. I shrugged off the net as I came down and kicked off again, bounding along the ridge in headlong flight toward the bulging face of the cliff wall and a narrow chimney pinched between two folds of black, rock-hard ice.


  I was halfway there when a kinetic round struck my left leg with tremendous force and broke my thigh. I tumbled over hummocked ice and caught hold of a low pinnacle just before I went over the edge of the ridge. The assassin’s triumphant shout was a blare of electronic noise in my ears; because she was using the line-of-sight walkie-talkie I knew that she was almost on me. I pushed up at once and scuttled toward the chimney like a crippled ape. I had almost reached my goal when a second kinetic round shattered my right knee. My suit was ruptured at the point of impact, and I felt a freezing pain as the smart fabric constricted as tightly as a tourniquet, but I was not finished. The impact of the kinetic round had knocked me head over heels into a field of fallen ice-blocks, within striking distance of the chimney. As I half-crawled, half-swam toward it, a third round took off the top of a pitted block that might have fallen from the cliffs a billion years ago, and then I was inside the chimney, and started to climb.


  The assassin had no experience of freestyle climbing. Despite my injuries I soon outdistanced her. The chimney gave out after half a kilometer, and I had no choice but to continue to climb the naked iceface. Less than a minute later, the assassin reached the end of the chimney and fired a kinetic round that smashed into the cliff a little way above me. I flattened against the iceface as a huge chunk dropped past me with dreamy slowness, then powered straight through the expanding cloud of debris, pebbles and icegrains briefly rattling on my helmet, and flopped over the edge of a narrow setback.


  My left leg bent in the middle of my thigh and hurt horribly; my right leg was numb below the knee and a thick crust of blood had frozen solid at the joint. But I had no time to tend my wounds. I sat up and ripped out the hose of the water recycling system as the assassin shot above the edge of the cliff in a graceful arc, taser in one hand, rail gun in the other. I twisted the valve, hit her with a high-pressure spray of water that struck her visor and instantly froze. I pushed off the ground with both hands (a kinetic round slammed into the dusty ice where I’d just been), collided with her in midair, clamped my glove over the diagnostic port of her backpack, and discharged my second taser dart.


  The dart shorted out the electronics in the assassin’s suit, and enough current passed through the port to briefly stun her. I pushed her away as we dropped toward the setback, but she managed to fire a last shot as she spun into the void beyond the edge of the setback. She was either phenomenally lucky or incredibly skillful: it took off my thumb and three fingers of my right hand.


  She fell more than a kilometer. Even in the low gravity, it was more than enough to kill her, but just to make sure I dropped several blocks of ice onto her. The third smashed her visor. You’ll find her body, if you haven’t already, more or less directly below the spot where you found mine.


  The assassin had vented most of my air supply and taken my phone and emergency beacon; the dart I’d used on her had crippled what was left of my pressure suit’s life support system. The suit’s insulation is pretty good, but I’m beginning to feel the bite of the cold now, my hand is growing pretty tired from using the squeeze pump to push air through the rebreather, and I’m getting a bad headache as the carbon dioxide concentration in my air supply inexorably rises. I killed the ecosystem of East of Eden by sabotaging the balance of its atmospheric gases, and now the same imbalance is killing me.


  Just about the only thing still working is the stupid little chip I stuck in my helmet to record my conversation with the assassin. By now, you probably know more about her than I do. Perhaps you even know who sent her here.


  I don’t have much time left. Perhaps it’s because the increasing carbon dioxide level is making me comfortably stupid, but I find that I don’t mind dying. I told you that I confronted the assassin to save myself. I think now that I may have been wrong about that. I may have gone on the run after the Quiet War, but in my own way I have served you right up until the end of my life.


  I’m going to sign off now. I want to spend my last moments remembering my freestyle climb up those twenty kilometers of sheer ice in Prospero Chasma. I want to remember how at the end I stood tired and alone at the top of a world-cleaving fault left over from a shattering collision four billion years ago, with Uranus tilted at the horizon, half-full, serene and remote, and the infinite black, starry sky above. I felt so utterly insignificant then, and yet so happy, too, without a single regret for anything at all in my silly little life.


  Dust


  How everything changed: Six hours after the last transmission from Linval Palmer’s expedition had been received, his secretary requested an urgent meeting with Captain Bea Edvard. Linval Palmer had powered down to the surface of Hades in his reconditioned military lander with three fully tooled-up mercenaries and a gung-ho xenoarchaeologist. They’d landed safely in the scablands above the tunnel city and completed two grid searches, but soon after they’d set off to begin the third search, their uplink had cut out. Visual contact was out of the question because Hades was shrouded in a planet-wide dust storm. Sideways radar imaging had located the lander, and it was responding to remote interrogation, confirming that all of its systems were fully functional, but so far no one from the expedition had responded to the radio message Bea Edvard’s ship was broadcasting on a thirty-second loop.


  Linval Palmer’s secretary, John-Jane Smith, wanted Bea to take the ship’s gig down to the surface at once. Using a palmer to project a three-dimensional image of the tunnel city constructed from multiple deep radar scans made by the string of satellites Linval Palmer had dumped in orbit around Hades, animating it to show that someone was moving about near the entrance to one of the tunnel systems. Telling Bea, “There is at least one person still alive. You must do your duty by him, Captain.”


  John-Jane Smith was a neuter, a thin ageless person in a neat gray one-piece suit, with close-cropped white hair and piercing blue eyes. All intellect and no emotion, apart from its unswerving loyalty to its employer. Its voice was uninflected, as always, its gaze cold and unblinking as it stared at Bea through the multicolored labyrinth that hung in the air between them.


  Bea had been expecting something like this. “My contract was to deliver your boss and his team into orbit around Hades. It specifically absolves me from responsibility for anything that happens after that.”


  “I am familiar of course with every detail of your contract,” John-Jane Smith said coolly. “But there is clearly at least one survivor, and the law of distress requires you to rescue him.”


  “I’ve received no distress call, the person in question isn’t responding to a clear request for information, and we don’t even know if the signal in question is a person. The resolution is too low. It might be a glitch, or an echo from some kind of atmospheric phenomenon. What I can do,” Bea said, “is send down a robot, have it take a look around the immediate landing area.”


  But John-Jane Palmer wasn’t in the mood for compromise. “You agree that there is a possibility that Mr. Palmer and the others are alive.”


  “When we don’t know anything, anything is possible,” Bea said cautiously, believing that she knew where this was headed.


  John-Jane Smith said, “If we are agreed that Mr. Palmer may be alive, you are obliged to attempt a rescue. You will take me and one of the bodyguards down to the surface in the ship’s gig. You may remain in the gig while we search for Mr. Palmer and the others. If we do not return after twenty-four hours, you can leave the surface and return to your ship. For this service you will receive a bonus equivalent to one half of your original fee.”


  “No way. My gig isn’t exactly robust, and its motor is much less powerful than that of your boss’s lander. Also, I’m the only person rated to fly it, and I’ve never, ever used it for an orbit-to-surface flight in anything other than a simulator. Even if it survived the descent through the storm undamaged, and that’s a pretty big if right there, it wouldn’t be able to get back up.”


  “We will return in Mr. Palmer’s lander, which I am sure he will allow you to keep to compensate you for the loss of your own craft.”


  Bea, pushed into a corner by the neuter’s calm certainty, finally lost her temper. “Mr. Palmer and me, we agreed I didn’t have any responsibility to rescue him if things went wrong. I’m sorry, but there it is.”


  She was sorry, too. Linval Palmer was reckless and impulsive and had far too much confidence in his own abilities, but he was flamboyant and charming too, a big old handsome rogue with an abundance of red curls spilling to his shoulders, a ready smile that split his piratical beard, and a fund of unlikely but amusing and fascinating stories. He’d come to Hades to search for his younger brother, Isham, who’d vanished three hundred days ago while chasing a rumor of functional Elder Culture technology in the vast tunnel city at the edge of the twilight zone of Hades. Isham Palmer’s father had paid for a rescue expedition that had discovered his ship in orbit and the remains of his lander on the surface—it seemed that the lander had crash-landed after its motor had flared out a couple of hundred meters above the surface—but had failed to find any trace of any survivors. Then, just over fifty days ago, the automated way station at the mouth of the system’s wormhole, anchored to the gravity well of the outermost gas giant, had detected a weak radio signal on the surface of Hades. The signal had come and gone ever since. Although it contained no discernable information, it had convinced Linval Palmer that Isham had survived, and despite his father’s threats of disinheritance, he’d set out to rescue his brother.


  In Bea’s opinion, Linval Palmer had made the rescue mission a matter of personal honor. It had little to do with filial duty and everything to do with a need to prove himself a braver, cleverer, and more resourceful man than his father. Nevertheless, it was a huge, daring, and utterly romantic gesture, and despite her reservations, Bea admired the hell out of the man for it. That was one reason why she’d agreed to sign up with him. As for the rest, when she’d heard that a crazy zillionaire wanted someone to deliver his expedition into orbit around Hades, she’d just hit forty and split with her live-in lover of the past five years and had been wondering if there was anything more to life than routine cargo runs and haggling with merchants and customs officers. In other words, it was exactly the right time in her life for an adventure, but things had gone wrong very quickly after arriving at Hades, putting her in an impossible position.


  John-Jane Smith touched its palmer. The three-dimensional scan of the tunnel city winked out. The neuter’s expression was severe, eyes sharp, mouth tightened to a bloodless slot. “Captain Edvard, your position is very simple. Every minute we waste in pointless discussion, the survivor is consuming precious reserves of air, water, and power. In approximately eight and a half hours those reserves will fall to dangerously low levels. His suit will place him in hibernation, but after ten days the last of his suit’s power reserves will be exhausted, and he will die. There is not enough time to reach the wormhole, raise a rescue expedition, and return. If we do not save him, no one will. And if we do not make the attempt, Mr. Palmer’s family will take its revenge.”


  “They can take me through every court in the First Empire, but the contract is airtight. And it was Mr. Palmer’s decision to visit Hades against their advice, not mine.”


  “His family is rich and powerful and ruthless, Captain Edvard. It’s quite true that they forbade Mr. Palmer from setting out on this adventure. That is why he had to hire you and your ship with his own funds, rather than use a ship from his family’s fleet. However, in the eyes of his family, that will not absolve either you or me from responsibility for his death, and I can assure you that they will not seek revenge in a court of law. You do not want to make an enemy of them, and neither do I,” John-Jane Smith said, and it raised its palmer and shot Bea with the taser taped to its underside.


  They were in Bea’s cabin, a simple sphere padded with memory plastic. The taser’s high-voltage charge bounced her spinning off the walls, wrapping her whole skin in white fire that knotted her muscles with spasming cramps and blasted up her spine into her skull. The hatch that was supposed to open only at her command sprang back, and the two Marys, Linval Palmer’s bodyguards, shot through it and grabbed Bea and cuffed her wrists to her ankles, used a focused EMP blast to destroy the implant that linked her to the ship, and towed her to the bridge, where Tor Torqvist, Bea’s engineer, was already in chains.


  Two minutes later, after one of the Marys had threatened to chew the fingers off Tor’s right hand while the other wondered if she should suck out his eyeballs or bite off his balls, Bea surrendered command of her ship. The two clones, got up in tight yellow jumpsuits, blond hair bunched in ponytails, looked like fresh-faced teenagers, but they were stone-cold killers, hardwired with a dozen martial arts techniques, their nervous systems and muscles tweaked to run faster and harder than those of ordinary humans.


  Thirty minutes later, Bea and Tor were down in Number Three hold, prepping the gig. Although they were watched by the two Marys as they maneuvered the shell of the heatshield over the nose and belly of the little delta-shaped gig and bolted it in place, they managed a brief conversation in a version of the hand-talk sailors and free-fall workers used to communicate privately in hard vacuum.


  Bea told Tor how she planned to survive this, told him that as soon as the gig started its descent, he was to take back control of the ship and make a run straight for the wormhole, told him what to do when he reached the High Haven reef on the other side.


  Tor told her it was her second dumbest idea, her first being to take this contract.


  Whatever happens, Bea signed, if they find their boss or if they don’t, they’ll have to kill us because they’ve committed piracy. Take back control of the ship and get out of here as soon as you can.


  She was frightened and angry, and being cut off from her ship, the tingle of vacuum and raw sunlight on its hull, the ponderous presence of its slumbering engines, the quick pulses of its lifesystem, was like losing a limb. But she believed that her plan was sound, and she knew that she could trust Tor to do the right thing. They’d been working together for less than a year, but he was a smart, competent, serious man, a member of a highly respected family back on First Foot. Besides, it wasn’t as though she had any other option.


  Tor started to connect the heatshield’s sensor array to the gig’s neural network, turning his back to the two Marys, his fingers making quick shapes.


  Don’t you worry, boss. I take good care of everything.


  It was the best Bea could hope for, but it was only a slender hope, and there was no turning back. Less than an hour after she’d been tasered, she climbed into the gig with John-Jane Smith and one of the Marys and nudged it away from the ship before firing the long burn that would take it down to the surface of Hades.


  Hades was one of the few rocky planets in the so-called First Empire, fifteen red dwarf stars connected by a wormhole system the Jackaroo had sold to humanity in the early days of first contact. Apart from Earth and First Foot, most people lived in asteroid reefs or on the moons of warm Jupiters, and no one at all lived on Hades, a small, dry, dusty, pockmarked world tidally locked to its feeble M-class star, one hemisphere in perpetual day, the other in perpetual night. At the twilight zone between the light and dark hemispheres, katabatic storms howled off the flanks of shield volcanoes, and every so often two or three storms merged into a hypercane that lofted billions of tons of dust into the atmosphere, shrouding the entire planet for hundreds of days and generating continent-sized thunderstorms that hung above fields of iron-rich lava that oozed from the vents and calderas of the planet’s many volcanoes, which were fed by a core kept molten by tidal heating.


  Elder Cultures had attempted and failed to planoform the bleak, hostile little world. It was littered with impact craters from successive bombardments with comets that had enriched its thick atmosphere of carbon dioxide and nitrogen with water and other volatiles, and several times it had been seeded with cunningly engineered mixtures of microbes. But the water had either become chemically locked in Hades’ rocks or had frozen out on the night side’s equatorial ice cap, and most of the microbe populations had either died out or retreated deep into the planet’s crust. Only a tough microbial symbiosis containing organisms from at least three different evolutionary trees flourished on the surface, littering the playas and inter-mountain basins of the day side with stromatolite mounds, spattering dust-smoothed rocks and lava fields with slow-growing crusts wherever there was a little moisture and sunlight.


  The symbiosis and a few refuge species of microbe in the deep crust were the only life now known to exist on Hades, but in the deep past at least three different Elder Cultures had attempted to settle the planet. The most successful had been the Tunnel Builders, a species that had excavated city-sized mazes deep beneath the surface. The largest surviving tunnel city was in the twilight zone of the southern hemisphere, more than a thousand kilometers of tunnels in a hundred separate systems that wound around each other, each with its separate entrance, some simple burrows less than a kilometer long, others elaborate mazes. No one knew if each tunnel system had been inhabited by a family or an individual, or if each system had had a different civic use. The Tunnel Builders had ascended some ten thousand years ago, leaving behind no records or artifacts except the tunnels themselves. Well, maybe the Jackaroo or the !Cha or the Reedemers knew, but the one trait shared by the un-ascended alien species was that they became maddeningly vague and elusive when questioned about how other species had lived before they ascended to wherever it was that the ascended went.


  Isham Palmer had chased the rumor of surviving alien technology he’d bought from an itinerant Jackaroo trader to the tunnel city on Hades. That was where Linval Palmer had gone to find out what had happened to his younger brother. That was where Bea Edvard was headed in her ship’s tiny gig, with John-Jane Smith and one of the Marys. All three were sealed inside pressure suits and strapped side by side in acceleration couches. Because her link had been burned out, Bea was flying by manual control, something she hadn’t done since her apprentice days. It mattered little that the storm had passed its peak. On the horizon dead ahead, the crown of a shield volcano rose above dull brown haze and reflected a red spark of sunlight; here and there the flashes of lightning storms or the glow of an eruption showed feebly under the deep murk, but otherwise the day side of the planet was entirely shrouded by dust storms. Pushing a dense wedge of superheated gases ahead of it, scratching a flaming trail across the sky, the gig plowed through the upper edge of the dust and began to buck and sway as the atmosphere thickened and hypervelocity winds plucked at it, sending it miles off course. Bea blew the explosive bolts and took control as the scorched heatshield dropped away, the stick juddering hard as the gig slammed and skidded through howling dust-laden winds. Coming in on radar alone, she overshot the level stretch of playa she’d selected as a landing site and had to haul hard about, pushing the envelope of the gig’s aerodynamics, the Mary shrieking with crazy glee in her ears.


  The gig swooped higher as it swerved around, dropped into a steep glide against a headwind. Perfect. But then it hit a pocket of still air, dropped five hundred meters in a couple of seconds, and was suddenly coming in too fast and too low. Bea fought the stick, managed to level out, and fired the retrorockets, but the gig came down fast and hard in a slide that collapsed two landing struts and left it canted nose-down at a twenty-degree angle.


  After asking John-Jane Smith’s permission as politely as she knew how, Bea sent a brief message to the ship to report that although they had landed safely, the gig was out of commission, then powered down the little craft’s systems.


  Whips of dust flickered in dim smoggy light beyond the narrow wedges of the windows; there was dust in the air of the cabin, too, blowing in fine sprays through splits in the seal of the hatch, and the hatch was jammed—it took the combined effort of all three of them to pop it open. In howling wind and blowing dust, trailed by John-Jane Smith and the Mary, Bea walked around the gig and knew it wouldn’t fly again. It might be possible to make it airtight and jack it up to the right angle for takeoff, but the nozzle of the main motor was crumpled beyond repair.


  John-Jane Smith remarked dryly that this must count as a good landing because they could walk away from it.


  Bea checked her headup display and pointed with an outflung arm. She was still buzzing from the massive amounts of adrenalin that had squirted into her bloodstream when she’d wrestled the gig down to its crash landing. “Your boss’s lander is sitting five and a half kilometers away, just a shade off due east. We better get going.”


  It took them three hours, trudging across the flat, featureless plain in the dust storm, to reach the lander. Every ten minutes, John-Jane Smith broadcast a message to Linval Palmer across every radio channel, but there was no reply, nothing but the meaningless throb of the shortwave radio signal, steady as a sleeping giant’s heartbeat.


  Wind shrieked and wailed and hooted, sometimes pushing them forward, sometimes pushing so hard against them that they had to lean into it and battle their way step by step. Dust scudded and skirled, and in every direction the world faded into a formless brown haze. The sun’s smeared blur hung low ahead of them, a fixed eye glowering through flying murk. Dust kept coating the faceplate of Bea’s helmet, and dust worked into the joints of her pressure suit. The suit’s left knee grew stiffer and stiffer, and an hour into the trek, Bea was walking with a pronounced limp.


  “You keep up,” the Mary told her, “or we deal with you here and now.”


  “Then you’ll have to fly yourself back into orbit.”


  “It can’t be too hard,” the bodyguard said. “All it is, is straight up.”


  John-Jane Smith told them to stop bickering and save their energy. “Our real work doesn’t begin until we reach the lander.”


  Bea had a fix on the lander by radar and by its radio beacon, but because her mind was dulled by the sheer plodding labor of walking, the featureless haze, and the unchanging position of the sun, she was surprised when she saw a fat cone loom out of blowing dust. At first sight, the lander looked intact, squatting four-square on angled legs above the scorched pit its retrorocket had burned into the ground. But the hatchway to the lifesystem hung open, and after John-Jane Smith went up the ladder and clambered inside, it gave a shrill cry, half surprise, half despair. Bea dodged past the Mary and swarmed up the ladder, swung through the little cupboard of the airlock (the inner hatch was open too), and found the neuter stooped over flight controls that had been smashed and broken in some mad frenzy. A mantling of dust covered every surface, and handfuls of cabling had been ripped loose from opened access panels. There was still a trickle of power from the batteries—barely enough to power the beacon—but there was no way the lander could be repaired, and a quick inspection revealed that its oxygen and fuel had been vented.


  After Bea told John-Jane Smith and the Mary this, the bodyguard drew her reaction pistol, and Bea closed her eyes, hoping for a quick death. But with a scream of frustration the bodyguard fired past her into the howling storm, then turned around and stalked away.


  “We will find Mr. Palmer,” John-Jane Smith said, once again calm and decisive. “Mr. Palmer will know what to do.”


  Bea thought it was unlikely that the surviving member of the expedition—Linval Palmer or one of his companions—would be any help at all. It was obvious that one of them had wrecked the lander, and it had been done recently too—when she’d checked out the lander via the uplink before beginning the descent to the planet, all its systems had been working just fine. It had probably been wrecked after her gig had landed, by someone who not only didn’t want to be rescued but wanted to strand their would-be rescuers as well. Someone who had left the beacon working, to draw them here. . . .


  The snap of a shot cut through the noise of the wind. The Mary had fired her pistol again. And this time she had killed something.


  The bodyguard held it up for inspection. Half a meter of pink muscular rope armored in ridged translucent scales like fingernails, ending in a red rag of smashed flesh. The rest of it was spattered on the ground, already half buried by blowing dust. Its blunt head lacked a mouth and had bunches of coarse black bristles where its eyes should be.


  “It wrapped itself around my ankle,” the Mary said. “Gave me a nasty electrical shock too. Would have paralyzed someone without my training. Stay frosty. There may be more of them.”


  Green lights of a headup display ran up inside the faceplate of John-Jane Smith’s helmet; the neuter pointed aslant the bleary eye of the sun. “The entrance to the tunnel system Linval was investigating when he disappeared is in that direction. That is where we have the best chance of finding him.”


  As she trudged after the neuter and the bodyguard, Bea’s thoughts ran quick and cool, like beads of water down a windowpane. There really was nothing like the prospect of imminent death to concentrate the mind. She knew that there should be no life anywhere on Hades bigger than a microbe, and although her knowledge of biology was pretty basic, she was certain that an animal as large as the snake-thing had no business being here unless there was an entire ecosystem where snake-things could live. Most of the rumors about Elder Culture technology sold by Jackaroo traders were bogus; the Jackaroo were expert swindlers with a tradition more than a million years old. Before first contact, they’d infiltrated Earth’s information systems and started a global war, then convinced the survivors to exchange rights to most of the Solar System for the specifications for a basic torch fusion drive and access to the impoverished wormhole system of the First Empire. It was little consolation that they had pulled this kind of trick many times before. At least a dozen Elder Cultures had left their traces on the asteroid reefs of the First Empire before ascending to wherever it was ascendent species went. Still, around one in a hundred of the rumors about functional Elder Culture tech sold by Jackaroo traders to the credulous, desperate, or plain crazy were authentic, just enough to keep humans coming back for more. Linval or his brother must have found something in the tunnel city after all, and it had driven them mad. . . .


  Bea kept her speculations to herself, limping up a long slope littered everywhere with wind-smoothed pebbles, a dry beach waiting for its sea. She noticed that the Mary was limping too, and asked if she was all right.


  “Snaky fucker gave me a bad shock. I’ll live.”


  The Mary’s voice was tight with pain and laced with self-loathing. It gave Bea a little hope, although she hated herself for it.


  The entrance to the tunnel city was a shallow cirque that narrowed and gradually closed around them as they walked down it. The sound of the wind died back, and the haze of dust lessened. At last they could see that they were descending a long tube with smooth black walls that curved up to meet ten meters overhead. Their shadows were cast ahead of them by the sun, which glowered straight into the entrance. Dust had fallen out of the still air in high, silken heaps and ridges heaped one after the other across the wide floor, and the Mary discovered footprints leading away between the shoulders of two sinuous ridges.


  John-Jane Smith couldn’t keep the satisfaction out of its voice, saying that it had been right all along, saying that they would find Mr. Palmer and everything would be fine.


  Bea thought that the footprints could be anyone’s. She also thought that, like the beacon, they could be the bait for a trap. Stripped of her intimate contact with her ship, her merely human senses felt blunted, and she had the eerie feeling that something was watching them in the darkness beyond the reach of their helmet lamps. It didn’t help her nerves that John-Jane Smith kept calling to Linval Palmer over the radio.


  After about ten minutes of steady walking, the dust heaps smaller now, not much more than waist high, the trail of footprints ended, and the tunnel split into two. While John-Jane Smith and the Mary were casting about, Bea said that if anyone wanted to be rescued they would have answered by now.


  “We aren’t going to stumble over them by accident. There are over a thousand kilometers of tunnels down here. It would take weeks to explore the entire city, and we only have a few hours.”


  John-Jane Smith said, “These are the tunnels Mr. Palmer set out to explore just before we lost contact with him. He is in here somewhere. I know it.”


  Bea said, “That’s hardly a rational attitude.”


  For a moment she was tempted to tell John-Jane Smith about her plan to survive this. But then the Mary told her to be quiet, adding, “I should kill you. You waste air we need.”


  “We are not murderers,” John-Jane Smith said.


  The bodyguard ignored the neuter and raised her pistol and aimed it at Bea. Her hand was trembling lightly, and her voice was trembling too; she must have been more badly hurt than she had admitted. “We’ll all be dead soon, so what does it matter if she dies now?”


  Bea fought the urge to run—the bodyguard would cut her down at once.


  The moment stretched. Then John-Jane Smith said, its voice low and urgent, “I see something.”


  Bea turned to look to where the neuter was pointing, saw a fugitive flicker of red light a little way down the right-hand tunnel, and felt a chill wave climb her back, tighten around her neck, her scalp.


  John-Jane Smith called out to Linval Palmer again and began to trudge toward the flickering light.


  “Make no more trouble,” the Mary said, and forced Bea to follow at pistol-point.


  Bea’s first thought—really it was more of a hope than a thought—was that the fugitive light was some kind of static discharge. But it was too regular and too bright, and it quickly resolved into hair-thin lines that blinked from one part of the tunnel to another in a nervous web. Like message lasers, Bea thought, gripped by another chill. She flicked on her pressure suit’s night-sight capability, enabled the movement tracker. Almost immediately the tracker caught something and replayed it in a pop-up screen. Something hand-sized scuttling into the base of a heap of dust, emitting a brief thread of red light as it buried itself. Bea played it over again and was about to call out a warning when John-Jane Smith, who had almost reached the beginning of this display, suddenly turned aside, trotting toward the curving wall, kicking through a knee-high dust ridge.


  Five bodies lay half buried in the dust, laid out neatly side by side, wrapped in shrouds of some kind of polymer with the grain of human skin, thickened here and there in callus-like ridges. Bea enabled infrared and saw that they were a few degrees warmer than ordinary human body temperature, much hotter than the ambient temperature of the tunnel, glowing an even white from head to foot.


  John-Jane Smith touched the nearest body with the tip of its boot and hastily stepped backward when it jerked and shuddered. The other bodies jerked too, like puppets pulled by the same string.


  The Mary’s reaction pistol fired, a flare of light filling the tunnel, a thunderclap rolling away into darkness. It wasn’t a snake-thing she’d killed this time, but something like a hand-sized crab. Most of it had been smashed to a bloody ooze, but enough of it remained to see that it had a bony shell, two pairs of knuckled limbs tipped with what were very definitely fingernails, and a thick sensory stalk at the front bearing a single blue, human eye.


  Bea realized what it was and felt her gorge rise. Red threads were flicking all around them. The Mary was pointing her pistol this way and that; she gave a shout of triumph and fired again. Ridges of dust erupted, and hand-crabs shot toward her from every side, swarming up her legs, her torso. She swung completely around as she swatted at them, and Bea threw herself to the floor just before the reaction pistol fired again, three quick shots that screamed overhead and knocked chunks from the tunnel wall. John-Jane Smith shrieked, and the Mary was down, her legs kicking, crabs covering her torso and her helmet. White vapor jetted when an air line gave way.


  John-Jane Smith had fallen to its knees and was clutching its midsection. Blood leaked through its gloved fingers. Hand-crabs were stalking toward Bea over a ridge of dust, blue eyes jerking to and fro on thick upraised stalks, fixing on her. Bea took a step toward the neuter, and the hand-crabs stepped sideways too, uptilted rear ends firing threads of red light from an offset bump that would be the wrist bone if they were real hands, every hand-crab linked in a flickering web, more and more of them emerging from the mounds and ridges of dust. John-Jane Smith knelt in a tightening circle of hand-crabs . . . And beyond the neuter, beyond the five bodies in their cocoons of warm skin, stood a human figure.


  A man clad in only the skintight one-piece garment worn under pressure suits, arms folded across his chest, black face gleaming in the light of Bea’s helmet-lamp. Was he smiling? Bea didn’t stay to find out. She turned and ran as fast as the bad knee joint in her pressure suit would allow, shrieking in fright and almost falling over when a flurry of snake-things shot out of a dust heap. She managed to swerve around them and ran on toward the bleary sunlight that filled the end of the tunnel.


  It took her more than four hours to reach her gig. She half expected to find it as wrecked as Linval Palmer’s lander, but the hatch was firmly dogged, and inside everything was as she had left it. She powered up the lifesystem, patched the leaky hatch seal with duct tape, and collapsed onto one of the couches, breathing hard inside her suit and listening to her pulse thump in her ears, while Hades’ unbreathable atmosphere was flushed out and the cabin was repressurized with the standard oxygen/nitrogen mix. Then she unlatched her helmet and raised the ship on the radio.


  Tor Torqvist answered, cheerful, impossibly sane. Bea told him that John-Jane Smith and the bodyguard had put themselves out of the picture but refused to go into details. The whole story could wait until she was off this dusty hellhole—if she was allowed to escape, that is. Tor told her that the Mary had locked him in a cabin, and he’d sealed the air vents with his clothes, accessed the ship’s lifesystem via the cabin’s air-conditioning unit, and increased the partial pressure of carbon dioxide in the air circulating through the rest of the ship.


  “I gave her ten minutes, then cracked the door manually and dashed to the nearest emergency station and strapped on a breathing mask. The vicious little bitch was out cold on the bridge. I suppose she thought she could control the ship from there.”


  “Where is she now?”


  “Hold four, with provisions and a portable toilet. She kicked out the video cameras, but there’s nothing else she can damage.”


  “Now you have control of the ship, why haven’t you lit out of there?”


  “If you care to check the signal doppler, Captain, you’ll see that I’m on my way. I promise I’ll be back inside twenty days with a rescue party.”


  “You’ll probably have to sell shares in the ship to raise funds. Let me give you formal authorization,” Bea said. She set up a camera and did just that.


  The ship was a heavy hauler, retrofitted with Mercedes pulse fusion motors, that she’d inherited from her mother and father. She’d grown up in it, and after her parents had died in a stupid accident when a run-about had explosively depressurized, she’d worked it hard for the past ten years. Losing it would be almost as bad as losing her parents—but better that than dying down here on this dusty rock.


  When she was finished, Tor asked, “Are you sure you can hold out until I get back?”


  “I’m going into hibernation. After I connect my suit to the gig’s power supply, I can sleep out a whole year if I have to.”


  Bea talked with Tor while she made her preparations. She stripped off her pressure suit and cleaned herself as best she could with wipes, then climbed back into the suit again. She plugged a line into the gig’s food maker, which would supply her suit with water doped with glucose and essential amino acids, plugged a cord into the ship’s batteries, and powered down the gig’s systems again and said good-bye to Tor.


  “Don’t worry, Captain. I’ll be back before you know it. Pleasant dreams.”


  Bea called up the headup display and initiated the hibernation mode. A needle stung her neck, and she fell into warm swoony darkness. . . .


  And woke, thrashing to escape the embrace of something tight and confining, a cocoon of skin that ripped and fell away. She sat up, tried to breathe and couldn’t, and after a panicky minute discovered that she didn’t need to.


  She was sitting naked on a bare hillside. Dust-laden wind carressed her bare skin. The storm was still raging, but it seemed less primordial now, more like weather than a catastrophe. The whine of wind over the rock was as calming as the tinkling of a mountain stream. Great curtains of dust rippled overhead like an aurora, and around her dust parted here and there to reveal low hills saddling away in every direction.


  She stood up, kicking away the tattered remnants of her cocoon. Her skin was black, gleaming like oiled leather, cool but supple, and completely hairless. She ran her tongue over her teeth. Her mouth was as dry as the dust that blew over her, and when she touched them she found that her eyes were dry too, as hard as pebbles. She put her hand on her chest, and after half a minute felt her heart beat once. The dull light of the sun fell on her like a blessing, energizing and invigorating her.


  She knew what had happened to her and wondered why she felt serene, improbably happy, instead of being angry or in a deadly panic.


  People were moving toward her now, through silky skeins of blowing dust. Three, five, six of them. John-Jane Smith, no longer a neuter but the woman she’d been before the operations and gene therapy, reached Bea first, handed her a suit liner. After Bea had climbed into it, the men moved forward.


  Linval Palmer’s grin split his gleaming black face. “I bet you’re wondering what the hell happened to you.”


  “I know what happened to me. I’m wondering where your brother is.”


  The figure Bea had glimpsed in the tunnel before she’d fled had been Isham Palmer. She’d identified him while trudging back to her gig, after she’d enhanced the brief movie taken by her suit’s movement tracker.


  “How’s your balance? Can you walk? Let me show you something,” Linval Palmer said, and led her up the hill toward the shallow bowl of the cirque and the entrance to the tunnel system.


  The others followed. John-Jane Smith and the xenoarchaeologist and the three mercenaries walking through the dust storm as if strolling through a spring meadow on Earth or First Foot.


  “My bodyguard didn’t make it,” Linval Palmer said, when Bea asked about the Mary. “She killed too many of our good friend’s little helpers. It didn’t like that, so instead of remaking her it recycled her, poor thing.”


  He explained that the members of Isham’s expedition who had died in the crash or shortly afterward had been recycled too. Their biomass had been used to create the snake-things and hand-crabs, as well as the cocoon that had transformed Isham. He’d lured Linval and his people into a trap, and while they were being remade, he’d spotted the descent of Bea’s gig, smashed up Linval’s lander, and lain in wait for his rescuers. After Bea had escaped and gone into hibernation to await her own rescue, he had tracked her down and brought her here.


  Bea absorbed all this as calmly as if it were an old story about someone she knew hardly at all. “Your brother found what he was looking for, didn’t he? He lucked out and found some kind of working alien technology.”


  “The dust,” Linval said.


  “The dust?”


  Linval grinned. “Smart dust, in the tunnel. I think it’s some kind of medical kit.”


  “We can’t really be sure what it was originally used for, because its context no longer exists,” the xenoarchaeologist said. He was a short lean man with an eager expression, telling Bea, “As for what it is, it’s almost certainly some kind of nanotechnology. Smart bacteria, or smart machines the size of bacteria. . . . I’d kill for a scanning electron microscope. All I have down here are cameras that don’t have adequate resolution. . . .”


  Linval said, ‘We know what it can do. That’s the important thing.”


  John-Jane Smith said, “It infected us and it remade us.”


  The xenoarchaeologist said, “It’s in our blood, probably in every one of our cells, too. We’re a symbiosis, like the stromatolites.”


  “We don’t need to eat or drink or breathe,” Linval said. “If we stay out of sunlight too long, we begin to slow down; there’s some kind of photoelectric or thermoelectric effect recharging us.”


  The xenoarchaeologist said, “We’ll probably need to eat sooner or later, if only to replace lost mass. The lander’s medikit suggests that we have a hydrogen to methane respiration cycle based on sulfur-bond chemistry. If I had the right equipment, I could tell you more. I could tell you how long we can expect to live like this.”


  “We might live a century, or we might all keel over after a year,” Linval said. “But there’s no point worrying about the unknown.”


  “Like what it’s done to our minds,” Bea said.


  Linval smiled. “It’s the old paradox. If it has changed who we are, how can we know?”


  Bea looked at John-Jane Smith. “You know it changed you. Aren’t you angry at what it did?”


  The woman shrugged. “I believe that I am more used to change than you. And if it hadn’t changed me, I would have died.”


  The xenoarchaeologist said, “If it can change us so that we can live on Hades without life support, it can adapt us to other environments too. In the right environment, it can change us back to what we were.”


  Perhaps they were right. Perhaps the nanotech symbiosis had simply done its best to save Isham Palmer by rebuilding his body, adapting him to Hades. But why had he changed Linval and the others? Why had he dragged Bea from her gig and changed her? Perhaps the symbiosis had turned him into some kind of agent or extension of itself, which meant that she and the others were agents too, with only an illusion of freewill. . . .


  Bea gestured at herself and asked, “How long did this take?”


  The xenoarchaeologist said, “According to the chip in my pressure suit, the metamorphosis took about ten days.”


  Linval said, “We woke up about a day before you did. We’re still finding our feet.”


  “And my gig?”


  Linval said, “Isham smashed up my lander. I expect he smashed up your gig too.”


  John-Jane Smith said, “We’ll go there, of course. In case there is anything you want to take with you.”


  Bea said, “Take with me?”


  One of the mercenaries said, “This is our home now.” He was a big man with a joyful expression, and there was a murmur of agreement around him.


  For the first time, Bea felt a stir of unease. In another ten days or so, Tor would return through the wormhole with a rescue party. It was possible, she thought, that Isham Palmer hadn’t lucked out after all, that the Jackaroo trader had known all along what he would find down here. Isham Palmer had been changed by what he’d found, and then he’d infected Linval and the others. He’d infected Bea. Suppose they were all the first victims of a plague that would utterly transform the human race? Was this how ascension happened, leaving the First Empire empty, ready to be sold by the Jackaroo to its next tenants?


  At the junction deep inside the tunnel, Linval put a hand on Bea’s shoulder, guiding her past silky dust heaps, past the tattered remains of six cocoons. She didn’t need any more than the feeble sunlight angled down the length of the tunnel to read the single line scratched into the smooth slick curve of the wall beyond:


  Have gone east, brother, to seek wonders.


  “Isham,” Linval explained. “We are thinking of following him.”


  “There’s a whole world to explore,” one of the mercenaries said.


  “Who knows what else we might find,” the xenoarchaeologist said. “If only I had the equipment I left on your ship. . . .”


  Linval studied Bea, his expression playful. “Of course you don’t have to come with us.”


  “Of course I’ll come,” Bea said.


  By the time Tor and the rescue party returned, she would be long gone, walking east toward the spot on the surface of the world where the sun hung directly overhead, walking across dusty plains and lava fields, climbing low mountains carved by millions of years of dust and wind, climbing the cliffs of shield volcanoes. . . .


  And with that thought, she realized that she was free. She realized that the symbiosis was not an infection after all, but a gift. That she was on the threshold of a wonderful adventure.


  She smiled at her companions and said, “What are we waiting for? Let’s go.”


  2007


  Rocket Boy


  Rocket Boy lived under the knot of ferroconcrete ribbons where the road from the spaceport joined the beltway that girdled the city. He’d made a kind of nest in a high ledge beneath the slope of an on-ramp, and although traffic rumbled overhead day and night, it was as cozy and safe as anywhere on the street because it could be reached only by squeezing through a kind of picket fence of squat, close-set columns. Even so, Rocket Boy clutched a knife improvised from the neck of a broken bottle while he slept in his nest of packing excelsior, charity blankets and cardboard. The first lesson he’d learned on the street was that you needed to carry a weapon with you at all times.


  The ledge was divided into two by expansion rollers at the joint between ramp and road. The old man who lived on the other side of them had been a senior civil servant before the war. He’d been arrested and tortured after the enemy had taken the city, serving two years in solitary confinement before being released and discovering that his family had been killed when a rogue cruise missile had levelled their neighborhood. He and Rocket Boy had quickly come to an accommodation. The old man guarded Rocket Boy’s nest while he was out on the street selling cigarettes; Rocket Boy brought the old man hot dogs and soup from the charity workers who visited the intersection every night, distributing free food and blankets to the people who lived there.


  More than two hundred people lived amongst the support columns and steep concrete slopes under the intersection, in old cars, cardboard boxes, and crude huts built from dead shopping carts and pallets and sheets of plastic tied down with twine and electrical wire. Some were refugees and war orphans like Rocket Boy; some were the city’s orphans, hard-eyed, feral runaways; some were men and women turned old before their time by drink, drugs, and madness. There was a little flock of shopping carts and other small mechs too, on the run from the wrecking gangs that roved the bombed-out industrial sector to the west. They stood all day in sunlight, trying to recharge their rotting batteries, and at night rolled about trying to be helpful and mostly getting in the way, like sick pets no one had the heart to put down.


  The perimeter of the spaceport was only a mile away from the intersection. Once or twice a week, a heavy lifter took off from one of the massive blast pits, shaking the ground and splitting the sky with a long peal of thunder. The crazy people ran about beating their heads and tearing at their clothes, and the carts and mechs were disturbed too, racing about in circles like bugs suddenly exposed to light. At night, Rocket Boy liked to sit on an embankment that overlooked the spaceport, watching ordinary jets and ground-to-orbit shuttles glide through the white columns of searchlights towards runways outlined by mile-long traceries of red and green lights. Occasionally, there was a night launch, the spacecraft small and sharp in crossing beams as it brewed clouds of steam and clouds of fire, rising achingly slowly at first, and then accelerating away in a rising curve, a spear of flame dwindling into the starry sky. Rocket Boy watched it go with a raw longing that ached like a fresh wound, the earth beneath him throbbing with the thunder of its engines.


  Rocket Boy was sixteen. When he’d first come to live under the intersection, he’d called himself Vigo, the hero of a naive children’s book he’d read a couple of years before the war, when he’d still been a kid, when he’d still had a family and a future, but he’d soon discovered that on the street nothing, not even your name, is your own. The young hoodlum in charge of the gang of streetsellers had started to call him Rocket Boy because of his unnatural fascination with the spaceport, and because that was the name of the brand of cigarettes he sold loose at the intersection of Fourth Avenue and Industry Way, and the name had stuck. Rocket Boy worked from dawn to dusk seven days a week, selling cigarettes to the men and women who worked in the fabricants and warehouses. Time moved oddly on the street. Every day seemed interminable, but because each was the same as the one before, weeks and months slipped by like vehicles streaming along the freeway. In winter, dust blew out of the north and shrouded the city in a yellow pall. In summer, flocks of noctids swooped through the dusk air after insects, and the inhabitants of the little shanty town under the intersection knocked them out of the air with sticks or crude bolas made from stones and wire, and made a gummy soup by boiling up their wings.


  One summer night, in the middle of a long heat wave, Rocket Boy had given up on sleep and was sitting high on an embankment, watching the lights of the spaceport shimmer across kilometers of blast pits and landing strips and concrete aprons, when a vehicle braked hard somewhere above him, a sliding screech, a blare of horns. As Rocket Boy scrambled to his feet, a man vaulted the safety barrier and slid down the dry bank, asking him if he knew a place to hide. He was taller and skinnier than anyone Rocket Boy had ever seen, with dark brown skin, and black hair greased back from a hawkish profile. He wore heavy boots with steel buckles and straps, filthy jeans, and a denim jacket with many zippers and fasteners. A small leather duffel bag was slung over his back. There was a gold socket above one ear, and his eyes were capped with data lenses that blankly reflected the last of the light dying out of the sky as he looked up at the edge of the road above, head cocked. A moment later, Rocket Boy heard the wail of sirens, and whirling blue lights swept past on the beltway.


  “Got into a little trouble,” the man said. “My mate will lead ’em a good old chase, but they’ll catch him soon enough, and he’ll have to tell ’em where I jumped, so I need a place to lay low. Just for a few hours, until the maintenance workers’ shift changes, and I can sneak into the port. Help me out, and I’ll give you your heart’s desire.”


  Rocket Boy knew that the man was trouble, but he also knew that the man was one of the spacers who travelled amongst the worlds beyond, worlds full of wonders beyond measure or understanding, where he so very badly longed to go, and he led the man to the intersection, through the close-set maze of pillars, to his nest. The man declared it an ideal bolt-hole, took a swig of whiskey from a flat bottle, and promptly fell asleep. Rocket Boy, a hundred questions bubbling through his head, sat in the dark, knee to knee with his strange guest, listening for police sirens, and presently fell asleep too.


  He woke when the spacer stirred. It was three or four in the morning, and still dark. The traffic on the beltway was as sparse as it ever got. Rocket Boy took the spacer, who told him that his name was Arpad, to the solitary standpipe that supplied water to everyone who lived under the intersection, and then walked with him along Industry Way toward the bus stop at a crossroads. Arpad told him that he was from Earth, like most of the human race; said that by the universe’s clock he was seven hundred and fifty years old, give or take a decade, but most of that was down to time compression; said that he’d visited most human worlds, and this one was the most miserable he’d ever seen.


  “Of course, you just had yourselves a revolution, but still.”


  “It was a war, not a revolution. Our enemy took our country from us.” Rocket Boy hesitated, then said in a rush, “One day I want to go up and out. There is nothing for me here.”


  “If you go up and out, you’ll lose everything you ever knew or loved. People, your home, your country . . . You can’t ever go home again; time compression will see to that.”


  “I’ve already lost all that. If I went up and out, I wouldn’t ever want to come back.”


  Arpad studied Rocket Boy sidelong. “I guess the war here didn’t do you any favors, huh?”


  Rocket Boy shrugged, feeling a twinge of the old bitter hurt he could never bury deeply enough. He’d never talked about it with anyone; not even the old man.


  “What was it about, this war of yours?”


  “The enemy wanted our fertile land. There isn’t enough, just strips here and there around the edge of the land. The enemy had a bad drought, and they took our country because they wanted to steal our good river land.”


  “What I don’t understand is, when you got a continent here size of Asia and the Americas combined, and everyone lives at the edge of the sea, how come you people don’t try to settle inland? Man I work for came here to hunt the big critters that live there, but there’s no kind of critter so fierce people can’t deal with them.”


  “It isn’t the monsters,” Rocket Boy said. “It’s the wild itself.”


  He told the spacer about the deserts beyond the mountains where no rain fell for years on end, about the endless dust storms and tornados and lightning storms. About how, in the center of the wild, it was so hot in the day that water boiled, and so cold at night it froze. He told him the story everyone learned in school, about the man who in the early days of the settling of the world had claimed he was the son of God, and had led a hundred followers across the mountains to a valley where water could be raised from deep aquifers. But insects had eaten most of their crops, dust storms had destroyed the rest, and when survivors had been discovered two years later, they had resorted to cannibalism.


  “I guess things always look simpler from orbit,” Arpad said. They had reached the crossroads, and he was looking around at the long, low mounds of rubble that before the war had been warehouses and factories. “I can’t access the city’s infosystem, kid. Are you sure this is where I get a bus into town?”


  “The first one comes at five. What about the police?”


  “I don’t think they’ll expect me to catch a bus into town. I know a couple of people in town who work in the port. One of them will lend me his ID, and I can use it to get into the port when the shift changes. And once I’m aboard my ship, that’s it, home and free.”


  Dawn was unpacking pale bars of light to the east; to the west, both moons were chasing each other below the saw edge of the naked mountains, and a few stars still showed in the deep purple sky. Rocket Boy wondered if one of them was the star of Earth. Wondered if that was where Arpad was headed, some fifty or sixty years away by universal time, less than a month shipboard. If he went with the spacer and came straight back home, a century would have passed and everything would be changed. Perhaps the enemy would be gone . . .


  Far down the road, a single point of light slowly resolved into a double star. The bus was coming.


  Arpad began to search through his duffel bag. “I promised to give you something, kid. Here. Take it.”


  It was a pistol. The poisonous green of potatoes left too long in the sunlight, it wasn’t much bigger than Rocket Boy’s hand. The power LED set at the rear of the reaction chamber sparkled bright red. There were red inserts in a grip still molded to fit precisely the hand of its previous owner.


  “Hold it tight,” Arpad said, pushing the weapon into Rocket Boy’s hand, and then poked at a microswitch with the blade of a small penknife.


  A hologram bloomed in the air, big as an opened book. The spacer stabbed at its silky light with a dirty forefinger, selecting a submenu from the index, selecting several functions of the submenu.


  Rocket Boy almost dropped the pistol when the grip moved under his fingers. Suddenly, it fitted his hand as if it had grown there.


  “You need a password,” Arpad said. “Something uncommon. Sing it out nice and clear three times. Ready?”


  Rocket Boy nodded.


  Arpad touched one of the red buttons on the insubstantial page that hung in the air above the pistol, pointed at Rocket Boy.


  “Vigo,” Rocket Boy said. His mouth was dry. His heart was beating in his temples. “Vigo. Vigo.”


  “Now it’s yours,” Arpad said, slinging his duffel bag over his shoulder as the bus stopped beside them with a thunderous hiss of air brakes. “Before you decide what you’re going to do with it, you should talk with it, learn what it can do. It’s a clever thing, it’ll give you pretty good advice if you ask it the right questions. I hope you have better luck with it than I did,” he added, and climbed aboard the bus.


  Later, Rocket Boy realized that the spacer had left him the pistol because, disguised as a maintenance worker, he wouldn’t have been able to smuggle it through the security checks at the port. He also realized that the pistol was probably the reason why the spacer had been running from the police. He’d brought it here to sell, and something had gone wrong, someone had betrayed him or had themselves been betrayed, and he’d had to dump it.


  The spacer could have simply thrown it away, Rocket Boy thought. Instead, chance or fate had caused it to fall into his hands, and because it was unlikely he’d ever be so lucky again, he must make the most of the opportunity.


  He didn’t go to work that day. Instead, he spent all that morning and most of the afternoon in his nest, talking with the pistol. It taught him its functions and, once it was certain that he had grasped the basic principles of its operation, asked him what he wanted to do.


  “I don’t know.”


  “Perhaps I have asked the wrong question,” the pistol said. “Tell me instead what you most need.”


  Rocket Boy wanted his family back, he wanted everything to be the way it had been before the war, but he knew that nothing, not even this magic little weapon could give him that. He said, “I want to be safe.”


  “Who is threatening you?”


  “No one. Everyone. Living on the street, you feel that every moment could be your last . . .”


  “Perhaps you should tell me how you came to be here,” the pistol said.


  It teased the story out of him piece by piece. Rocket Boy found himself telling it things he had never told anyone else. He told it about the war that had started after the enemy had tried to block the flow of a major river. He told it about the so-called popular revolution, supported by the enemy, and the Night of the Long Knives when most of the government and dozens of senior officials, including his mother and father, had been assassinated. He told it that he and his younger brother and three sisters had been attempting to escape the city and reach the house of their aunt when their vehicle had been caught in a fire fight between loyalists and a brigade of enemy soldiers. There had been an explosion which had knocked the car on its side, and he’d woken to find himself in the chaos of a hospital that was attempting to deal with hundreds of civilian casualties. Suffering from concussion and a broken wrist, he had gone to look for his family, walking all night and most of the next day, only to discover that his aunt’s house had been burned to the ground. After failing to find any of his family or friends, he had fled the city, and for a year worked on the huge collective farms in the wide, fertile river valley, but when a new law forced casual workers to register with a union, he’d been scared that the cheap hack that had altered his ID chip would be discovered, and he’d returned to the city, and had been living under the intersection ever since.


  After a short silence, the pistol said, “Do you require advancement, or revenge?”


  “I used to think that I could hunt down the man who had my parents killed,” Rocket Boy said.


  “Do you know the name of that man? Do you know where he lives? Do you know how he is protected?”


  Someone else said, “If you want true revenge, you’ll have to destroy the occupying force and the puppet government.”


  It was the old man. He raised his hands in a warding gesture when Rocket Boy, angry and afraid, asked him how much he’d heard, and said, “I suppose just about everything. What is your real name, Rocket Boy? Who were your mother and father? It is possible that I worked for them, in happier times.”


  “It doesn’t matter who they were now.”


  “Yet you want to avenge their deaths. If you let me, I can help you. I assume that spacer you sheltered last night gave you the pistol.”


  “What if he did?”


  “It’s like no other weapon on this world, an all-purpose hand weapon with a nanotech forge and a near-AI kernel. Very powerful, and very smart.”


  The pistol said, “I also possess a database that includes several million tactical scenarios—”


  “Be quiet,” the old man said sharply, and the pistol shut up at once. The old man smiled at Rocket Boy. “You have to let it know that you are its master, and make sure that it does not attempt to find a way of manipulating you. We don’t have AIs on our world—they are far beyond the capability of our world’s technological base—but I am familiar with them because I worked at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs before the war. I’ve negotiated with many trade delegations in my time, and I once traveled to another star system—you wouldn’t think it to look at me, but it’s true.”


  Rocket Boy believed him. The old man, squatting in his tattered rags, hair hanging around his leathery face in filthy dreadlocks, possessed a dignity he hadn’t noticed before.


  “Tell it what you want,” the old man said. “Give it an order. Make a wish. Start with something simple.”


  Rocket Boy thought long and hard, then said, “I wish I wasn’t living on the street.”


  The pistol said, “My analysis of your story suggests that this is a Class E or F capitalist society. Am I correct?”


  The old man’s smile showed the blackened tombstones of his teeth. He said, “Much has changed since the war, but I believe that we still have money.”


  The pistol said, “Tell me, who supplies the cigarettes that you sell?”


  Kalim was tall and quick-tempered, and ruled his little gang by fear. He beat anyone who showed any sign of hesitation or answered back when he gave an order, and sometimes he would pick on someone and beat them just to keep the others in line, remind them who was in charge. He’d beaten all the boys who worked for him more than once, and let it be known that he had killed people who’d let him down. “With this very knife,” he liked to say, holding up the six-inch ceramic blade, “Afterward, I lick off their blood. Nothing tastes sweeter than the blood of your dead enemies.”


  Every morning, Kalim and his two sidekicks drove up in a battered car and handed out cigarettes; every evening they returned to inspect the takings of each boy. Sometimes Kalim took only half; sometimes he took everything. The day after the spacer gave the pistol to Rocket Boy, Kalim climbed out of the car and went straight for him. Getting right in his face, asking him where he’d been yesterday, asking him if he’d enjoyed his holiday, pushing him with angry little shoves until he was backed against a support pillar. The two sidekicks leaned against the car, enjoying the show. The other cigarette boys stood in a loose knot, watching it too, and shopping carts and mechs had crept up on either side, attracted by the disturbance. High on a concrete slope, a madwoman barked like a dog.


  Kalim grasped Rocket Boy’s throat in one hand and turned to his audience, producing his knife with a theatrical flourish, saying loudly, “None of you little jerks take time off unless I allow it. Time is money, and all the money around here is mine. When you take time off, you steal from me, and then I got to teach you a lesson, like I’m going to teach this little worm.”


  That was when Rocket Boy shot him. He was holding the pistol in the pocket of his tattered jerkin, and thrust its muzzle against Kalim’s leg and pulled the trigger with a convulsive effort. The pistol made a tremendous noise, a thunderclap that echoed and reechoed under the crossing ribbons of on-ramps and beltway, shocking hundreds of roosting noctids into the air. Kalim staggered backwards, clutching his bloodied thigh, clutching at his belly and then his chest as the smart little bullet burrowed upward. It detonated when it reached his heart, and he spewed a pint of blood and fell down and didn’t move again. The bigger of the two sidekicks drew a pistol, an ordinary automatic, and Rocket Boy shot him too, the self-guiding bullet drilling a hole in his forehead and blowing his skull apart. The other sidekick froze, drenched in his companion’s blood and brains, his hands half raised in surrender.


  The other kids watched silently as Rocket Boy climbed onto the car and told them that he was taking charge of the business. “I promise that I will take only half of what you earn, no more, no less,” he said. “And there will be no more beatings.”


  That evening, the sidekick, a boy by the name of Vance, drove him to the caf where the cigarettes were distributed. The pistol had shot Vance with a smart bullet, and Rocket Boy told him that he would live as long as he was loyal, but if he even thought of betrayal or revenge, the bullet would kill him at once. At the caf , following the advice of the pistol, Rocket Boy turned over the money he’d taken from the cigarette sellers to the fat man Vance pointed out, and explained that from now on he was running Kalim’s pitch.


  The fat man barely looked up from the food he was spooning into his mouth, saying, “I don’t care what you punks do, long as you bring in the gelt,” and that was that.


  Later that evening, in Kalim’s coldwater apartment at the edge of the industrial district, the pistol told Rocket Boy that there was a high probability that one of the gangsters who ran the neighboring pitches would try to take the business away from him. “They will think you weaker than them. They will think that you killed Kalim by a stroke of luck.”


  Rocket Boy said, “And if I kill the man who tries to kill me, will it stop there?”


  The day had left him exhausted, excited, and agitated. He didn’t regret the deaths of Kalim and the sidekick for a moment; all the anger and hurt he’d suppressed for so long had been released when he’d shot them. Once you’d killed someone, he discovered, your own life mattered less, and there was a wonderful freedom in that knowledge. But he felt a yawning apprehension now that he realized that he had stepped through a door into a new world, and there was no going back.


  “Do not worry,” the pistol said. It sat in his lap, its power LED twinkling like a baleful star. “I have fully gamed this situation. As long as you follow my advice, nothing will go wrong.”


  A little later, as Rocket Boy was falling asleep, it added, “You are a willing pupil. We will go far, you and me.”


  His enemies came for him two days later, just after he’d distributed the bags of cigarettes to his gang of sellers. Two cars roared into the dusty arena under the beltway, each discharging a pair of thugs armed with assault rifles. By now, the pistol had learned how to control the little machines that had taken refuge under the intersection, and a rattling flock of shopping carts immediately charged the thugs. Rocket Boy shot three of them while they were fighting off the machines, and when the survivor tried to run he was knocked down by a shopping cart. Rocket Boy walked up to him, followed by two battered service mechs, and asked him who had sent him. The young thug tried to spit in his face, and at the pistol’s prompting, one mech lit its welding torch, and the other snapped the pincers of its hand an inch from the man’s face. “If you don’t talk,” Rocket Boy said calmly, “I’ll let the machines take you apart.”


  That night, Rocket Boy killed the gangster who had sent the thugs after him and took over his pitch, but the pistol and the old man soon persuaded him that selling cigarettes was not enough. After spending a month training the toughest of the street kids and earning their loyalty, he began to hold up trucks bringing food into the city from the river valley. He gave half the stolen produce to hospitals and community leaders—after the war, food was expensive and in short supply, and many families could barely afford basic rations—and sold the rest at knockdown prices to market traders. Soon, produce trucks were moving only in convoys guarded by soldiers, and Rocket Boy changed his tactics and liberated a large quantity of medicines and drugs from a warehouse owned by the Minister of Health—the old man, whose name was Yan Yane, had discovered from former colleagues in the civil service that the minister had been skimming supplies and selling them on the black market.


  A week after this coup, Rocket Boy was invited to a meeting with the heads of the three families who controlled drugs, gambling and prostitution in the city. He went with the old man, Yan Yane, and two burly sidekicks. He did not take the pistol because it had been made clear that he could not carry a weapon to the meeting, but the pistol had briefed him extensively beforehand.


  “They want to meet you because they are intrigued by you,” it had told Rocket Boy. “If they wanted to kill you, they would have already done it. Instead, they believe that you can make a lot of money, and they want to claim a share in it.”


  So it turned out. Rocket Boy gave each of the heads of the three families a generous cut of the profits he had made from the truck hijacks and the warehouse job. He told them that he did not want any share of their businesses, but proposed a new business of his own. He would organize a security service for the people of the city.


  He sat at the far end of the long polished table in an expensive new suit, Yan Yane at his left hand. He felt cool and calm, facing the three men and their phalanx of advisors and lieutenants and bodyguards. The worst they could do was kill him, and he knew now that dying was nothing. He spoke clearly and with great force, staring into each of their faces in turn. “The police are corrupt, and they are owned by the puppet government. The people hate them more than they hate the soldiers that occupy our city. I will organize block committees of volunteers who will patrol their own streets and deal with troublemakers as they see fit. In return for this protection, every business will pay a small amount into a common fund—less than they currently pay in kickbacks and protection money to the police. Your businesses will be exempt, of course.”


  “What will you do when the police try to shut you down?” one of the men asked.


  “I will deal with the police,” Rocket Boy said.


  He struck two weeks later, after extensive discussions with community leaders across the city. They were more than willing to listen to him. He had earned considerable kudos by distributing free food and medicines, and the people of the city chafed under the casual brutality and corruption of the police. At exactly nine o’clock in the morning, shopping carts loaded with bombs rattled through the gate of every police station across the city and promptly blew themselves up. At the same moment, Rocket Boy assassinated the police chief as he climbed into his armored limousine; the pistol’s smart, self-guiding bullets blew off his head from a range of half a mile. The city was immediately placed under martial law by the occupying army, but the community leaders made sure that there was no looting or rioting, and the soldiers of the occupying army soon returned to their barracks in the fortified Green Zone in the center of the city. A respected religious leader announced that from now on the city would police itself, a few scapegoats were arrested, tried, and executed for the bombings, and Rocket Boy found himself at the head of a militia of more than ten thousand men.


  The occupying army quickly made an accommodation with him, but the puppet government resented the loss of power. At one of the receptions held in the Green Zone, a drunken army captain came up to Rocket Boy and told him that he should watch his ass, certain people wanted him dead.


  “You’ve come far and fast, and so far you haven’t missed a step,” the captain said. This was on a balcony of what had once been the city’s museum, overlooking the central park. It was midnight, and fireworks were exploding over the lake. The captain’s sweating face was briefly lit by red or green or gold light. “We know that if we took you out, there would be a civil war. So, we have come to an accommodation with you. We’re a pragmatic people. We let our heads rule our actions, not our hearts. But I should warn you, some of your own people aren’t content to let things lie. They want you dead, and are willing to pay a high price for it.”


  This man has an agenda, the pistol told Rocket Boy, its voice whispering eerily in his right ear. A week ago, the city’s best neurosurgeon had extracted the pistol’s control chip and implanted it under Rocket Boy’s scalp, connecting it to a tiny device that vibrated the bones of his ear. It was part of him now and forever, a small, still voice whispering advice.


  Rocket Boy told the captain coolly, “If you mean the so-called interim government, they aren’t my people.”


  “Whatever. Point is, we don’t need this kind of trouble, but we can’t be seen to take sides. You’ll have to deal with it yourself.”


  That is not his own opinion. He is delivering a message.


  “Is that your own opinion, captain, or are you delivering a message?”


  At Rocket Boy’s shoulder, Yan Yane, his hair and beard neatly trimmed and dyed snow-white, said, “Why are you so interested in our affairs?”


  “You have become a player in an astonishingly short time,” the captain told Rocket Boy, ignoring the old man. “You have your secret weapon, of course—oh yes, we know all about the scrap of proscribed technology that advises you and keeps your people loyal. We make it our business to know things like that. Don’t worry, I’m not here to threaten you with exposure; by now, I doubt that it would make much difference if your secret was revealed.”


  “The people love him,” Yan Yane said.


  “Your people project their desires on you,” the captain said, speaking in a whisper now, his face only inches from Rocket Boy’s. “They believe that you can free them. Don’t make the mistake of believing that, and we’ll get along fine.”


  They are scared of you. You have the advantage now.


  Rocket Boy said, “Are you scared that you can’t control me, Captain?”


  “I like you,” the captain said. “I hope you survive. I really do. Meanwhile, enjoy the party.”


  He squeezed Rocket Boy’s shoulder and walked away, no longer seeming drunk at all.


  Rocket Boy watched the black lake mirror starbursts exploding in the black sky. Yan Yane said, “He’s right about one thing. I talked with an old friend of mine who has a high position in the government. There’s no official plan to assassinate you, but people talk about it all the time. The Minister of Health in particular wishes you dead. He has never forgiven you for that warehouse job.”


  “I can deal with him, and with anyone else who moves against me.” Rocket Boy felt himself smile. “You heard the captain. I’ve been given carte blanche.”


  “There may be a more equitable way of dealing with the situation.”


  Remember what I told you.


  Rocket Boy waited, still smiling. In the rare moments when he was alone these days, he’d taken to studying his face in any nearby reflective surface, trying on different expressions. It seemed to be the face of a stranger, as if he was an actor impersonating himself.


  Yan Yane said, “I can arrange, through my old friend, a meeting with the Prime Minister. I am told that he is very willing to negotiate a settlement with you.”


  “Is he offering me a job?”


  “There is a position, if you want it. The Minister for Security is willing to step aside.”


  “Do it,” Rocket Boy said, and Yan Yane bowed and walked away towards the far corner of the splendid, crowded room, where the Prime Minister held court.


  Remember what I told you, the pistol said again. There is no time for sentiment.


  It had warned Rocket Boy that sooner or later someone close to him would bring an offer like this. “The one who brings you the offer will be a traitor,” it had said. “He will have made a deal with your enemies. He will be seeking his own advancement in exchange for your life.”


  If only it had been anyone other than the old man, Rocket Boy thought, feeling a splinter of ice prick his heart. But the moment of regret quickly passed. As usual, the pistol was right. Ordinary human sentiment was a luxury he could no longer afford. There was too much to do, and too much at stake. “We must finalize our plans,” he said, whispering as if to himself.


  We have already discussed this. It is too early—


  “Examine your tactical database. Use your war-gaming capability. Find a way for me to prevail.”


  Six days later, just an hour before the meeting with the Prime Minister was due to take place, Yan Yane came into Rocket Boy’s penthouse apartment and said, “If we don’t go now, we’ll be late.”


  “I want to show you something,” Rocket Boy said, and took the old man by the arm and steered him across the dimly lit room to the big picture window.


  They looked through their reflections in the armored glass at the twinkling grid of the city’s lights. Rocket Boy pointed to the spaceport, glittering beyond the boundary of the city like a satellite galaxy. “We’ve come a long way,” he said.


  “And now is the time to consolidate what you have gained,” Yan Yane said.


  Rocket Boy glanced at his watch. It was a few minutes shy of ten o’clock. “When I was living under the intersection, I always dreamed of escape. I sat up at night and watched the airplanes and space shuttles take off and land. And whenever I could scrape together a little spare money, I’d ride the bus to the entrance of the spaceport. I couldn’t go inside, of course, but I could stand at the gate and watch the people coming and going. The people from other stars who come here to do business or hunt the big animals of the wild. The people who crew their ships. I would dream that one day I would be like them.”


  Yan Yane said nervously, “If you want to negotiate for the position of Minister of Transport, it’s a little too late—”


  “I’m not going to be any part of the puppet government. They were responsible for the murders of my parents and thousands of others. If I joined them, I would share in their blood guilt.”


  Rocket Boy walked across the room and picked up the pistol from a side table and turned to face Yan Yane, who stood straight-backed and quite still by the huge window in his expensive slate-blue suit, his white hair gleaming in the half dark of the room.


  Rocket Boy said, “If you feed this simple elements like carbon and iron, nitrogen and phosphorous, it produces bullets that are little different from those fired by ordinary guns. But if you feed it more exotic elements, it can produce bullets that are really complicated little machines. The last batch looked like beetles. They flew off into the city to search out their targets, armed with detectors that can sniff out specific patterns of DNA, and stings that deliver a neurotoxin that is instantly fatal. The men you were supposed to be taking me to meet, by now they are all dead.”


  “I should have destroyed that thing a long time ago,” Yan Yane said.


  “You are the only person close to me who does not carry a bullet to ensure loyalty. I trusted you. I believed that you were my friend, and you broke my heart.”


  “When you took the weapon from the spacer, you made a bargain with the devil,” Yan Yane said. “I’ve seen how using it has changed you, day by day. You’re no longer the innocent boy I befriended.”


  “I changed when I decided that I had to kill Kalim,” Rocket Boy said. The pistol in his head was counting now, counting backwards from ten. “How you kill someone, whether you use a stone or a bullet or your bare hands, it doesn’t really matter. What matters is the intention, the resolve. That’s the real weapon.”


  Zero, the pistol said.


  Spots of light flared in the center of the city, defining the boundary of the Green Zone. A moment later the armored glass trembled and sang as the shock waves of the explosions reached the penthouse. The lights flickered out for a moment, then came back, dimmer and redder now, running on battery power. The power grid was down, and apart from the fires flickering under rising columns of smoke, the city had gone completely dark, lit only by secondary explosions that were detonating here and there in the Green Zone.


  “You’ve started a war you can’t win,” Yan Yane said.


  “The pistol plugged itself into the information grid and downloaded copies of itself. It controls power and water, the information grid and the transport systems. It controls thousands of carts and mechs. It also controls the security systems of the police armories. Right now, my militia is arming itself.”


  Vance entered the room, followed by half a dozen men carrying guns. Yan Yane barely flinched when Vance took his arm. The old man straightened his back and said, “You don’t see it, but you’ve become a monster.”


  “I’m the weapon used by my people to free themselves from the enemy.”


  Vance began to lead the old man out of the room, the armed men falling in behind them. As he went through the door, Yan Yane turned and said, “And who will free them from you?”


  Then Rocket Boy was alone with his thoughts, and the pistol. He set the weapon on the table and walked to the window. Across the darkened city, thousands of sparks were springing into life at every intersection, where the people were setting up barricades. To the east, the lights of the spaceport still glittered—it had its own fusion generator.


  Rocket Boy asked the pistol for a status report.


  The first stage has been successful. But overall, it is still to early too tell if we will succeed.


  “My people are fighting for their lives and their homes. Everything in your database tells me that very few invading armies have prevailed against a resolute population. We will drive the enemy back to its borders. We must do to them what they did to us.”


  At what cost?


  “Freedom is not worthwhile if it is easily won.”


  There is still time to make peace with the enemy.


  Something glinted as it passed through the light of a nearby lamp. It was one of the assassin bullets. It moved straight towards Rocket Boy, stopping a yard away, the needle in its blunt tip flicking in and out as if tasting the air.


  “Are you frightened of me?”


  Sometimes it is necessary for me to remind you that you are merely mortal. Think carefully while there is still time. If you take the city but spare the enemy soldiers and administrators, you will not only save their lives, but the lives of many of your people.


  Rocket Boy laughed. “You are frightened of me.”


  Perhaps Yan Yane was right. Perhaps you have become a monster.


  The bullet was close to Rocket Boy’s head now. He watched it for a long moment, then reached out and plucked it from the air.


  Please. Please reconsider—


  “No. We will go on and on, you and I. Look!”


  A brilliant point of light flared amongst the launch pits of the spaceport. The yacht of some trillionaire fleeing the war. Rocket Boy watched as its bright star arced away into the night.


  I am a power on this backward world, the pistol said. But there are powers much stronger than me in the worlds beyond.


  “We’re something new,” Rocket Boy said. The assassin bullet vibrated warmly between his thumb and forefinger. “We haven’t yet found our limits. Perhaps we never will.”


  The voice in his head was silent.


  “Switch the information grid back on. I will make a broadcast announcing that I am taking control of the city.”


  Yes, master.


  Rocket Boy tried out different smiles, studying his ghostly reflection. “Which sounds better? Prime Minister Vigo, or Emperor Vigo the First?”


  Winning Peace
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  McAuley made his name as one of the best of the New Space Opera writers with novels such as Four Hundred Billion Stars and the Confluence trilogy, but in recent years he has created the Quiet War series as well, with stories such as “Second Skin,” “Sea Scene, With Monsters,” “The Assassination of Faustino Malarte,” and others, about the aftermath and the consequences of an interplanetary war that ravages the solar system. In the tense and suspenseful story that follows, he deals with the aftermath and the consequences of another space war, an interstellar one this time, and shows us that if you can’t manage to figure out a way to shake off the ghosts of the past, you may face a very limited future—such as: none at all.


  One day, almost exactly a year after Carver White started working for Mr. E. Z. Kanza’s transport company, Mr. Kanza told him that they were going on a little trip—down the pipe to Ganesh Five. This was the company’s one and only interstellar route, an ass-and-trash run to an abandoned-in-place forward facility, bringing in supplies, hauling out pods packed with scrap and dismantled machinery, moving salvage workers to and fro. Carver believed that Mr. Kanza was thinking of promoting him from routine maintenance to shipboard work, and wanted to see if he had the right stuff. He was wrong.


  The Ganesh Five system was a binary, an ordinary K1 star and a brown dwarf orbiting each other at a mean distance of six billion kilometers, roughly equivalent to the semimajor axis of Pluto’s orbit around the Sun. The K1 star, Ganesh Five A, had a minor asteroid belt in its life zone, the largest rocks planoformed thousands of years ago by Boxbuilders, and just one planet, a methane gas giant named Sheffield by the Brit who’d first mapped the system, with glorious water-ice rings, the usual assortment of small moons, and, this was why a forward facility had been established there during the war between the Alliance and the Collective, no less than four wormhole throats.


  The system had been captured by the Collective early in the war, and because one of its wormholes was part of a chain that included the Collective’s New Babylon system, and another exited deep in Alliance territory, it had become an important staging and resupply area, with a big dock facility in orbit around Sheffield, and silos and tunnel networks buried in several of the moons. Now, two years after the defeat of the Alliance, the only people living there were employees of the salvage company that was stripping the docks and silos, and a small Navy garrison.


  Carver White and Mr. Kanza flew there on the company’s biggest scow, hauling eight passengers, a small tug, and an assortment of cutting and demolition equipment. After they docked, Carver was left to kick his heels in the scow for six hours, until at last Mr. Kanza buzzed him and told him to get his ass over to the garrison. A marine escorted Carver to an office with a picture window overlooking the spine of the docks, which stretched away in raw sunlight toward Sheffield’s green crescent and the bright points of three moons strung in a line beyond the great arch of its rings. This fabulous view was the first thing Carver saw when he swam into the room; the second was Mr. Kanza and a Navy officer lounging in sling seats next to it.


  The officer was Lieutenant Rider Jackson, adjutant to the garrison commander. In his mid-twenties, maybe a year older than Carver, he had a pale, thin face, bright blue eyes, and a calm expression that didn’t give anything away. He asked Carver about the ships he’d flown and the hours he’d logged serving in the Alliance Navy, questioned him closely about what had happened after Collective marines had boarded his crippled transport, the hand-to-hand fighting in the corridors and holds, how Carver had passed out from loss of blood during a last stand among the cold sleep coffins, how he’d woken up in a Collective hospital ship, a prisoner of war. The Alliance had requested terms of surrender sixty-two days later, having lost two battle fleets and more than fifty systems. By then, Carver had been patched up and sold as indentured labor to the pharm factories on New Babylon.


  Rider Jackson said, “You didn’t tell the prize officer you were a flight engineer.”


  “I gave him my name and rank and number. It was all he deserved to know.”


  Carver was too proud to ask what this was all about, but he was pretty sure it had something to do with Mr. Kanza’s financial difficulties. Everyone who worked for Mr. Kanza knew he was in trouble. He’d borrowed to expand his little fleet, but he hadn’t found enough new business to service the loan, and his creditors were bearing down on him.


  Rider Jackson said, “I guess you think you should have been sent home.”


  “That’s what we did with our prisoners of war.”


  “Because your side lost the war.”


  “We’d have sent them back even if we’d won. The Alliance doesn’t treat people like property.”


  Carver was beginning to like Rider Jackson. He seemed like the kind of man who preferred straight talk to evasion and exaggeration, who would stick to the truth even if it was uncomfortable or inconvenient. Which was probably why he’d been sent to this backwater, Carver thought; forthright officers have a tendency to damage their careers by talking back to their superiors.


  Mr. Kanza said, “If my data miner hadn’t uncovered his service record and traced him, he’d still be working in the pharm factories.”


  Rider Jackson ignored this, saying to Carver, “You have a brother. He served in the Alliance Navy too.”


  “That’s none of your business,” Carver said.


  “Oh, but I think you’ll find it’s very much my business,” Mr. Kanza said.


  Mr. E. Z. Kanza was a burly man with a shaved head and a short beard trimmed to a sharp point. He liked to think that he was a fair-minded, easygoing fellow, but exhibited most of the usual vices of people given too much power over others: he was arrogant and quick-tempered, and his smile masked a cruel and capricious sense of humor. On the whole, he didn’t treat his pilots and engineers too badly—they had their own quarters, access to good medical treatment, and were even given small allowances they could spend as they chose—but they were still indentured workers, with Judas bridges implanted in their spinal cords and no civil rights whatsoever, and Mr. Kanza was always ready to use his shock stick on anyone who didn’t jump to obey him.


  Smiling his untrustworthy smile, Mr. Kanza said to Carver, “Jarred is two years younger than you, yes? He served on a frigate during the war, yes? Well, I happen to have some news about him.”


  Carver didn’t say anything. He knew what had happened to Jarred, was wondering if this was one of Mr. Kanza’s nasty little jokes.


  Mr. Kanza appealed to Rider Jackson. “Do you know how long they last in those pharm factories before they cop an overdose or their immune systems collapse? No more than a year or two, three at the most. I saved this one from certain death, and has he ever thanked me? And do you want to bet he’ll thank me when he learns about his brother?”


  Rider Jackson said, “Don’t make a game out of it. If you don’t tell him, I will.”


  The two men stared at each other for a long moment. Then Mr. Kanza smiled and said, “I do believe you like him. I knew you would.”


  “Do what needs to be done.”


  Mr. Kanza conjured video from the air with a quick gesture. Here was Jarred White in a steel cell, wearing the same kind of black pajamas Carver had worn in the prison hospital, before he’d been sold into what the Collective called indentured labor and the Alliance called slavery. Here was Jarred standing in gray coveralls against a red marble wall in the atrium of Mr. Kanza’s house.


  Mr. Kanza told Carver, “Your brother was taken prisoner, just like you. One of my data miners traced him, and I bought out his contract. What do you think of that?”


  Carver thought that the videos were pretty good fakes, probably disneyed up from his brother’s military record. In both of the brief sequences, Jarred sported the same severe crew cut that was regulation for cadets in the Alliance Navy, not serving officers; when Carver had last seen him, his brother had grown his crew cut out into a flattop. That had been on Persopolis, the City of Our Lady of Flowers. Some twenty days later, Carver’s drop ship had been crippled, and he’d been taken prisoner. Three days later, Jarred had been killed in action.


  The Collective didn’t allow its POWs any contact with their families or anyone else in the Alliance; Carver had found out about his brother’s death from one of the other prisoners of war working in the pharm factories. Jarred’s frigate, the Croatian, had been shepherding ships loaded with evacuees from Eve’s Halo when a Collective battleship traveling at a tenth the speed of light had smashed through the convoy. The Croatian had been shredded by kinetic weapons and a collapsium bomblet had cooked off what was left: the ship had been lost with all hands. Carver had been hit badly by the news. Possessed by moments of unreasoning anger, he’d started to pick fights with other workers; finally, he attacked one of the guards. The woman paralyzed him with her shock stick, gave him a clinically methodical beating, and put him on punishment detail, shoveling cell protein from extraction pits. Carver would have died there if one of Mr. Kanza’s data miners hadn’t tracked him down.


  After Mr. Kanza bought out his contract, Carver resolved to become a model worker, cultivate patience, and wait for a chance to escape; now, wondering if that chance had finally come, if he could turn Mr. Kanza’s crude trick to his advantage, he stepped hard on his anger and held his tongue.


  Mr. Kanza said to Rider Jackson, “You see? Not a speck of gratitude.”


  Rider Jackson turned his tell-nothing expression on Carver; Carver stared back at him through his brother’s faked-up ghost.


  The young lieutenant said to Mr. Kanza, “You’re certain we can trust him?”


  “I’ve had him a year. He’s never given me any trouble, and he won’t give us any trouble now,” Mr. Kanza said, pointing a finger at Carver. “Can you guess why I went to all the trouble of buying out your brother’s contract?”


  Carver shrugged, as if it meant nothing to him.


  Mr. Kanza said, “You really should show me some gratitude. Not only have I already saved your brother’s life, but if everything works out, I’ll void his contract, and void yours too. You’ll both be free.”


  “Meanwhile, you’re holding him hostage, to make sure that I’ll do whatever it is you want me to do.”


  Mr. Kanza told Rider Jackson, “There it is. I have his brother as insurance, the tug will fly itself, and if he does get it into his head to try something stupid, I can intervene by wire. If worst comes to worst, I’ll be the one short a flight engineer and a good little ship; as far as you’re concerned, this is a risk-free proposition.”


  “As long as the Navy doesn’t find out about it,” Rider Jackson said.


  “We’ve been over that,” Mr. Kanza said.


  Carver saw that there was something tense and wary behind Mr. Kanza’s smile, and realized that he had worked up some reckless plan to get himself out of the hole, that he needed Rider Jackson’s help to do it, and he needed Carver too.


  “We’ve talked it up and down,” Mr. Kanza told Rider Jackson. “There’s no good reason why the Navy should know anything about this until you buy out your service.”


  Rider Jackson studied him, then shrugged and said, “Okay.”


  Just like that. Two days later, Carver was aboard Mr. Kanza’s tug, cooled down in hypersleep while the small ship aimed itself at the brown dwarf, Ganesh Five B.


  Mr. Kanza made extensive use of a data mining AI to track down skilled prisoners of war who were being used as common laborers, and to look for business opportunities overlooked by his rivals. The data miner had linked a news item about an alien and an astrophysicist who had disappeared after hiring a small yacht just before the beginning of the war with an academic article by the astrophysicist, Liu Chen Smith, that described an anomalous neutrino flux emitted by a pinpoint source within a permanent storm in the smoky atmosphere of a brown dwarf, Ganesh Five B. It was possible, the data miner suggested, that the alien, a !Cha that called itself Useless Beauty, had bankrolled an expedition to find out if the neutrino source was some kind of Elder Culture artifact.


  Although most of the systems linked by wormhole networks were littered with the ruins of the cities, settlements, and orbital and free-floating habitats of Elder Culture species, these had been picked clean long ago by the dozens of species that preceded human colonization. Working examples of Elder Culture technology were fabulously rare and valuable. There was only a slim chance that the neutrino source was some kind of artifact, but if it was, and if Mr. Kanza could capture it, his financial difficulties would be over. He had one big problem: if the garrison that policed the Ganesh Five system found out about the neutrino source, the Navy would claim it for the state. That was where Rider Jackson, a criminal turned war hero, came in.


  Rider Jackson had been born and raised on a reef circling a red dwarf star, Stein 8641. When their sheep ranch failed, Rider Jackson’s father ran off on a trade ship and his mother committed suicide. At age sixteen, Rider Jackson, their only child, inherited the responsibility of honoring his family’s debts. Our Thing, Stein 8641’s parliament, ruled that he should be indentured to his father’s chief creditors, the Myer family, until he had paid off all that was owed. Five years later, the day after war was declared between the Alliance and the Collective, he stole one of the Myer family’s ships and lit out, abandoning the ship in the sprawling docks of New Babylon and turning up the next day at a Navy recruiting office in the planet’s dusty capital, where he was promptly arrested for carrying false ID, a crime against the state that earned him ten years indentured labor. Soon afterward, having suffered two devastating defeats in quick succession, the Collective’s armed forces rounded up everyone with freefall experience from the state’s pool of indentured workers. Rider Jackson’s sentence was commuted to ten years’ service in the Navy. He fought in three campaigns in two different systems, and then his drop ship was hit by an Alliance raider and broke apart. Rider Jackson took charge of a gig and rescued seventy-eight warm bodies, including the drop ship’s captain. His heroism won him his lieutenant’s pip, a chestful of medals, and public acclaim, but his criminal history prevented him rising any higher, and at the end of the war, the Navy stashed him in the Ganesh Five garrison, with no hope of promotion or transfer, and nothing to do but listen to the self-pitying monologues of his commander, make random checks on ships passing between the wormholes, and file endless status reports. He still had seven years to serve, and after that he would be returned to Stein 8641, and the Myer family.


  Mr. Kanza, knowing that Rider Jackson couldn’t afford to buy out the unserved portion of his contract with the Navy, much less pay what he still owed the Myer family, had made him an offer he couldn’t refuse: help chase the hot lead on what might be an Elder Culture artifact in return for fifty percent of any profit. Mr. Kanza brought to the deal the information he’d uncovered, a ship, and someone to fly it; Rider Jackson rejigged the garrison’s tracking station to cover up the flight of Mr. Kanza’s tug, and used its deep space array to survey the brown dwarf. He found two things. The first was a microwatt beacon from an escape pod in orbit around Ganesh Five B. The second was that there was no longer any anomalous neutrino flux within the brown dwarf. It looked like Dr. Smith and the !Cha had captured the neutrino source, but then had got into some kind of trouble that had forced them to abandon their ship.


  No wormhole throat orbited Ganesh Five B; the only way to reach it was through real space, a round trip of more than sixty days. Rider Jackson couldn’t take leave of absence from his post and Mr. Kanza was unwilling to risk his life, and couldn’t afford to hire a specialized, fully autonomous rescue drone because he was more or less broke and had exhausted all his lines of credit. His lightly modified tug, with Carver White riding along as troubleshooter, would have to do the job.


  Carver learned all this while he helped Mr. Kanza prep the tug. He quickly realized that even if he brought back something that made Mr. Kanza and Rider Jackson the richest men alive, Mr. Kanza wouldn’t keep his promise about freeing him; if he was going to survive this, he would have to find some way of exploiting the fact that he knew Mr. Kanza’s story about holding Jarred hostage was a bluff. He also realized that he didn’t have much chance of taking control of the tug and lighting out for somewhere other than the brown dwarf. He would be shut down in hypersleep for most of the trip, and the tug was controlled by an unhackable triumvirate of AIs that, sealed deep in the tug’s keel, constantly checked each other’s status. Not only that, but Mr. Kanza demonstrated with a ten-second burst of agony that he had hidden a shock stick in the tug too, and could use it to stimulate Carver’s Judas bridge if it looked like he was going to cause trouble.


  Carver’s last thoughts before hypersleep closed him down were about whether he had done enough to make sure he could live through this; it was the first thing on his mind when he woke some thirty-one days later, in orbit around the brown dwarf.


  The tug had discovered a scattering of debris, including hull plates, chunks of a fusion motor, and a human corpse in a pressure suit—it was clear that Dr. Smith hadn’t survived the destruction of her ship—and it had also located the escape pod, which was tumbling in an oblate orbit that skimmed close to the outer edge of the brown dwarf’s atmosphere before swinging away to more than twenty million kilometers at apogee. A blurry neutron density scan snatched by a throwaway probe revealed that the pod contained a !Cha’s life tank, but its AI had refused to respond to the tug’s attempts to shake hands with it, and there had been no response to an automated hailing message either: there was no way of knowing if the !Cha, Useless Beauty, was dead or alive.


  The tug played a brief voice-only message from Mr. Kanza, telling Carver that he was to suit up and go outside and retrieve Dr. Smith’s corpse.


  “She may be carrying something that will tell me what killed her. Also, her relatives may pay a finder’s fee for the return of her body.”


  The tug was already matching delta vee with the body. By the time Carver had sent an acknowledgment to the message (it would take five and a half hours to reach Mr. Kanza), eaten his first meal since waking, and suited up, the tug and Dr. Smith’s corpse were revolving around each other at a distance of just a few hundred meters.


  Carver rode across the gap on a collapsible broomstick. Ganesh Five B filled half the sky, a dim red disk marbled by black clouds spun into ragged bands by its swift rotation; Dr. Smith’s corpse was silhouetted against the baleful light of this failed star, tumbling head over heels, arms and legs akimbo. Her pressure suit was ruptured in several places, and covered by fine carbon particles blown into space by eruptions in the brown dwarf’s magnetosphere; a fog of dislodged soot gathered around Carver as he fixed a line between the dead woman’s utility belt and his broomstick.


  After he’d towed the body back to the tug and stowed it in the cargo hold, Carver discovered a long tangle of transparent thread thinner than a human hair wrapped around Dr. Smith’s right arm. He couldn’t cut off a sample with any of his suit’s tools; he had to unwind the entire tangle before he could bring it inside the tug and feed one end of it into the compact automated laboratory. He’d brought the computer from Dr. Smith’s suit inside too, but its little mind was dead and its memory had been irretrievably damaged by years of exposure to the brown dwarf’s magnetic and radiation fields.


  The lab determined that the thread was woven from fullerene nanotubes doped with atoms of beryllium, magnesium, and iron, and spun into long helical domains, was a room-temperature superconductor with the tensile properties of construction diamond: useful properties, but hardly unique. Even so, the fact that its composition didn’t match any known fullerene superconductors was tantalizing, and although he told himself that it was most likely junk, debris in which Dr. Smith’s body had become entangled after the destruction of her ship, Carver carefully wound the thread around a screwdriver, and shoved the screwdriver into one of the pouches of his p-suit’s utility belt.


  He had been hoping that the astrophysicist had survived; that she had been sleeping inside the escape pod; that after he’d woken her, she would have agreed to help him. He knew now that everything depended on whether or not the !Cha was alive or dead, and reckoned things would go easier if it was dead. Because if it was still alive, he would have to try to make a deal with it, and that was a lot riskier than trying to make a go of it on his own. For one thing, it was possible that the !Cha had murdered Dr. Smith because it wanted to keep whatever it was they’d found to itself. For another, like every other alien species, the !Cha made it clear that human beings didn’t count for much. Ever since first contact, when the Jackaroo kicked off a global war on Earth and swindled the survivors out of rights to most of the solar system in exchange for a basic fusion drive and access to a wormhole network linking a couple of dozen lousy M-class red dwarf stars, aliens had been tricking, bamboozling, and manipulating the human race. In the long run, like other species before them, humans would either kill themselves off or stumble onto the trick of ascendency and go on to wherever it is the Elder Cultures have gone, but meanwhile they were at the mercy of species more powerful than them, pawns in games whose rules they didn’t know, and aims they didn’t understand.


  Carver had a little time to work out how to deal with the !Cha; before it retrieved the escape pod, the tug spawned dozens of probes and mapped the brown dwarf with everything from optical and microwave radar surveys to a quantum gravity scan. Ganesh Five B was a cool, small T-type, formed like any ordinary star by condensation within an interstellar gas cloud, but at just eight times the mass of Jupiter, too small to support ordinary hydrogen fusion. Gravitational contraction and a small amount of sluggish deuterium fusion in its core warmed its dusty atmosphere to a little under 1500 degrees centigrade. There were metal hydrides and methane down there, even traces of water. Sometimes, its bands of sooty clouds were lit by obscure chains of lightning thousands of kilometers long. Sometimes, when the tug passed directly above the top of a convection cell, those huge, slow elevators that brought up heat from the core, Carver caught a glimpse of the deep interior, a fugitive flash of brighter red flecked with orange and yellow.


  And at every tenth orbit, the tug passed over the permanent storm at the brown dwarf’s equator, the location of the anomalous neutrino flux that had drawn Dr. Smith and the !Cha to Ganesh Five B. The storm’s pale lens was more than fifteen thousand kilometers across; probes dropped into it discovered a complex architecture of fractal clusters crawling and racheting around each other like the gears of an insanely complicated mechanism bigger than the Earth. They also discovered that it was no longer emitting neutrinos, and it was breaking up along its edges—the tug’s AIs estimated that it would break up in less than ten years.


  While the tug swung around the brown dwarf’s dim fires, Carver thought about the !Cha and what he had to do when the tug returned to Sheffield, and he lost himself in memories of his dead brother. He and Jarred had been close, two Navy brats following their parents from base to base, system to system. Although Jarred had been two years younger than Carver, he’d also been brighter and bolder, a natural leader, graduating at the top of his class in the Navy academy. The war had already begun when he graduated; the day after his passing-out parade, he followed Carver into active duty.


  The last time Carver had seen Jarred, they’d spent three days together in the port city of Our Lady of the Flowers, Persopolis. It was the beginning of Jarred’s leave, the end of Carver’s. The night before Carver shipped out, they bar-hopped along the city’s famous Strand. The more Jarred drank, the more serious and thoughtful he became. He told Carver that whichever side won the war, both would have to work hard at the peace if humanity was to have any chance at surviving.


  “War only happens when peace breaks down. That’s why peace is harder work, but more worthwhile.”


  “We defeat the Collective, we impose terms,” Carver said. “Where’s the problem?”


  “If we won the war and imposed terms on the Collective, forced it to change, it would be an act of aggression,” Jarred said. “The Collective would respond in kind and there would be another war. Instead of forcing change, we have to establish some kind of common ground.”


  “We don’t have anything in common with those slavers.”


  “We have more in common with them than with the Jackaroo, or the Pale, or the !Cha. And if we don’t find some way of living together,” Jarred said, “we’ll grow so far apart that we’ll end up destroying each other.”


  He started to tell Carver about a loose network of people who were discussing how to broker a lasting peace, and Carver said that he didn’t want to hear about it, told Jarred he should be careful, what he and his friends were doing sounded a little like treason. Now, in the cramped lifesystem of the tug, endlessly falling around a failed star, six billion kilometers from the nearest human being, Carver thought about what his brother had said on their last night together. Carver had gone a little crazy when he’d heard about his brother’s death because it had been about as good and noble as an industrial accident. One machine had destroyed another, and Jarred and the rest of the Croatian’s crew had been incidental casualties who’d had no chance to fight back or escape. It was a brutal irony that Jarred’s death could help Carver win his freedom.


  At last, the tug fired up its motor and slipped into a new orbit, creeping up behind the escape pod, swallowing its black pip whole, then firing up again, a long hard burn to achieve escape velocity from the brown dwarf’s gravity well. It pinned Carver to his couch for more than two hours. When it was over, following Mr. Kanza’s instructions to the letter, Carver suited up, went outside, and clambered through the access hatch of the cargo bay.


  The pod’s systems were in sleep mode; careful use of a handheld neutron density scanner confirmed that apart from a !Cha tank, it contained nothing out of the ordinary. If Dr. Smith and Useless Beauty had retrieved something from the brown dwarf, either it had been lost with their ship, or it was hidden inside the !Cha’s impervious casing.


  Carver didn’t attempt to contact the !Cha. He knew that his only chance of escape lay in a narrow window of opportunity during the final part of the return journey; until then, he wanted to keep his plans to himself. He fixed telltales inside the cargo bay in case the !Cha decided to try to break out, locked it up, climbed back inside the lifesystem, and sent a report to Mr. Kanza, and let the couch put him to sleep.


  Carver was supposed to remain in hypersleep until rendezvous with Mr. Kanza’s scow, but he’d managed to reprogram the couch while prepping the tug. It woke him twelve hours early, four million kilometers out from Sheffield.


  The !Cha’s tank was still inside the escape pod, the pod was still sealed in the cargo bay, and the tug was exactly on course, falling ass-backward toward the gas giant. In a little over two hours, it would skim through the outer atmosphere in a fuel-saving aerobraking maneuver; meanwhile, the bulk of the planet lay between it and the Ganesh Five facility and Mr. Kanza’s scow.


  Carver had less than an hour before Mr. Kanza regained radio contact with the tug. While the tug’s triumvirate of AIs threatened dire punishments Mr. Kanza had not trusted them to carry out, Carver climbed into his pressure suit, blew open the locked hatch using its explosive bolts, hauled himself to the cargo bay, and took just under fifteen minutes to rig a bypass and crank it open and slide inside.


  He’d dropped a tab of military-grade amphetamine (it had cost him fifty days’ pocket money), but he was still weak from the aftereffects of hypersleep, dopey, chilled to the bone. It took all his concentration to plug into the external port of the escape pod, scroll down the menu that lit up inside his visor, and hit the command that would open the hatch.


  Nothing happened.


  Carver knew then that the !Cha was awake; it must have locked the hatch from the inside. He was crouched on top of the escape pod in the wash of the gas giant’s corpse light with nowhere else to go. Blowing the hatch had compromised the tug’s integrity; if it plowed into Sheffield’s upper atmosphere, it would break up. And in less than thirty minutes, it would reestablish contact with Mr. Kanza’s scow. Mr. Kanza would have to alter the tug’s course to save it, and then he would torture Carver until Carver’s air supply ran out. So Carver did the only thing he could do: he opened all the com channels and started talking. He told the !Cha who he was, told it about Mr. Kanza and Lieutenant Rider, explained why he needed its help. He talked for ten minutes straight, and then a flat mechanical voice said, “Tell me exactly what you plan to do.”


  Relief washed clean through Carver, but he knew that he was not saved yet. With the feeling that he was tiptoeing over very thin ice, he said, “I plan to keep us both out of Mr. Kanza’s clutches. I’d like to surrender to the Navy, but Mr. Kanza partnered up with an officer in the garrison here, so our only chance is to escape through one of the wormholes.”


  “But you do not have command of the tug.”


  “I don’t need it.”


  Another pause. Then the flat voice said, “You have my interest.”


  Carver explained that the escape pod’s motor was small but fully fueled, that with the tug’s delta vee and a little extra assist it should be able to get them where they needed to go.


  “I hope you understand that I’m not going to give you the flight plan. You’ll have to trust me.”


  “You are afraid that I killed Dr. Smith. You are afraid that I will kill you, if I know the details of your plan.”


  “It crossed my mind, but you’re a better bet than my owner.”


  “If I wanted you dead, I would not need to do it myself. Your owner will do that for me.”


  Carver wondered if that was an attempt at humor. “He’ll kill both of us.”


  “He will not kill me if he believes that I have something he wants.”


  “If you do have something, he’ll kill you and take it. And if you don’t, he’ll kill you anyway.”


  Carver sweated out another pause. Then, with a grinding vibration he felt through his pressure suit, the hatch of the escape pod opened.


  Carver powered up the pod’s systems, moved it out of the cargo bay, and adjusted its trim with a few puffs of the attitude jets, then fired up its motor. Ten minutes later, the tiny star of the dock facility dawned beyond the crescent and rings of the gas giant. The comm beeped. Mr. Kanza said, “That won’t do you any good, you son of a whore.”


  “Watch and learn,” Carver said.


  “Listen to me carefully. If you don’t do exactly as I say, your brother is a dead man.”


  “My brother was killed in action, along with everyone else on his ship.”


  Carver had control of the escape pod and was out of range of the shock stick hidden on the tug: he could say whatever he liked to Mr. Kanza. It was a good feeling. When Mr. Kanza started to rage at him, Carver told him that he was going to have to find some other way of covering his debts, and cut him off.


  Far behind the pod, the tug lit its motor; no doubt Mr. Kanza was flying it by wire, hoping either to bring it close enough to use the shock stick on Carver, or ram him. He told Useless Beauty that if whatever it had found at the brown dwarf could be used as a weapon, now was the time to let him know.


  “And don’t tell me that you didn’t find anything: there’s no longer a neutrino source in that strange storm. You fished out some kind of Elder Culture artifact, and it did a number on your ship.”


  “One of the Elder Cultures may have had something to do with it,” Useless Beauty said, “but it was not an artifact.”


  The squat black cylinder of its tank was jammed into the space between the two acceleration couches, three pairs of limbs folded up in a way that reminded Carver of a praying mantis. He tried to picture what was inside, a cross between a squid and a starfish swimming in oily, ammonia-rich water, the tough, nerve-rich tubules that ordinarily connected it to puppet juveniles plugged into the systems of its casing. It was even harder to picture what it was thinking, but Carver was pretty sure that his survival was at the bottom of its list of priorities.


  He said, “If it wasn’t an artifact, a machine or whatever, what was it?”


  “A mathematical singularity from a universe where the laws and constants of nature are very different from ours. A little like the software of your computers, but alive, self-aware, and imbued with a strong survival instinct. Perhaps an Elder Culture brought it through a kind of wormhole between its universe and ours. Perhaps it is a traveler unable to find its way home. In any event, it was trapped within the brown dwarf, and created the storm by epitaxy—using its own form as a template to make something approximating the conditions of its home, just as my tank contains a small portion of the ocean where my species evolved. Dr. Smith and I were able to capture it, but it broke free after we brought it aboard our ship. At once, it began to consume the structure of the ship. Dr. Smith went outside and successfully cut it away, but by then the fusion motor had been badly damaged, and it began to overheat. When Dr. Smith attempted to repair it, the cooling system exploded, and ruptured her suit. She died before she could get back inside, and I was forced to use the escape pod. I got away only a few minutes before the ship was destroyed.”


  “What happened to the thing you found?”


  “If the neutrino flux is no longer detectable, I must assume that it was unable to return to the brown dwarf. Without a sufficient concentration of matter to weave a suitable habitat around itself,” Useless Beauty said, “it would have evaporated.”


  It was a good story, and Carver believed about half it. He was pretty certain that the !Cha and Dr. Smith had captured something, Elder Culture artifact, weird mathematics, and that it had begun to destroy or transform their ship—it would explain why the composition of the thread Carver had found wrapped around Dr. Smith’s arm didn’t match anything in the library of the ship’s lab—but Carver was pretty sure that Dr. Smith hadn’t died in some kind of accident. It was more likely that Useless Beauty had murdered her because it wanted to keep what they’d found to itself and that prize was hidden somewhere inside its tank. But because he needed the !Cha’s help—the casing of its tank was tougher than diamond, and its limbs were equipped with all kinds of gnarly tools, trying to fight it would be like going head to head with a battle drone—he didn’t give voice to his doubts, said that it was a damn shame about losing Dr. Smith and the ship, he hoped to bring it better luck.


  Useless Beauty did not reply, and its silence stretched as the escape pod hurtled toward Sheffield’s ring system. Carver sipped sweetened apple pulp, watched the tug grow closer, watched the scow change course, half a million kilometers ahead, watched his own track on the navigational plot. He wasn’t a pilot, but he knew his math, and his plan depended on nothing more complicated than ordinary Newtonian mechanics, a straightforward balance between gravity and distance and time and delta vee.


  That’s what he tried to tell himself, anyhow.


  The rings filled the sky ahead, dozens of pale, parallel arcs hundreds of kilometers across, separated by gaps of varying widths. At T minus ten seconds, Carver handed control to the pod’s AI. It lit the pod’s motor at exactly T0. Two seconds later, the comm beeped: another message from Mr. Kanza.


  Carver ignored it.


  The tug was changing course too, but Carver was almost on the ring system now, falling toward a particular gap he’d chosen with the help of the escape pod’s navigational system. He watched it with all of his concentration—he was finding it hard to believe in Newtonian mechanics now his life depended on it.


  But there it was, at the edge of one of the arcs of ice and dust: a tiny grain flashing in raw sunlight: a shepherd moon. In less than a minute, it resolved into a pebble, a boulder, a pitted siding of dirty ice. As it flashed past, the pod’s AI lit the motor again. The brief blip of acceleration and the momentum the pod had stolen from the moon made a small change in its delta vee; as it swung around the gas giant, the difference between the trajectory of the pod and the tug widened perceptibly.


  The tug didn’t have enough fuel to catch up with the pod now, but beyond Sheffield, Mr. Kanza’s scow was changing course, and a few minutes later, a Navy cutter shot away from the dock facility, and the comm channels were suddenly alive with chatter: the salvage company’s gigs and tugs; a couple of ships in transit between the wormholes; the Navy garrison, ordering both Mr. Kanza and Carver White to stand to and await interception.


  Carver couldn’t obey even if he wanted to. Less than a quarter of the pod’s fuel remained and it was traveling very fast now, boosted by the slingshot through Sheffield’s steep gravity well. With Mr. Kanza’s scow and the Navy cutter in pursuit, it hurtled toward one of the wormhole throats. Carver had no doubt that the scow would follow him through, but he believed he had enough of an edge to make it to where he wanted to go, especially now that the Navy was involved. Someone in the garrison must have discovered Rider Jackson’s deal with Mr. Kanza, and that meant the cutter would be more likely to try to stop Mr. Kanza’s scow first.


  The wormhole throat was a round dark mirror just over a kilometer across, twinkling with photons emitted by asymmetrical pair decay, framed by a chunky ring that housed the braid of strange matter that kept the throat open, all this embedded in the flat end of a chunk of rock that had been sculpted to a smooth cone by the nameless Elder Culture that had built the wormhole network a couple of million years ago. The pod hit it dead center, the radio chatter cut off, light flared, and the pod emerged halfway around the galaxy, above a planet shrouded in dense white clouds, shining pitilessly bright in the glare of a giant F5 star.


  The planet, Texas IX, had a hot, dense, runaway greenhouse atmosphere—even Useless Beauty’s tank could not have survived long in the searing storms that scoured its surface—but it also had a single moon that had been planoformed by Boxbuilders. That was where Carver wanted to go. He took back control of the pod and reconfigured it, extending wide braking surfaces of tough polycarbon, and lit the motor. It was a risky maneuver—if the angle of attack was too shallow, the pod would skip away into deep space with no hope of return, and if it was too steep, the pod would burn up—but aerobraking was the only way he could shed enough velocity.


  Like a match scratching a tiny flare across a wall of white marble, the pod cut a chord above Texas IX’s cloud tops. Carver was buffeted by vibration and pinned to the couch by deceleration that peaked at eight gees. He screamed into the vast shuddering noise; screamed with exhilaration and fear. Useless Beauty maintained its unsettling silence. Then the flames that filled the forward cameras died back and the pod rose above the planet’s nightside.


  The stars came out, all at once.


  Useless Beauty’s affectless voice said, “That was interesting.”


  “We aren’t down yet,” Carver said. He was grinning like a fool. He believed that the worst was over.


  The escape pod fell away from Texas IX, heading out toward its moon. It was almost there when Mr. Kanza’s scow overtook it.


  Soon after it had formed, while its core had been still molten, something big had smashed into Texas IX’s solitary moon. It had excavated a wide, deep basin in one side of the moon, and seismic waves traveling through the crust and core had focused on the area antipodal to the impact, jostling and lifting the surface, breaking crater rims and intercrater areas into a vast maze of hills and valleys, opening vents that flooded crater floors with fresh lava. That was where the escape pod came down, a thousand kilometers from the moon’s only settlement, a hundred or so hardscrabble ranches strung along the shore of a shallow, hypersaline sea.


  The scow, shooting past at a relative velocity of twenty klicks per second, had cooked the pod with a microwave burst, killing the pod’s AI and crippling most of its control systems. Although the pod’s aerobraking surfaces gave Carver a little leeway as it plowed through the moon’s thin atmosphere, it smashed down hard and skidded a long way across a lava plain; despite the web holding Carver to the couch and the impact foam that flooded the pod’s interior, he was knocked unconscious.


  When he came around a few minutes later, the pod was canted at a steep angle, the hatch was open, and Useless Beauty was gone. Carver was bruised over most of his body and his nose was tender and bleeding, possibly broken, but he was not badly hurt. He clawed his way through dissolving strands of impact foam and clambered out of the hatch, discovered that the pod lay at the end of a long furrow, its skin scarred, scraped, and discolored, and radiating an intense heat he could feel through his pressure suit. Big patches of spindly desert vegetation burned briskly on either side, lofting long reefs of smoke into the white sky.


  Useless Beauty’s tank stood on top of a ridge of overturned dirt, its black cylinder balanced on four many-jointed legs, two more limbs raised as if in prayer toward the sky. Carver was surprised and grateful to see it; he’d thought that the !Cha had taken the opportunity to make a run for it.


  “This is only a brief respite,” Useless Beauty said, as Carver clambered up the ridge. “Your owner’s ship has swung far beyond this moon, but it is braking hard. It will soon be back.”


  “Then we can’t stay here,” Carver said. “We have to find a place to hide out until someone from the settlement comes to investigate.”


  The tank’s two upper limbs swung down, aiming clusters of tools and sensors straight at Carver, and Useless Beauty said, “This is the part of your plan that I do not understand. This moon is owned by the Collective. You are a runaway slave. Surely they will side with your master. And if they do not, they will claim you for themselves.”


  Here it was. Carver took a breath and said, “Not if you claim me first.”


  After a short pause, Useless Beauty said, “So that is why you needed me.”


  “As we say in the Alliance, one good turn deserves another. I rescued you; now it’s your turn to rescue me.”


  Throwing himself on the mercy of the !Cha was the biggest risk of the whole enterprise. Carver had never felt so scared and alone as he did then, waiting out another of Useless Beauty’s silences while hot sunlight beat down through drifts of smoke, and Mr. Kanza’s scow grew closer somewhere on the other side of the sky.


  At last, the !Cha said, “You are very persistent.”


  “Does that mean you’ll help me?”


  “I admit that I want to see what happens next.”


  Carver supposed that he would have to take that as a “yes.” Low hills shimmered in the middle distance. The ruins of a Boxbuilder city were scattered across their sere slopes like so many strings of beads. He pointed at the ruins and said, “As soon as I’ve gotten rid of this pressure suit, we start walking.”


  The !Cha’s four-legged cylinder moved with easy grace through the simmering desert. Carver, wearing only his suit liner and boots, a pouch of water slung over his shoulder, had to jog to keep up. The air was thin, and the fat sun beat down mercilessly, but he reveled in the feeling of the sun’s heat on his skin and dry wind in his hair, in the glare of the harsh landscape. Everything seemed infinitely precious, a chain of diamond-sharp moments. He had never before felt so alive as he did then, with death so close at his heels.


  As Carver and the !Cha climbed toward a ravine that snaked between interlocking ridges, a double sonic boom cracked across the sky. The scow had arrived. But Carver wasn’t ready to give up yet, and there were plenty of places to hide in the ruins. Chains of hollow cubes spun from polymer and rock dust climbed the slopes on either side, piled on top of each other, running along ridges, bridging narrow valleys: a formidable labyrinth with thousands of nooks and crannies that led deep into the hills, where he and Useless Beauty could hide out until some sort of rescue party arrived from the colony. For a little while, he began to believe that his plan might work, but then he and the !Cha reached the end of a chain of cubes at the top of a ridge, and found Rider Jackson waiting for them.


  The young officer put his pistol on Carver and said, “You led us a pretty good chase, but you forgot one thing.”


  He was wearing a black Navy flight suit with a big zip down the front and pockets patching the chest and legs; that know-everything-tell-nothing expression blanked his face.


  “I did?”


  “You forgot you’re an indentured worker. Your Judas bridge led me straight to you. Your owner will be here as soon as he can find a place to park his ship. I reckon you’ve got just enough time to tell me your side of the story.”


  While the scow lowered toward a setback below the ridge, Carver told Rider Jackson more or less everything that had happened out at the brown dwarf. Rider Jackson knew most of it, of course, because he’d seen the footage and data the tug had sent to Mr. Kanza, but he listened patiently and said, when Carver was finished, “I didn’t know he was lying about your brother. If I had, I would have put an end to this a lot sooner.”


  “He was probably lying about a lot of things.”


  “Like giving me a fifty percent share in the prize, uh?”


  “Like giving you any share at all.”


  “You might well be right,” Rider Jackson said, and looked for the first time at Useless Beauty’s tank. “Care to explain why you came along for the ride?”


  “I have nothing to give you,” it said.


  “I bet you don’t. But that wasn’t what I asked,” Rider Jackson said, and that was when Mr. Kanza arrived.


  Grim and angry and out of breath, he bulled straight across the roofless cube and stuck his shock stick in Carver’s face. Carver couldn’t help flinching and Mr. Kanza smiled and said, “Tell me what the !Cha found and where it is, and maybe I won’t have to use this.”


  Rider Jackson said, “There’s no point threatening him. You want to know the truth, figure out how to get the !Cha to talk straight.”


  Mr. Kanza stepped back from Carver and aimed the shock stick at Rider Jackson. “You were indentured once, just like him. Is that why you’re taking his side? I knew it was a mistake to let you go chase him down.”


  “You could have come with me,” Rider Jackson said, “but you were happy to let me take the risk.”


  “He told you. He told you what that thing found and you made a deal with him.”


  “You’re making a bad mistake.”


  The two men were staring at each other, Rider Jackson impassive, Mr. Kanza angry and sweating. Saying, “I bet you tasted the stick in your time. You’ll taste it again if you don’t drop that pistol.”


  Rider Jackson said, “I guess we aren’t partners anymore.”


  “You’re right,” Mr. Kanza said, and zapped him.


  Carver was caught by the edge of the stick’s field. His Judas bridge kicked in, his muscles went into spasm, hot spikes hammered through his skull, and he fell straight down.


  Rider Jackson didn’t so much as twitch. He put his pistol on Mr. Kanza and said, “The Navy took out my bridge when I signed up. Set down that stick and your pistol, and I’ll let you walk away.”


  “We’re partners.”


  “You said it yourself: not anymore. If you start walking now, maybe you can find somewhere to hide before the cutter turns up.”


  Mr. Kanza screamed and threw the shock stick at Rider Jackson and made a grab for the pistol stuck in his utility belt. Rider Jackson shot him. He shot Mr. Kanza twice in the chest and the man sat down, winded and dazed but still alive: his pressure suit had stopped the flechettes. He groped for his pistol and Rider Jackson said, “Don’t do it.”


  “Fuck you,” Mr. Kanza said and jerked up his pistol and fired it wildly. Rider Jackson didn’t flinch. He took careful aim and shot Mr. Kanza in the head, and the man fell sideways and lay still.


  Rider Jackson turned and put his pistol on Useless Beauty’s black cylinder and said calmly, “I don’t suppose this can punch through your casing, but I could shoot off your limbs one by one and set you on a fire.”


  There was a brief silence. Then the !Cha said, “You will need a very hot fire, and much more time than you have.”


  “I have more time than you think,” Rider Jackson said. “I know Dana Sabah, the woman flying that cutter. She’s a good pilot, but she’s inexperienced and too cautious. Right now, she’ll be watching us from orbit, waiting to see how it plays out before she makes her move.”


  “If she does not come, then the settlers will rescue me.”


  “Uh-uh. Even if the settlers know about us, which I doubt, Dana will have told them to back off. I reckon I have more than enough time to boil the truth out of you.”


  Useless Beauty said, “I have already told the truth.”


  Carver got to his feet and told Rider Jackson, “It doesn’t matter if it’s telling the truth or not. All that matters is that we can escape in the scow. But first, I want you to drop your pistol.”


  Rider Jackson looked at the pistol Carver was holding—Mr. Kanza’s pistol—and said, “I wondered if you’d have the guts to pick it up. The question now is, do you have the guts to use it?”


  “If I have to.”


  “Look at us,” Rider Jackson said. “I’m an officer in the Collective Navy; you’re a prisoner of war sold into slavery, trying to get home . . . We could fight a duel to see who gets the scow. It would make a good ending to the story, wouldn’t it?”


  Carver smiled and said, “It would, but this isn’t a story.”


  “Of course it’s a story. Do you know why !Cha risk their lives chasing after Elder Culture artifacts?”


  “It’s something to do with sex.”


  “That’s it. Back in the oceans of their homeworld, male !Cha constructed elaborate nests to attract a mate. The strongest, those most likely to produce the fittest offspring, made the biggest and most elaborate nests. Simple, straight-ahead Darwinism. The !Cha left their homeworld a long time ago, but the males still have to prove their worth by finding something novel, something no other male has. They have a bad jones for Elder Culture junk, but these days they get a lot of useful stuff from us too.”


  “It’s lying about what it found,” Carver said. “It told me it lost it, but I know it has it hidden away inside that tank.”


  Rider Jackson shook his head. “If it still had it, it would have killed you and paid off Mr. Kanza. And it wouldn’t have called up the garrison back at Ganesh Five.”


  “It did? Is that why the cutter came after us?”


  “Why do you think traffic control spotted you so quickly? It told them what you were up to, and it told them all about my deal with Mr. Kanza too. Dana Sabah told me all about it when she tried to get me to surrender,” Rider Jackson said. “I guess our friend thought that involving the Navy would make the story more exciting.”


  “Son of a bitch. And I thought it was on my side because it owes me its life.”


  “As far as it’s concerned, it doesn’t owe you anything. The only reason it stuck with you is because you have something it needs. Something as unique as any ancient artifact, something it believes will win it a mate: the story of how you tried to escape.”


  “Your own story is just as good, Lieutenant Jackson,” Useless Beauty said. “The two of you are enemies, as you said. Fight your duel. The winner will take me with him—I will pay well for it.”


  Rider Jackson looked at Carver and smiled. “What do you think?”


  “I think the war is over.” Carver was smiling too, remembering something Jarred had said. That peace was harder work than war, but more worthwhile.


  Useless Beauty said, “I do not understand. You are enemies.”


  Rider Jackson stuck his pistol in his belt. “Like he said, the war is over. Besides, we both want the same thing.”


  Carver lowered the pistol he’d taken off Mr. Kanza’s body and told the !Cha, “You’re like Mr. Kanza. You think you own us, but you don’t understand us.”


  “You must take me with you,” Useless Beauty said.


  “It wants to find out how the story ends,” Rider Jackson told Carver.


  “I will pay you well,” Useless Beauty said.


  Carver shook his head. “We don’t need your money. We have the scow, and I have about thirty meters of a weird thread I took off Dr. Smith’s body. It’s superconducting and very strong, and I can’t help wondering if it’s something you and her pulled out of Ganesh Five B.”


  “I told you the truth about what we found,” Useless Beauty said. “It escaped us and destroyed our ship, but it did not survive. However, I admit this thread may be of interest. I must examine it, of course, but if it is material transformed during the destruction of the ship, I may be willing to purchase it.”


  “That’s what I thought,” Carver said. “It may not be an Elder Culture artifact, but it could be worth something. And maybe the data from the probes I dropped into Ganesh Five B might be worth something too.”


  “I may be willing to purchase that too,” Useless Beauty said. “As a souvenir.”


  “What do you think?” Carver said to Rider Jackson. “Think we’ll get a better price on the open market.”


  “I can force you to take me,” Useless Beauty said.


  “No you can’t,” Carver said.


  “And even if you could, it would ruin the ending of your story,” Rider Jackson said. “I’m sure the settlers or the Navy will rescue you, for a price.”


  There was a long moment of silence. Then Useless Beauty said, “I would like to know what happens after you escape. I will pay well.”


  “If we escape,” Carver said. “We have to get past the cutter.”


  “Dana Sabah’s a good pilot, but I’m better,” Rider Jackson said. “I reckon you are too.”


  “Before we do this, we need to work out where we’re going.”


  “That’s pretty easy, given that you’re an indentured worker and the Navy wants my ass. Think that Kanza’s old boat will get us to the Alliance?”


  “It just might.”


  The two men grinned at each other. Then they ran for the scow.


  2008


  Incomers


  If the three friends had seen the man in one of the malls or plazas of the new city, they wouldn’t have spared him a second glance, but in the old part of Xamba, the largest city on Saturn’s second-largest moon, where the weird was commonplace and the commonplace weird, he was as exotic as a tiger strolling down Broadway in old New York. People born and raised in the weak or nonexistent gravity of the various moons, orbital habitats, and ships of the outer reaches of the solar system—Outers—were generally taller than basketball stars and skinny as rails, and most citizens of old Xamba were of pale-skinned, blond, blue-eyed Nordic stock. This man, with a compact build, a shaven head, a neatly pointed black beard, and skin the color of old teak, was definitely no Outer. So why was he sitting at a tiny stall near the bottom of the produce market’s spiral walkway, a place where most incomers never ventured, selling bundles of fresh herbs and various blends of herb tea?


  Jack Miyata said that he was probably a harmless eccentric; Mark Griffin was convinced that he was some kind of exiled pervert or criminal; Sky Bolofo, who had filled the quantum processor of his large, red-framed spex with all kinds of talents and tricks, used a face-recognition program to identify the fellow, then pulled up his public page.


  “His name is Algren Rees. He lives right here in the old city. He sells herbs and he also fixes up pets.”


  Jack said, “Is that it? No links to family or friends or favorites?”


  Sky shrugged.


  “He has to be hiding something,” Mark said. “What about his private files?”


  “No problem,” Sky said complacently, but ran into heavy security as soon as he tried to hack into Algren Rees’s password-protected files, and had to back out in a hurry.


  Jack suggested that he could be a retired spy—just before the Quiet War kicked off, all of the Outer Colonies had been lousy with spies masquerading as diplomats and businesspeople—and Mark jumped all over the idea.


  “Maybe he’s still active,” he said. “Selling herbs is his cover. What he’s actually doing is gathering information. Keeping watch for terrorists and so-called freedom fighters.”


  Sky, his fingers pecking at the air in front of his face, using his spex’s virtual keyboard to erase his electronic trail in case Algren Rees’s security followed it, said that if the fellow wanted real cover, he should have made himself taller and skinnier, which cracked up the other two.


  They were all the same age, fourteen, and went to the same school and lived in the same apartment complex in the new part of Xamba. They were also Quiet War buffs who restaged campaigns, sieges, and invasions on a war-gaming network, which was how Jack had hooked up with the other two. Jack Miyata had moved to Xamba, Rhea, just two months ago. Unlike most city-states in the Saturn system, Xamba had remained neutral during the Quiet War. After the war had ended in defeat for every one of the rebellious Outer Colonies, Earth’s Three Powers Alliance had settled the bulk of its administration there, building a new city of towers and domes above Xamba’s underground chambers. Seven years later, New Xamba was still growing—Jack’s engineer parents were involved in the construction of a thermal-exchange plant that would tap the residual heat of the little moon’s rocky core and provide power for a brand-new sector.


  Very few incomers from Earth ever ventured beyond their apartment complexes, malls, and leisure parks, but Jack had caught the exploration bug from his parents. He’d roamed through much of the old and new parts of Xamba, and after passing a pressure-suit training course had taken several long hikes through the untouched wilderness in the southern half of the big crater in which the city was located and from which it took its name, had climbed to the observatory at the top of the crater’s central peak, and had visited the memorial at the crash site of a spaceship that had attempted to break the blockade during the war. It had been Jack’s idea to take his two new friends to his latest discovery, the produce market in the oldest chamber of old Xamba. As far as Jack was concerned, the market was a treasure house of marvels, but as they’d wandered between stalls and displays of strange flowers and fruits and vegetables, streamers of dried waterweed, tanks of fish and shrimp, caged birds and rats, and bottle vivariums in which stag beetles lumbered like miniature rhinoceroses through jungles of moss and fern, Mark and Sky quickly made it clear that they thought it was smelly, horribly crowded with strangely dressed, alarmingly skinny giants, and, quite frankly, revoltingly primitive. When food makers could spin anything from yeast and algae, why would anyone want to eat the meat of real live animals, especially as they would have to kill them first? Kill and gut them and God knew what else. But all three agreed that there was definitely something intriguing about the herb seller, Algren Rees.


  “Maybe he’s a double agent,” Jack said. “He’s in the pay of the Three Powers, but he’s gone over to the Outers, and they’re using him to feed our side false information.”


  Mark nodded. “There’s plenty of people who want to sabotage the reconstruction. Look at that blowout at the spaceport last month.”


  “The newsfeeds said it was an accident,” Sky said. “Someone fitted some kind of widget upside down or the wrong way round.”


  “Of course they said it was an accident,” Mark said scornfully. “It’s the official line. But it doesn’t mean it really was an accident.”


  He was a stocky boy who, with his pale skin, jet-black hair, and perpetual scowl, looked a lot like his policeman father. His mother was in the police too, in charge of security at the spaceport. He had a vivid imagination and an opinion about everything.


  Jack wanted to know if Mark had inside information about the accident, and Mark smiled and said that maybe he didn’t and maybe he did. “I had a feeling there was something wrong with Mr. Algren Rees as soon as I saw him. All good police have what they call gut instinct, and my gut very definitely told me that this fellow is a wrong one, and Sky’s run-in with his over-the-top security confirmed it. It’s up to all of us to find out exactly who he is, and why he’s living here. It’s our duty.”


  Jack and Mark quickly decided that they would follow Algren Rees—or “Algren Rees” as Mark called him, drawing quotation marks in the air with his little finger—and made Sky promise that he would use his data miners to ferret out anything and everything about the man. They were fourteen years old, secret masters of all they surveyed, possessed by restless energies and impulses that war gaming was no longer enough to satisfy, and hungry for adventure, for anything that would fill up the desert of the school holidays. Following Algren Rees and uncovering his secrets was just the beginning.


  Algren Rees had no fixed routine. He spent only an hour or so at his stall in the produce market (which explained why Jack hadn’t seen him there before); he tended the little garden where he grew his herbs; he sat outside the door of his apartment, a one-room efficiency on a terrace directly above the market, drinking tea or homemade lemonade and watching people go by; he took long, rambling walks through the old city. Jack saw more of the place in the three days he spent following the man, sometimes with Mark, sometimes on his own, than he had in the past two months.


  The cylindrical chambers of old Xamba were buried inside the rock-hard water ice of the crater’s eastern rimwall like so many bottles in a snowbank, and most had transparent endwalls facing what was generally reckoned to be one of the most classically beautiful views on all of Saturn’s family of moons, across slumped terraces and flat, dusty plains toward the crater’s central peak, which stood right at the edge of the close, curved horizon. In the little moon’s microgravity, just 3 percent of Earth’s, there was little difference between horizontal and vertical. Inside the old city’s chambers, apartments, shops, cafes, workshops, and gardens were piled on top of each other in steep, terraced cliffs, rising up on either side of skinny, landscaped parks and canals in steep-sided troughs. Apart from the boats in the canals that linked the chambers, traffic was entirely pedestrian. Jack had no problem blending into the crowds as he trailed Algren Rees through markets and malls, parks and plazas, up and down ropeways, chutes, and chairlifts.


  Although Mark insisted on teaching him some basic tradecraft (he claimed to have learnt it from his parents, but more likely had gotten it from some text), Jack figured out most of his moves for himself. Staying well behind his quarry and trying to anticipate his every move, walking straight past him or dodging up a ropeway or down a chute if he stopped to talk to someone, lurking inconspicuously when he lingered over a bulb of coffee at a cafe or a tube of beer at a bar. It was a lot more exciting than any war game, and a lot scarier, too. There was no wizard to ask for a clue or hint about what to do next, every decision was unconditionally permanent, and any mistake would be his last, game over. But Algren Rees seemed quite unaware that he was being followed, and by the third day Jack plucked up the courage to chat with the woman behind the counter of the cafe where the man ate his lunch and breakfast, learning that he had moved to Rhea two years ago and that he was originally from Greater Brazil, where he’d worked in the emergency relief services as a paramedic and helicopter pilot. He seemed well liked. He always stopped to talk to his neighbors when he met them as he went about his errands, and had long conversations with people who bought herbs or herb tea at his stall. He was a regular at the cafe and several bars in various parts of the city, trading fresh herbs for food and drink, and apart from eating out, his life seemed as austere as any monk’s. Still, Jack didn’t see how he could stretch the minuscule income from his market stall and fixing broken pets to cover the rent on his apartment, and his power and water and air taxes.


  “I guess he must have some kind of private income,” Jack said to Mark.


  “He has secrets, is what he has,” Mark said. “We don’t even know if ‘Algren Rees’“—he did the thing with his little fingers—”is his real name, no thanks to Sky for bailing on us. Some hacker he turned out to be, when it came down to it.”


  “He was majorly spooked when he ran up against our friend’s electronic watchdogs,” Jack said.


  “Which also proves our friend has something to hide, or why else would he be using military-grade security?”


  It was late in the evening. The city’s sky lighting was beginning to dim. The two boys were sitting in a little park near the top of the east side of the chamber, taking turns with a pair of binoculars to keep watch on Algren Rees’s apartment, which was near the top of the west side. Across the wide gulf of air, the man was sitting on the little raised porch outside his front door, wearing shorts and nothing else and reading a book. Books printed on paper were a quirky tradition in old Xamba. Algren Rees read slowly, licking the top of his thumb before turning each page. Yellow light from inside the apartment spilled around him. Pretty soon, judging by the last three days, Algren Rees would turn in. He wasn’t a night owl.


  “What we need to do,” Mark said, “is take this to the next level.”


  Jack felt a tingling rush of anticipatory excitement. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean we have to get into his apartment.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  Mark had a determined look, a jut of his heavy jaw like a dog gripping a bone it isn’t willing to let go of. “It’s what real spies would do. I bet he has all kinds of stuff stashed away in there. Stuff that would crack this case wide open.”


  “He probably has all kinds of security, too,” Jack said.


  “Oh, I can handle that.”


  “Right.”


  “It’s simply a matter of police tradecraft,” Mark said.


  “Right.”


  “I’d like to tell you more, but if I did, I’d have to kill you afterward,” Mark said. Like his father, he never smiled when he made a joke.


  They decided to do it the very next day, even though it was a Monday, the one day in the week when the produce market was closed, when Algren Rees wouldn’t be safely occupied at his stall for an hour or so. Jack would find some way of keeping the man at the cafe where he ate breakfast; meanwhile, Mark would break into the apartment, to see what he could see.


  It wasn’t much of a plan, but Jack couldn’t think of anything better. He was pretty sure that Algren Rees wasn’t any kind of spy, but he’d developed a curious feeling of kinship with the man during the time he’d spent trailing him around the chambers of old Xamba. Yet although he’d spent a couple dozen hours in his company, he still knew almost nothing about him. It had become a matter of pride to find out who Algren Rees really was, and why he had chosen to come here, and live amongst the Outers.


  When they met up early the next morning, Mark wanted to know what was in the box Jack was clutching to his chest. Jack told him that it was a foolproof way of keeping the man busy.


  “I’ll tell you what it is if you’ll tell me how you’re going to break into his apartment.”


  “I’m not going to break in,” Mark said with a sly smile. “Are you sure you can keep him busy for half an hour?”


  “Absolutely,” Jack said, tapping the top of the plastic box, feeling what was inside stir, a slow, heavy movement that subsided after a moment.


  Actually, he wasn’t sure at all. He’d slept badly, his mind spinning, tracing and retracing every part of a plan that seemed increasingly silly and flimsy. Two hours later, when Algren Rees finally left his apartment and he followed him to the cafe, the muscles of Jack’s legs felt watery and his stomach was doing somersaults. But it was too late to back out. As Jack skimmed up a short ropeway to the cafe, he knew that Mark would be breaking into the apartment.


  The cafe was little more than a bamboo counter in the shade of a huge fig tree, with half a dozen stools, a hot plate, and a hissing coffee machine that the owner, a very tall, incredibly skinny woman with long snow-white hair, had built herself, using a design centuries old. The food was prepared from whatever was in season in the garden spread on either side of the fig tree, and whatever came in trade—the citizens of old Xamba had a complicated economy based on barter of goods and services.


  It was the middle of the morning. Algren Rees and Jack were the only customers. Jack set the plastic box on the counter and asked the owner for an orange juice, then turned to the man and said as casually as he could manage that he’d heard that he treated sick pets.


  “Who told you that?”


  Algren Rees, hunched over a bowl of porridge flecked with nuts and seeds, didn’t look up when he spoke. He had a husky voice and a thick accent: the voice of a villain from some cheap virtuality.


  “She did,” Jack said, nodding to the owner of the cafe, who was filling a blender with orange segments and a handful of strawberries.


  “I guess I did,” the woman said with cheerful carelessness, and switched on the blender. She’d braided her hair into a pigtail that twitched down her back as she moved about in the narrow space behind the counter.


  “Stop by my apartment when you’ve had your breakfast,” Algren Rees told Jack. “It’s just around the corner, down the ropeway, past a clump of black bamboo. The one with the red door.”


  He was eating his porridge slowly but steadily. In a few minutes he would be finished. He’d walk back to his apartment, find that red door open . . .


  Jack pushed the box an inch along the counter and said, “I have it right here.”


  “So I see,” Algren Rees said, although he still hadn’t looked up. “And I have my breakfast right here, too.”


  “It belongs to my little sister,” Jack said, the little lie sliding out with surprising ease. He added, “She loves it to bits, but we’re scared that it’s dying.”


  “Why don’t you take a look, Al,” the woman said as she placed the bulb of orange juice in front of Jack. “The worst that can happen is that it’ll improve your karma.”


  “It will need much more than fixing a pet to do that,” Algren Rees said, smiling at her.


  The woman smiled, too, and Jack was reminded of the way his parents shared a private joke.


  “All right, kid,” Algren Rees said. “Show me what you got.”


  It was a mock turtle, a halflife creature that produced no waste or unpleasant odors and needed only a couple of hours of trickle charge and a cupful of water a day. It had large, dark, soulful eyes, a soft yellow beak, a shell covered in pink fur, and a fifty-word vocabulary. Although it didn’t belong to Jack’s wholly imaginary little sister but to the youngest daughter of Jack’s neighbors, it really was sick. It had grown slow and sluggish, its fur was matted and threadbare, its eyes were filmed with white matter, and its breath was foully metallic.


  Algren Rees studied it for a moment, then took a diagnostic pen from one of the many pockets of his brocade waistcoat, lifted the mock turtle from the box and turned it upside down, and plugged the instrument into the socket behind its front leg.


  “Tickles,” the turtle complained, working its stubby legs feebly.


  “It’s for your own good,” Algren Rees told it. “Be still.”


  He had small, strong hands and neatly trimmed fingernails. There were oval scars on the insides of his wrists; he’d had neural sockets once upon a time, the kind that interface with smart machinery. He squinted at the holographic readout that blossomed above the shaft of the diagnostic pen, then asked Jack, “Do you know what a prion is?”


  Jack’s mind went horribly blank for a moment; then a fragment of a biology lesson surfaced, and he grabbed at it gratefully. “Proteins have to fold up the right way to work properly. Prions are proteins that fold up wrongly.”


  Algren Rees nodded. “The gene wizard who designed these things used a lot of freeware, and one of the myoelectric proteins has a tendency to turn prions. That’s what’s wrong with your sister’s pet. It’s a self-catalyzing reaction—do you know what that means?”


  “It spreads like a fire. Prions turn ordinary proteins into more prions.”


  Algren Rees unplugged the diagnostic pen and settled the mock turtle in the box. “The myoelectric proteins are what powers it. When they fold the wrong way they can no longer hold a charge, and when enough have folded wrongly, it will die.”


  “Can you fix it?”


  Algren Rees shook his head. “The best thing would be to put it to sleep.”


  He looked genuinely sorry, and Jack felt a wave of guilt pass through him. Right now, Mark was breaking into the man’s apartment, rifling through his possessions . . .


  “If you like, I can do it right now,” Algren Rees said.


  “I’ll have to tell my sister first.”


  Algren Rees shrugged and started to push away from the counter, saying, “I’m sorry I couldn’t help you, kid.”


  “Wait,” Jack said desperately, knowing that Mark must still be in the apartment. Adding, when Algren Rees looked at him, “I mean, I want to ask you, why is someone like you living here?”


  “Why does who I am have anything to do with where I live?”


  There was a sudden sharpness in the man’s voice.


  “Well, I mean, you’re an incomer. From Earth,” Jack said, feeling the heat of a blush rise in his face. “And incomers, they all live in the new city, don’t they? But you live here, you sell herbs . . .”


  “You seem to know an awful lot about me, kid. Why the interest?”


  “I saw you at the produce market,” Jack said, blushing harder, certain that he’d been caught out.


  Algren Rees studied him for a moment, pinching the point of his neat black beard between finger and thumb. Then he smiled and said, “I had the feeling I’d seen you before. You like the market, huh?”


  “It’s one of my favorite places in the old city.”


  “And you like the old city?”


  Jack nodded.


  “Most incomers don’t much care for it.”


  Jack nodded again.


  “So maybe we have something in common, you and I. Think about it, kid,” Algren Rees said. “If you can figure it out, stop by my stall sometime. But right now I have an appointment to keep.”


  The woman behind the counter asked him to have a good thought on her behalf, and then he was skimming away. Not toward his apartment, but in the opposite direction, toward the chute that dropped to the floor of the chamber.


  Jack didn’t dare ask the woman (who refused his offer to pay for his juice, telling him that he could bring her some sour oranges next time he visited the produce market) where Algren Rees was headed, who he was going to meet. As he set off after the man, he called Mark, told him about the conversation, told him that he believed that Algren Rees was going to meet someone. Mark said that he’d catch up, and ten minutes later arrived breathless and excited at the canalside jetty just as Algren Rees was climbing into one of the dinghies that ferried people around the city’s waterways.


  “He’s a spy, all right,” he told Jack.


  “You found something. What did you find?”


  Mark patted the pouch of his jumper. “I’ll show you after we get going.”


  There were several high-sided dinghies waiting at the jetty. Jack and Mark jumped into one, and Mark stuck something in a slot in the fat sensor rod that stuck up at its prow and ordered it to follow the boat that had just left.


  As their dinghy headed toward the tunnel that linked the chamber with its neighbor, rising and falling on the tall, sluggish, low-gravity waves that rolled along the canal, Jack said, “That’s how you got into his apartment, isn’t it? You used that card on the lock.”


  He was sitting in the stern, the plastic box with the mock turtle inside it on his knees.


  Mark, standing at the prow with one hand on top of the sensor rod, said, “Of course I did.”


  “I suppose you stole it.”


  “No one stole anything,” Mark said. “I borrowed my mother’s card last night, and Sky cloned it.”


  “If she finds out—”


  “As long as I don’t get into trouble, my parents don’t care what I do. They’re too busy with their jobs, too busy advancing their careers, too busy making money,” Mark said. He had his back to Jack, but Jack could hear the bitterness in his voice. “Which is fine with me, because once they make enough, we’ll leave this rotten little ball of ice and go back to Earth.”


  There was a short silence. Jack was embarrassed, feeling that he’d had an unwanted glimpse of his friend’s true feelings through a crack in his armor of careless toughness. At last, he said, “If we prove that Algren Rees really is a spy, your parents will be proud of you.”


  Mark turned around and said carelessly, “Oh, he’s a spy, all right. Guess what I found in his apartment?”


  It was the kind of question you were bound to fail to answer correctly, so Jack shrugged.


  Mark, smiling a devilish smile, reached into the pouch of his jumper and drew out a small silvery gun.


  Jack was shocked and excited. “Is it real?”


  “Of course it is. And it’s charged, too,” Mark said, pointing to a tiny green light that twinkled above the crosshatched grip.


  He explained that it was a railgun that used a magnetic field to fire metal splinters tipped with explosive or toxin, and showed Jack the Navy sigil stamped on top of its reaction chamber.


  “If he’s a spy, why does he have a Navy sidearm?” Jack said.


  “Maybe he was in the Navy before he became a spy. Or he killed someone in the Navy, and kept this as a souvenir,” Mark said.


  Discovering the gun had made him bold and reckless. He talked about catching Algren Rees in the middle of some act of sabotage, about arresting him and forcing him to tell everything about the conspiracy in which he was clearly involved.


  Although Jack was excited, too, he could see that his friend was getting carried away. “This doesn’t change our plan,” he said. “We follow the man and see what he gets up to, and then we decide what to do.”


  Mark shrugged and said blithely, “We’ll see what we’ll see.”


  “We shouldn’t just charge in,” Jack said. “For one thing, if he really is a spy, he’s dangerous. Spies were hardwired with all kinds of wild talents.”


  “If you’re scared, you can get off the boat anytime you want.”


  “Of course I’m not scared,” Jack said, even though he was, more than he cared to admit. “All I’m saying is that we have to be careful.”


  Algren Rees’s dinghy stopped three times, dropping people off and picking up others, before it headed down a long transparent tunnel, with Mark and Jack’s dinghy following a couple hundred meters behind it. The tunnel was laid along the edge of a steep cliff, with a stunning view of the crater. It was the middle of Rhea’s night. Saturn hung full and huge overhead in the black sky like God’s own Christmas ornament, the razor-thin line of his rings stretching out on either side of his banded face, his smoggy light laid across terraced icefields. Jack leaned back, and for the ten minutes it took to traverse the tunnel was lost in wonder at the intricate beauty of the gas giant’s yellow and dirty-white and salmon-pink bands, their frills and frozen waves, forgetting all about the gun in Mark’s pouch, forgetting all about following Algren Rees.


  At the end of the tunnel, the canal entered a skinny lake pinched between two steep slopes of flowering meadows and stands of trees and bamboos. It was the city’s cemetery, where bodies were buried in soil and trees planted over them, so that their freight of carbon and nitrogen and phosphorous and other useful elements could reenter the loop of the city’s ecosystem.


  It was a quiet, beautiful place, artificially lit in the even golden tones of a late summer afternoon. On one steep slope was the black pyramid, hewn from crystalline iron mined from the heart of an asteroid, that commemorated those who had died in accidents during the construction of the old city; on the other was a slim white column topped by an eternal blue flame, the monument to the citizens of Xamba who had been killed during the Quiet War. For although the city had remained neutral, more than a thousand of its citizens had died because they’d been trapped in sieges in rebellious cities, or in ships crippled by neutron lasers, microwave bursters, and EMP mines. Apart from these two monuments, and the bone-white paths that wandered here and there, the woods and meadows seemed untouched by human hands, a tame wilderness where birds and cat-sized deer and teddy bear—sized pandas roamed freely.


  Algren Rees and two women disembarked at a jetty of black wood with a red-painted Chinese arch at one end. The two women went off along the lakeshore; Algren Rees started up a steep path that bent around a grove of shaggy cypress trees. As soon as their dinghy nudged the jetty, Mark sprang out, bounded through the arch, and set off up the path after Algren Rees. Jack had to hurry to catch up with him. They went around the cypress grove, climbed a ropeway alongside a tiny stream that ran over white rocks speckled with chunky black shards of shock quartz, followed Algren Rees as he cut through a belt of pines.


  Beyond the trees, a lumpy heath of coarse tussock grass and purple heather and clumps of flowering gorse rose in steep terraces to meet the edge of the chamber’s curved blue roof. The flame-topped white column of the monument to Xamba’s war dead stood halfway between the pines and the painted sky. Algren Rees stood in front of it, still as a statue, his bald head bowed.


  Crouched behind a pine tree, Jack and Mark discussed what they’d do when Algren Rees’s coconspirator appeared, agreeing that they might have to split up, follow the men separately, and meet up again later. But no one came. Big silver and gold butterflies tumbled over each other above a clump of gorse; rabbits emerged from their burrows and began to nibble at the grass. At last, Algren Rees turned from the monument and moved on up the slope, silhouetted against the solid blue sky for a moment when he reached the top, then dropped out of sight.


  Rabbits leaped away in huge, graceful arcs as Jack and Mark followed the man. Jack still hadn’t quite mastered the art of moving quickly in low gravity, and Mark outpaced him at once, making a bounding run up the rough slope, disappearing between rocks spattered with orange lichens. Jack hauled himself through the rocks, discovered a narrow stairway down to the floor of a narrow gully, and saw Algren Rees and Mark facing each other in front of a steel door set in a wide frame painted with yellow-and-black warning chevrons—the entrance to an airlock. Mark was pointing the pistol at Algren Rees’s chest, but the stocky man was ignoring him, looking instead at Jack as he came down the stairs, saying mildly, “Tell your friend he has made a mistake.”


  “Kneel down,” Mark said. He was wavering like a sapling in a high wind, but he held the pistol steady, bracing his right wrist with his left hand. “Kneel down and put your hands on your head.”


  Algren Rees didn’t move, saying, “I believe that is mine. How did you get it?”


  “Just kneel down.”


  “I must suppose that you broke into my apartment while your friend”—he looked at Jack again, a sharp, unfriendly look—”kept me busy. What is this about? What silly game are you playing?”


  “It’s no game,” Mark said. “We know you’re a spy.”


  Algren Rees laughed.


  “Shut up!”


  Mark screamed it so loudly it echoed off the blue sky curving overhead.


  Jack, clutching the plastic box to his chest, frightened that his friend would shoot Algren Rees there and then, said, “You said that you had an appointment with someone. Who is it?”


  “Is that what this is about? Yes, I visit someone. I visit her every Monday. Everyone knows that.” Algren Rees looked at Mark and said, “Hand over the pistol, kid. Give it to me before you get into trouble.”


  “You’re a spy,” Mark said stubbornly. “I’m arresting you. Kneel down—”


  There was a blur of movement, a rush of air. Mark was knocked into Jack, they both fell down, and Algren Rees was standing a yard away, the pistol in his hand. He was sweating and trembling lightly all over, like a horse that had just run the hardest race of its life. He stared at the two boys, and Jack felt a spike of fear cleave right through him, thinking that the man was going to shoot them and dump their bodies in some deep crevasse outside. But then the man tucked the pistol in the waistband of his shorts and said, “My nervous system was rewired when I was in the Navy. A long time ago, but it still works. Go home, little boys. Go back to your brave new city. Never let me see you again, and I won’t tell anyone about this. But if I find you following me again, I will have a long hard talk with your parents, and with the police, too. Go!”


  Jack and Mark picked themselves up, and ran.


  On the boat ride back, Mark vented his anger and fear and shame by making all kinds of plans and boastful threats. He promised vengeance. He promised to find out the truth. He promised to bring the man to justice. He told Jack that if he said so much as one word about this, he’d get into so much trouble he’d never find his way out again.


  Jack, with the cold clarity that fear sometimes brings, told Mark that he was being a fool. Even if Algren Rees was a spy, there was nothing they could do about it because they were outside the law, too. If they went to the police, how were they going to explain that they’d broken into his apartment, stolen his gun, and threatened him with it?


  “If he’s a spy?” Mark said. “The gun proves he’s a spy!”


  “Does it? The gun is a Navy sidearm—you showed me the sigil yourself. And he said that he was in the Navy.”


  Mark sneered. “I suppose you believe him.”


  “And if he really was a spy, he would have shot us after he took it back.”


  “Yes, and he used some kind of wild talent to take it back. He speeded up. Which also proves that he’s a spy.”


  “He took his own gun back, Mark. The gun you stole from his apartment. And we can’t do anything about it because he threatened to go to our parents.”


  “It’s an empty threat,” Mark said stubbornly. “He can’t go to our parents, or to the police, either, because if he did, it would blow his cover. It’s a deadlock, don’t you see? And we have to figure out how to turn it to our advantage.”


  Jack couldn’t get Mark to promise that this was an end to it, and spent the next few days in a misery of fear and guilty anticipation. He avoided his parents as much as he could, either hiding away in his room, halfheartedly fiddling with his virtual model of the invasion of Paris, Dione (but after his adventure had gone so badly wrong, playing at soldiers no longer had the appeal it once did), or mooching around the apartment complex’s mall.


  That was where he met Sky Bolofo. Sky wanted to know what had made Mark so terminally pissed off with Algren Rees, and eventually got Jack to confess everything.


  “Wow. You’re lucky the guy didn’t report you,” Sky said when Jack was finished.


  “I know,” Jack said. “The problem is, Mark still thinks he’s some kind of spy. I think he’s going to do something stupid.”


  They were sitting in the mall’s food court. The chatter of the people around them rose through the fronds of tall palms toward the glass dome. Sky studied Jack through his red-framed spex and said, “I think so, too.”


  “You do? What’s Mark been saying?”


  That was when Jack learned that their friend had told Sky that he was going to settle things once and for all, and had asked for Sky’s help.


  Sky told Jack, “I said good luck, but it was nothing to do with me.” And then, “Hey, where are you going?”


  “I have to settle something, too,” Jack said.


  He tried to phone Mark, but Mark was screening his calls and wouldn’t answer his door when Jack went to his apartment. But by then Jack had more or less worked out what Mark was planning to do. Each and every Monday, Algren Rees had a mysterious appointment. And Jack and Mark had confronted him at the entrance to an airlock, which meant that it was probably somewhere outside the city, on the surface . . .


  Jack knew that he couldn’t tell either his parents or Mark’s parents about what had happened, and what he believed Mark was planning. He was just as guilty as Mark, and would get into just as much trouble. He’d have to sort it out himself, and because Mark was refusing to talk to him, he’d have to catch him in the act, stop him before he did something really dumb.


  When he asked Sky to help him out, Sky naturally refused at first, just as he’d refused to help Mark, but quickly changed his mind when Jack reminded him that if Mark was caught, everything would come out, including the police card that Sky had cloned. After Jack explained what he thought Mark was planning to do, Sky said that in the three years he’d been living in New Xamba, he’d never once stepped outside and didn’t intend to break that record now, but he could download a hack into Jack’s spex that would give him full access to the city’s CCTV system so that Jack could use it to follow Mark wherever he went.


  “I’ll patch in a demon with a face-recognition program. It’ll alert you if Mark gets anywhere near an airlock. And that’s all I’m doing. And if anyone asks you where you got this stuff, tell them it’s freeware.”


  “Absolutely,” Jack said. “I know all of this is my fault. If I hadn’t taken him to the market, and agreed that there was something funny about the guy selling herbs—”


  “Don’t beat yourself up,” Sky said. “Mark would have got into trouble all by himself sooner or later. He’s bored, he hates living here, and he doesn’t exactly get on with his parents. It’s quite obvious that this whole thing is some kind of silly rebellion.”


  “You hate living here, too,” Jack said. “But you didn’t break into someone’s apartment and steal a gun.”


  “I don’t much care for the place,” Sky said, “but as long as I’m left alone to get on with my own thing, it doesn’t matter where I live. Mark, though, he’s like a tiger in a cage. Be careful, Jack. Don’t let him get you into any more trouble.”


  The demon woke Jack in the early hours of Monday morning. He fumbled for his spex, shut off the alarm, stared dazedly at a skewed video picture of Mark sitting in a dressing frame that was assembling a pressure suit around him, then realized with a surge of adrenaline that this was it. That Mark really was going through with it.


  The main airlocks of the apartment complex were in an ancillary structure reached by a long, slanting tunnel. Mark was long gone by the time Jack reached it, but despite his bladder-burning need to follow his friend, Jack remembered his training. When you went out onto the airless surface, even the slightest oversight or equipment malfunction could be deadly. Once the dressing frame had fitted him with a pressure suit, he carefully checked the suit’s power systems and lifesystem, and because he didn’t know how long he was going to be outside, took time to hook up a spare air pack before making his way through the three sets of doors.


  The outer door of the airlock opened onto a flat, dusty apron trodden everywhere with cleated bootprints, reminding Jack of the snow around the ski lifts at the mountain resort where he and his parents had several times gone on holiday. Inside the city, which kept Earth time, it was six in the morning; outside, it was the middle of Rhea’s 108-hour-long day. Saturn’s slender crescent was cocked overhead, lassoed by the slender ellipse of his rings. The sun was a brilliant diamond whose cold light gleamed on the towers and domes of the new city and the great curve of the rimwall behind them. Although the rimwall was more than three miles away, the sculpted folds of its cliffs and its gently undulating crest stood sharp and clear against the black, airless sky.


  Jack tried and failed to pick up the radio transponder of Mark’s pressure suit—Mark must have switched it off, but that didn’t matter, because Jack knew exactly where his friend was going. He walked around the side of the airlock to the racks where the cycles were charging, and found to his surprise that every rack was occupied. Then he realized that Mark, like most incomers, had never taken a pressure-suit training course (he must have used the cloned police card to force the dressing frame to fit him with a suit) and had never before taken a single step outside the city, so there was no reason why he should know about the cycles.


  They were three-wheeled, with fat, diamond-mesh tires, a low-slung seat, and a simple control yoke. Jack pulled one from the rack, clambered onto it, and, feeling a blithe optimism, set off toward the cemetery chamber at the eastern end of the old city. He was on a cycle, and Mark was on foot. It was no contest.


  He followed a polymer-sealed track that, throwing wide loops around cone-shaped rockfalls, cut through the fields of boulders that stretched out from the base of the rimwall’s steep cliffs. He drove slowly, scanning the jumbled wilderness, and after ten minutes spotted a twinkle of movement amongst the tan boulders and ink-black shadows. He stopped the cycle, used the magnification feature of his visor, and saw a figure in a white pressure suit moving in a kind of slow-motion kangaroo hop. Jack plotted a course and drove half a mile along the track before turning toward the cliffs, intending to intercept Mark when he reached the cemetery chamber’s airlock.


  The going was easy at first, with only a few outlying boulders to steer around, but then the ground began to rise up and down in concentric ridges like frozen waves, and the rubble fallen from the cliffs grew denser, tumbled blocks of dirty ice of every size, some as big as houses, all frozen harder than granite. Jack kept losing sight of Mark, and piled on the speed in the broad dips between the ridges, anxious that he’d lose sight of him completely. To his left, the rumpled plain of the crater floor stretched away toward the central peak; to his right, the lighted circles of the endwalls of the old city’s buried chambers glowed with green light in the face of the rimwall cliffs, like the portholes of a huge ocean liner or the windows of a giant’s aquarium. He was driving toward the crest of the fifth or sixth ridge when the razor-sharp, jet black shadow between two shattered blocks turned out to be a narrow but deep crevice that neatly trapped the cycle’s front wheel. The cycle slewed, Jack hit the brakes, everything tipped sideways with a bone-rattling shock, and then he was hanging by his safety harness, looking up at the black sky and Saturn’s ringed crescent. He managed to undo the harness’s four-way clasp and scramble free, and checked the integrity of his pressure suit before he heaved the cycle’s front tire out of the crevice. Its mesh was badly flattened along one side, and the front fork was crumpled beyond easy repair. There was no way the machine was going to take him any farther.


  Well, his suit was fine, he wasn’t injured, he had plenty of air and power, and if he got into trouble, he could always phone for help. There was nothing for it. He was going to have to follow Mark on foot.


  It took two hours to slog four miles across the rough terrain, skirting around huge chunks and blocks, crabbing down uneven slopes into the dips between ridges and climbing back out again, finding a way around jagged crevices. Sometimes Jack glimpsed Mark’s pressure-suited figure plodding no more than four or five hundred yards ahead of him, but for most of the time he had only his suit’s navigation system to guide him. He was drenched with sweat, his ankles and knees were aching, and he had just switched to his reserve air pack when at last he reached the track that led to the airlock of the cemetery chamber. Jack went slowly through the rubble at the edge of the track, creeping from shadow to shadow, imagining Mark crouched behind a boulder with a gun he’d stolen from his mother or father, waiting for Algren Rees . . .


  But there was no need for caution. Mark’s white pressure suit was sprawled on the track just two hundred yards from the airlock, a red light flashing on its backpack. Adrenaline kicked in: Jack reached Mark in three bounds, managed to roll him onto his side. Behind the visor of the suit’s helmet, Mark’s face was tinged blue, and although his eyes were open, their pupils were fixed and unseeing.


  Jack switched on his distress beacon and began to drag Mark’s pressure-suited body toward the yellow-painted steel door of the airlock. He was halfway there when the door slid open and a figure in a pressure suit stepped out.


  “You kids again,” Algren Rees’s voice said over the phone link. “I swear you’ll be the death of me.”


  Two days later, after the medivac crew had whisked Mark away to the hospital (when its oxygen supply had run dangerously low, his pressure suit had put him in a coma and cooled him down to keep him alive for as long as possible, but it had been a close thing), after Jack had confessed everything to his parents, Algren Rees took him to see the place he visited each and every week.


  There was a kind of ski lift that carried them half a mile up a sheer face of rock-hard black ice to the top of the rimwall, and a diamond-mesh path that climbed a frozen ridge to a viewpoint that looked across slopes of ejecta toward a flat, cratered plain. Jack had been there before. He had seen the yard-high steel pillar before, had read the three simple, moving sentences on the plaque set into its angled top, had listened to the brief story its induction loop had played on his pressure suit’s phone, the story of how the freighter pilot Rosa Lux had saved Xamba in the last seconds of her life. But even if he hadn’t been there, he wouldn’t have needed to read the plaque or listen to the looped message; the story was part of the reason why Algren Rees came here every week.


  “She was flying one of those little freelance freighters that are mostly engine, with a tiny internal hold and a cabin not much bigger than a coffin,” Algren Rees said. “She was hauling a special cargo— the mayor of the city of Camelot, Mimas. He had been one of the leaders of the rebellion that started the Quiet War. When Camelot fell, he managed to escape, and if he had reached Xamba, he would have been granted political asylum and could have caused all kinds of trouble.


  “I was a singleship pilot, part of the picket which orbited Rhea to prevent ships leaving or arriving. When Rosa Lux’s freighter was detected, mine was the only ship able to intercept her, and even then I had to burn almost all my fuel to do it. She was a daring pilot and had come in fast and low, skimming the surface of Rhea just a mile up and using its gravity to slow her so that she could enter into a long orbit and come in to land when she made her second pass. That was what she was doing when my orbit intercepted hers. I had only one chance to stop her, and I made a mess of it.


  “I fired two missiles, and both were confused by her counter-measures. One hit the surface; the other missed her ship by a few hundred yards but managed to blow itself up as it zoomed past. It damaged her main drive and changed her vector—her course. She was no longer heading for Xamba’s spaceport, but for the rimwall, and the city. I saw her fire her maneuvering thrusters. I saw her dump fuel from her main tank. I saw her sacrifice herself so that she would miss the city. Everything happened in less than five seconds, and she barely missed the top of the rimwall, but miss it she did. And crashed here, and died.”


  It was early in the morning. The brilliant star of the sun was low in the black sky, throwing long, tangled shadows across the moonscape, but the long scar left by Rosa Lux’s ship was clearly visible, a gleaming sword aimed at the eastern horizon.


  Algren Rees said, “Rosa Lux had only five seconds to live, and she used that little time to save the lives of a hundred thousand people. The funny thing was, the mayor of Camelot survived. He was riding in a coffin filled with impact gel, cooled down much the same way your friend was cooled down. When the ship crashed, his coffin was blasted free and pinwheeled across the landscape, but it survived more or less intact. The mayor was revived and successfully claimed asylum. He still lives in Xamba—he married a local woman, and runs the city’s library. The memorial doesn’t tell you that, and there’s something else it doesn’t tell you, either.”


  There was silence. Jack watched the scar shine in the new sunlight, waited for Algren Rees to finish his story. He was certain that there would be a moral; it was the kind of story that always had a moral. But the silence stretched, and at last Jack asked the man why he’d come to Rhea.


  “After the war, I left the Navy and went back to Greater Brazil, trained as a paramedic, and got on with my life. Then my wife was killed in a train crash. It was more life-changing than the war. I decided to make a last visit to the place where the most intense and most important thing in my life had happened. And soon after I arrived, I fell in love with someone. You have met her, actually.”


  “The woman who owns the cafe!”


  There was another silence. Then Algren Rees said, “You’ve been here before.”


  “Sure.”


  “And I bet it was your idea to visit the produce market.”


  “I guess,” Jack said cautiously, wondering where this was going.


  “You’re an unusual boy, Jack. Unusual for an incomer, that is. Most of them don’t set foot outside the new city. The Three Powers Alliance won the war, but it doesn’t know what to do with what it won. That’s why it will lose control of it, by and by. And when the Outers realize that, there could be another war. Unless there are more people like you, Jack. Incomers who reach out. Who try to understand the strange moons and habitats of the Outer System. People like you and me. People like Rosa Lux.”


  “She was an incomer, too?”


  “She was born on Earth and moved to Saturn five years before the Quiet War began. The memorial doesn’t tell you that because as far as the Outers are concerned, Rosa Lux was one of them. But she was an incomer, just like us.


  “I fell in love when I returned to Dione, Jack, and even though it didn’t last, I decided to make a home here. But what brought me here to begin with was a chance encounter with another woman— the bravest person I know about. A chance encounter, an instant’s decision, can change a single life, or even change history. Perhaps you’re too young to know it, but I think something like that has already happened to you.”


  Jack thought about this, thought about all that had happened in the past week, and realized that his new friend might be right. Time would tell.
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  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  If you’ve ever had to move to a new town, maybe one just ten miles down the road, maybe one on the other side of the country, you’ll know that the basic things in life don’t change. Traffic keeps to the same side of the street; the supermarkets and chain stores look more or less the same, and sell the same kinds of things; electrical sockets, national holidays, the alphabet, and the price of stamps . . . all of that kind of stuff is the same. Pretty soon you’ve worked out where everything is, made some new friends, and learned all the stories that make one place different from the next; pretty soon it seems like you’ve lived there all your life.


  But suppose you move to another country, on the other side of the world. Maybe the language is different; the money definitely is, and cars are driving on the wrong side of the road, and they’re smaller, too. It’s hotter than you’re used to, or colder and wetter. Christmas is in the middle of summer, and people celebrate it at barbecue parties on the beach. Or it’s in the middle of winter, and people sit around in overheated houses and eat too much and watch too much TV. Well, people can adapt to all kinds of things, even driving on the left instead of the right. It’ll take you a while to settle into your new way of life, but you’ll manage it, in the end.


  Now, suppose you move to a different world . . .


  Science fiction is all about changes as big as moving to a new world—or even bigger. Although it’s firmly grounded in what’s possible (the impossible, such as dragons or magic, is the realm of fantasy), it deals with new ideas and weird and wonderful things capable of creating new worlds or new ways of living or thinking that don’t yet exist. Rhea, the world Jack Miyata has moved to, is real enough. It’s the second-biggest moon of Saturn. On a clear night when Saturn is above the horizon, you can catch a glimpse of it with a good but not especially powerful telescope. NASA robots such as Voyager and Cassini have taken photographs of its surface. But in this story, Rhea and the other moons of Saturn (Saturn has more moons than the Sun has planets, and they’re all different) have been changed because people are living on them. And the people who live on the moons of Saturn have been changed, too. Not only because they live in a place where the gravity is so much less than the earth’s, and anyone who wants to take a stroll in the countryside around the city must remember to take enough air with them, but because their history and their stories are different and new. After all, science fiction isn’t only about the future and new worlds; like this story, it’s also about the people who have to make their homes there.
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  Colonel Franklin Dice walked off the ramp of the transport plane on rubbery legs, kit-bag strap biting into his shoulder, and stamped the concrete to get feeling back into his feet. He had been in the air for over a day and a half—going around the world the wrong way to avoid trouble spots in Africa and the Middle East. His flight plan had comprised hops from DC to San Diego, Pearl Harbor, the Philippines, some outcrop-with-an-airstrip-and-a-flag west of Sumatra, and, finally, Great James Island, an atoll in the middle of the Indian Ocean, and debatably part of the Chagos Archipelago.


  Dice’s first view of the island was a simmering runway, a row of Black Hawk and Little Bird helicopters, and a green fire truck parked on a bone-white coral road. His second was Colonel Stanley Stock, the base commander, steaming toward him, tailed by an anxious knot of officers. A small, trim man in his fifties, pure white hair in a crew cut with high sidewalls, Colonel Stock gave Dice a karate-chop salute, brusquely welcomed him to Great James, and ignored a query about the whereabouts of Captain McAndrews, the officer-in-command of the military police on the island, and Dice’s point of contact.


  “You may think your investigation is the most important legal action since they found presidential cum on Monica Lewinsky’s dress,” Stock said, “but I will absolutely not tolerate interference with the day-to-day running of this facility. Forget your letters of authority from that committee of easy-chair generals back in the Pentagon. Out here, my word is law. If you compromise island security in any way, I will have you arrested and put on the next transport out. Is that understood, soldier?”


  The man was wound up tight, jaw muscles knotted like a bulldog’s, eyes narrowed in a cold, hard, death-ray stare. Dice understood why: In this man’s army, getting a rep as a bad commander was worse than being tagged a war criminal.


  Stock kept staring, just the way he’d learned from assertiveness tapes. Dice took his time responding, letting a little warm wind pass between them.


  “Colonel Stock,” he said, gently stressing their equivalent rank, “I understand you’re proud of your little kingdom and that around here your whim is law. However, as far as I’m concerned, it’s at the back end of my list of prime vacation spots. The only reason I’d make a stink if you were to order your vassals to frog-march me back onto this bird is that I’d have to explain to the oversight committee why I came back empty-handed. Let me assure you that it is my express intention to carry out the investigation with minimum fuss and get out of here as swiftly as I can. If that means keeping out of your way, it’ll be fine with me . . .”


  Stock couldn’t suppress a smirk. It was obvious he believed Dice had just rolled over, when in fact Dice was deploying his favorite courtroom tactic. It was simple but effective: He let the hostile witness think he was dismissed and off the hook, then fired the killer question as the boob was halfway out of the box, with relief-sweat popping prematurely on his forehead.


  “ . . . But,” he continued, watching the word sink in like a hook, “it is in the nature of things that, sooner or later, we’re gonna have to have a conversation about what went down here.”


  Colonel Stock bristled. “I’m in charge of perimeter security and day-to-day running, no more, no less. As I made it abundantly clear in my report, ‘what went down’ was nothing to do with me and everything to do with the Frank-Einsteins and their experiments. They supervise what goes on in the pits and they control access to the POTAs. If you want to minimize your time here, I suggest you begin and end your investigation with the bubblebrains.”


  POTAs: Prisoners of the Action. The reason why Great James had been turned into a cross between a maximum-security prison and a summer camp for mad scientists; the reason why Dice had been sent halfway around the world.


  Dice said, “Colonel, if I never had to talk with you again, I’d consider myself a fortunate man.”


  Watching Stock process that was like watching a walrus try advanced algebra. The man eventually swallowed as if getting rid of a bad taste and said, “I hope we’re on the same page, Colonel.”


  “We’re definitely in the same army. And it’s our mutual bad luck that the army needs to know what happened here.”


  Dice was tempted to goose the base commander further by suggesting that an officer a tad more suspicious and a little less good-natured than himself might wonder why Stock had come at him hot and heavy so early in the day. He was straight off the plane and getting snarled at before the engines had stopped whining. But Colonel Stock was looking past Dice now—case closed!—moving on to greet Jubilee Bliss.


  The senator came down the ramp among a posse of aides wearing black suits, shades, and earplugs with coiled flexes that snaked down the backs of the starched collars of their shirts. He’d changed from flight coveralls into a gray silk suit, string tie, and cowboy boots. Groomed, enormous, and slick, he was making an entrance, as if stepping out of a limo for a thousand-dollar-a-plate fund-raiser rather than a transport plane on a godforsaken outcrop. Bliss folded both of his huge hands around Stock’s proffered paw, giving a movie-star grin while murmuring platitudes, holding his head up to emphasize his height and minimize his puffy chin while one of his aides crouched to get a heroic image, with the burning sky behind him, on Digi-Beta.


  Bliss was Bible Beltway, famous for his world-class abilities in filibustering, pork barreling, and pandering to the unplumbed depths of fundamentalist prejudice. Using influence gained from his work on the president’s reelection campaign, he’d finessed himself onto the oversight committee with responsibility for Great James Island, but his visit was more of a scouting mission for the aerospace company located in his state and run by his brother-in-law than an investigation into means and practice. Joining him in the photo op was Rose-of-Mary, his twenty-four-year-old daughter. A Christian girl–rock singer and advocate of premarital virginity, she had backed her father’s last campaign with a triple-platinum album, Do What Daddy Says. She looked like an alarmingly thin white-blond angel and had given everyone on the flight silver armbands that signified support of her cause. Dice’s was in his pocket, but most of the crew had tied the things somewhere about their persons for the duration of the flight.


  The Bliss Pack allowed themselves to be led around the side of the plane, to where a line of Humvees and Jeeps were waiting. As soon as the senator and Rose-of-Mary hove into their view, a small military band started to blow the hell out of something by Sousa, most of the notes snatched away in the fierce hot salt wind.


  Dice wondered where Captain McAndrews had gotten to. Surely he couldn’t be the lone cyclist who’d just appeared out of the heat-haze, wobbling at a slow but steady pace across the concrete apron toward the plane. When a couple of the senator’s black suits broke away to intercept this possible kamikaze, the cyclist stood on his pedals and, with a surprising burst of speed, swerved around the aides, zoomed under the plane’s wing, and braked neatly in front of Dice.


  Dice’s first thought was that the apparition was a Sikh, but what seemed like a turban was actually a puffed-up watch cap threaded through with shiny strands. With his ragged blue uniform, deep tan, gray beard, and over-regulation-length hair, the newcomer was a ringer for Ben Gunn. Dice considered telling him that he could come out of the jungle because World War Two was over and—guess what?—we won. The hermit straightened his back and snapped off a precise salute, then pulled a black lump from the wicker basket slung in front of his handlebars and thrust it into Dice’s hands.


  “With the compliments of Her Most Ancient and Awful Majesty the Queen, may Gawd bless Her and keep Her, sah!”


  It was another watch cap, layers of tinfoil lining the wool.


  The man leaned closer and said, in a confidential voice, “For the preservation of your precious brain waves.”


  Dice guessed this must be one of the victims of the infamous Great James Syndrome: crazy as a soup sandwich, but no threat to life and limb.


  “Who do I have to thank?” he asked.


  “No thanks needed, American soldier-johnny,” the man said. “Wear it in good health, though. And think of England.”


  His gaze was ice blue and keen, but fixed beyond Dice as if he were expecting a cavalry regiment to charge out of the sea in support of one lone attorney in uniform. Tendrils of his untrimmed beard wavered in the hot wind like sea anemone tentacles. He saluted again and pedaled off, making a wide, wobbling circle around the band.


  The convoy of Humvees and Jeeps sped off, carrying away Colonel Stock, Senator Bliss, the virginal Rose-of-Mary, and all the aides and officers. The musicians halted in midmarch and began to pack up their instruments. Many were non-regulation-issue, soldered-together affairs of tubes, bells, and keys: Rube Goldberg devices more like amusing industrial sculpture than brass-band kit. There was a tired old joke that military justice—Dice’s field—was to the civilian variety as marching bands were to the New York Philharmonic. Dice had a chill premonition that on Great James, the gulf between anything at all and its counterpart in the ordinary world was vast, cool, and unsympathetic.


  A loading crew in coveralls or shorts moved up the ramp past Dice, trampling a litter of discarded strips of silver cloth. A truck backed up, ready to receive the plane’s cargo. Two hundred yards away, a Little Bird helicopter lifted straight into the air, its downdraft sending white sand shooting across the runway as it turned and headed toward the sparkling blue sea. And a tall blond man, bareheaded in camouflage fatigues, drove up in a Jeep, jumped out, and saluted.


  “Colonel Dice, sir,” he said, “Sergeant Timothy Haines, sir.”


  Haines had a Chicago accent and a Boy Scout’s enthusiasm.


  Dice sloughed his kit bag and returned the salute. “I arranged to be met by Captain McAndrews, Sergeant.”


  “Captain McAndrews is currently indisposed, sir. Colonel Stock put me in charge of base security, pending his recovery.”


  “When did this happen?”


  Dice had talked to McAndrews on an encrypted satellite phone only twelve hours ago, while the plane was refueling at Manila. He had sounded sharp, focused, and cautious.


  “Just this morning, sir. Captain Mac’s orderly found him painting equations on the walls of his room. With his own excrement.”


  “You better take me to see him.”


  “Sorry, sir, but that won’t be possible right now. Right now he’s in quarantine, and in any case far too . . . discomposed, to entertain visitors.”


  “Really. How about I talk to one of his doctors?”


  “Of course, sir. But they’ll all tell you the same thing: that he’s one sick bunny rabbit.”


  Haines slung Dice’s kit bag into the back of the Jeep and asked if he had any other luggage.


  “I plan to spend as little time here as possible,” Dice said, climbing into the shotgun seat.


  Haines took the wheel and fired up the Jeep. “I hope your plan holds, sir.”


  The sergeant noticed that Dice had the madman’s woolly hat in his lap.


  “I see you got your welcome-to-paradise tea cozy from Bomber Brown.”


  “That beachcomber is Peter Brown? Wing Commander Brown?”


  Great James was sovereign British territory and officially an RAF base, commanded by a senior British officer who had nothing at all to do with running the place except signing off orders he wasn’t authorized to read.


  “He’s mostly harmless, sir. Everything is relative, of course, especially here, but you can safely ignore him.”


  “On this rock, with nothing to occupy his mind, I guess it’s little wonder he’s gone stir crazy. Especially given the, um, current attrition rate.”


  “Sir, permission to speak frankly?”


  “By all means, Sergeant.”


  “If you’re worried about compromising security, I’m fully up to speed with every aspect of what you’re here to investigate. Plus, it’s hard to keep secrets in this place—even the lowliest hump has a good idea of what’s happening. Currently, we have two hundred thirty-eight persons, seven point three three percent of total base population, incapacitated by what you call GJS, Great James Syndrome, and we call Island Fever. Captain Mac is the latest victim, a very severe case, but well within the statistical spread. An unknown number of other personnel, possibly one hundred percent, suffer from minor effects but are able to carry out their duties. Affliction with full-blown Fever appears to follow a lunar cycle, peaking at each full moon.”


  “Like the Wolf Man,” mused Dice.


  “I have graphs I could show you,” said Haines, his gaze just a little too bright.


  “The Pentagon has graphs, too, Sergeant. If I may speak frankly, I’m pleased we can speak plainly, because we have a lot to talk about. But first, I want you to drive me to the nearest shower.”


  They passed Wing Commander Brown, yawing alarmingly on his old-fashioned bike. They passed the fire truck, its ladder extended at a forty-five-degree angle into the grove of palm trees. Swaying at the top was an enlisted man, picking coconuts and dropping them to the ground, where two other grunts collected them in a wheelbarrow under the watchful gaze of a female MP. The coconut handlers wore only footgear, khaki shorts, and huge, padded, elbow-length gauntlets.


  Dice said, “Is that what passes for punishment detail here?”


  “Not as crazy as it looks, sir. And supervision is necessary. The Brits did a lot of atmospheric testing here back in the 1950s. The coconuts are radioactive. They have to be harvested before they fall, in case someone is tempted to eat them.”


  “I see. We wouldn’t want anyone getting a bellyful of radioactive coconut milk and becoming a superhero. ‘Blessed with the proportionate skull thickness of a coconut, young Billy Barker dons a hairy cape and fights crime as Coco-Man.’ ”


  “I believe the army is more worried about men getting radiation poisoning and dying, sir.”


  “All this and the POTAs, too. No wonder people are going crazy here.”


  At the officers’ quarters, in the bleak, fiercely air-conditioned room he’d been allocated, Dice took advantage of the shower and the first plumbed-in latrine he’d seen in three continents. Refreshed, relieved, and shaved, with clean skivvies under his funky uniform, Dice found Haines leaning against the wall outside his room, reading a James Lee Burke novel. The sergeant shut the book and slipped it into his back pocket, muttering, “Page one twenty, third paragraph down, second sentence in, third word.”


  Dice took that onboard. Haines definitely had a touch of Island Fever.


  “I think I should visit the prisoner now,” said Dice.


  “Of course, sir. Which one, sir?”


  “Private Montori, unless you’ve caught her collaborators. In which case, I’ll gratefully shake your hand, recommend you for field promotion, and ask you to drive me back to the airstrip before that transport leaves.”


  “I was thinking of the victim, sir. The POTA.”


  “Take me to Montori, Sergeant. I’ll tell you who or what else I need to see after that.”


  They had to drive halfway around the circumference of the island to reach the brig. Named in 1694 by explorers so far out from Portsmouth that Captain George Holland didn’t know James II had been deposed, Great James had once been an idyllic, textbook coral atoll, a scattering of islets, coconut palms, and white beaches in a rough circle about ten miles across, with reefs full of fish in the inner lagoon and a barricade of outer reefs stretching into the open ocean. Until the mid-1950s it had supported a small, indigenous population of Ilois, Creole-speaking descendants of escaped slaves from French Africa and seafaring Indians. The natives had been moved out when Prime Minister Anthony Eden decided to use their home as a test ground for prototypes of a battlefield nuclear weapon. The program was abandoned a few years later when the British were persuaded to engage in joint UK–US ops, and Great James had become part of the Cold War front line, in everything but name a USAF base. Most of the islets were concreted over and joined by causeways and bridges. A runway two miles long was built to support long-range bombers, and a harbor blasted out of the reef. Silos were sunk and ICBMs pointed well to the north of Afghanistan, targeting military facilities in Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan, then pulled out and scrapped after one of the SALT agreements. B-52s had used the field as a staging post in the Afghan and Iraq wars. Now the island housed the Prisoners of the Action, POTAs, twenty enemy survivors of that nightmare remake of Invasion of the Saucer Men—a lot less funny than the original—which every media outlet in the States had to be dissuaded from calling an alien invasion or a War of the Worlds.


  After fifty years of military rule, Great James was a stark place, miles of flat concrete blinding in tropical sun (Dice’s sunglasses were in the top drawer of the desk in the den of his house in Alexandria), studded with bunkers, laboratories, hangars, junkyards full of rusting vehicles, firing pits, and experimental kit. There was a recreation area, with baseball and basketball and tennis courts, and a miniature golf course. And there was the prison compound: not the facility where the POTAs were kept—those were the former missile silos two miles around the curve of the island—but the place where servicemen and -women accused of crimes against military discipline were penned, along with the 238 cases of severe Great James Syndrome. Neat ranks of open-sided tents were pitched inside a double fence of razor wire, with coils of barbed wire between, guard towers on each corner, and the original guardhouse, a long, low L-shaped building a little like a civilian motel, to one side.


  Private Montori was at the far end of the guardhouse’s jail block, in the only occupied cell. Two MPs in white helmets, both hard-faced women, guarded her door. Chalked on the corridor wall nearby were designs that could have been theorems, a complicated tic-tac-toe variant, or a folk-art mural from a culture Dice didn’t recognize. Though the guards were as stock-still as the redcoats outside Buckingham Palace, Dice saw smudges of chalk on their pressed khakis and wondered if they had been taking turns to add to the design.


  He handed his sidearm to one of the soldier girls and let her see that his slim, leather document case—a graduation present from his mother to “My son, the lawyer”—contained nothing but papers and photographs. Haines gave a nod, and the second MP unlocked the door with a key on a long chain fixed to her belt, stood aside so Dice could step in, then shut the door behind him.


  The prisoner, wearing baggy green coveralls and looking far plainer and much more ordinary than in her infamous photographs, was sitting on her cot, knitting something that was beginning to take the shape of a multicolored squid. She saw Dice’s bars, stood, and saluted.


  He returned the salute and told her to sit down.


  “I already told them I don’t need a lawyer, sir.”


  She was very young and tightly wound, shoulders hunched defensively, hands clutching her knitting to her chest, muscles jumping in her face, but her gaze was hard and defiant.


  Dice leaned against the wall and folded his arms, tried to look as unthreatening as possible, and told the woman, “My name is Franklin Dice, Private Montori. I’m a lawyer, yes, but I’m not your lawyer. I’ve come here to find out what happened, and I was hoping that you and I could have a friendly off-the-record talk.”


  Montori’s expression became even more guarded. “You sound like you’re some kind of cop. Maybe I should see a lawyer after all.”


  Dice gave her his best smile. “It’s a little early for that, Private. Between you and me and the wall, it isn’t even clear that a crime has been committed, let alone whether you should be accused of anything.”


  “Maybe that’s true, sir, but I reckon I’m definitely under arrest.”


  “As I understand it, you’re under observation. What we have to do right now is work out where we go from here. But I can only do that if you help me.”


  “Begging your pardon, sir, but they aren’t going to let me go anywhere,” Montori said with flat finality, and started clacking her needles again without taking her gaze from Dice’s face. Five balls of different-colored wool were being worked together, around strips of foil from candy wrappers.


  Dice wondered if she was trying to improve on Wing Co Brown’s design for protective headgear.


  Private Christine Montori. Chris Montori.


  This month, she was one of the most famous faces on the planet. And not in a bubbly, trivial Britney Spears sort of way.


  She was from one of those mountain places in flyover country where “this girl’s army” had seemed a better career path than getting married to one of her cousins and dropping a bunch of two-headed babies before she was old enough to vote. A week ago, no one born outside the county had heard of her hometown. Now it was under siege by the world’s media, and her fellow citizens had declared that they were behind her 100 percent. Their pastor had just hosted a celebratory Klan-style burning of X-Files DVD box sets and L. Ron Hubbard books, and there was talk of a march on the White House to protest the witch hunt against their fairest daughter for something that as far as they were concerned wasn’t a crime at all, and her unconstitutional incarceration on a rock halfway around the world.


  That something was torture of the enemy. Or at least, accessory to torture.


  What Private Christine Montori had done was pose for pictures next to one of the Prisoners of the Action, smiling as if she’d just been elected Gangbang Queen at the County Fair. Although it was still classified information, journalists had begun to catch on that it was almost impossible to get a good image of the POTAs on anything that relied on pixels rather than silver nitrate or color-dye film stock. Everything electronic, from a cellular phone to a top-of-the-line DV camera, pictured the Prisoners of the Action as nothing more than grayish blurs, ghosts. Christine Montori was just plain unlucky that her still-unidentified partner in crime, snapping away with a cheap disposable camera that used good old-fashioned Kodak film, had come up with clear, pristine, funny-yet-terrifying images of one of the alien invaders. She was unluckier still that, despite standing orders against passing any images of anything at all on Great James to civilians, the camera had been smuggled off the island to a journalist who’d turned it into the biggest scoop since the Zapruder movie.


  The iconic photograph showed Christine Montori in combat fatigue pants and cap, bare-chested, tummy sucked in, tits stuck out, with guns in both hands, one aimed at the ceiling, one pointed at the smallest and topmost of the POTA’s three spheres that was all too easy to call a head. Her black bra was wound around the head-lump like a cartoon baby’s bonnet. Below it, three filmy apertures that weren’t eyes were wide open, surrounded by cilia as erect as mascaraed lashes, seeming to stare in terror and panic. There were greasy holes in its bubbly torso, with vivid purple interiors. Dice understood all the Prisoners had them, but anyone who didn’t know would assume they were wounds.


  The POTA did have an actual wound, in fact, but that was hard to make out from the pictures that flashed around the world. Thoughtfully, the unknown snapper had taken detail shots and, a subpoena later, they were in the folder Dice had been given in DC. Below the three apertures that weren’t eyes was a larger, triangular aperture that wasn’t a mouth. The POTAs didn’t ingest food in any way their captors had been able to record. The “mouth” was an ovoid cave leading to three peanut-size lumps made of crystalline sections of the single vast molecule from which each POTA was woven. It was theorized, not entirely in a jocular manner, that this ingress might be some kind of sex organ, which raised the horrible probability that the next occupant of this “secure hospital” cell would be some stupid soldier boy who tried to fuck the thing. At least that wasn’t Montori’s kick.


  Until the pictures appeared, none of the geniuses in charge of the POTAs—frustrated at getting nothing useful out of their captives and no doubt suffering from various degrees of Island Fever, their experimental, security, and containment procedures growing increasingly sloppy—seemed to have noticed what had been done. The aperture had been stuffed full of a substance that turned out to be common sea salt, of which Great James had an unlimited supply, and then sewn shut: not with surgical sutures from a medical kit or the kind of regular needle and thread someone like Montori might have access to for uniform repairs, but with thick, black twine.


  Mouth filled with salt, and sewn shut.


  That was horribly familiar. Like every other island where slaves had fetched up, Great James had once incubated its own version of voodoo, though Dice’s working assumption was that the tradition had been reimported by some GI from Louisiana or the Caribbean. Pins in dolls. Teterodotoxin jabs to make mindless slaves. Frenzied dances. Papa Legba, Baron Samedi, and Erzulie Freda. What had been done to the Prisoner was what a voodoo practitioner did to a zombie when it had outlived its usefulness and needed to be put back in the grave again for good.


  So far, only Private Montori had been fingered for the crime, if that was what it was. But she’d had associates. Dice had been sent to find out who they were.


  He unzipped his document case, took a detail blowup from the folder, and held it in front of Montori’s face. “Let’s try a few easy questions, Private. Nothing difficult, nothing you haven’t been asked before. If you can provide answers, I can promise it will do you a great deal of good.”


  She scowled at him, her needles still clacking away.


  Dice said, “You don’t believe me, and I can understand why, but it happens to be true. It’s why I’ve been sent here. I know that what happened wasn’t your idea, that you were tricked into helping out. So how about taking a look at this?”


  The POTA wasn’t in this slice of the image, which included the edge of an observation window. The shutterbug had snapped his own reflection. A dark-skinned male in a white robe and a black top hat, camera and hands covering most of his face.


  Captain McAndrews’s initial investigation had yielded three possible suspects: privates Walter Garrett, Shaq Fuqua, and Tozer Dinkley. All three, like Montori, worked maintenance at the pits where the POTAs were held. All three had been interviewed at length by Captain McAndrews; all three had denied any involvement and produced stand-up alibis.


  Montori didn’t even bother to look at the photo.


  “I respectfully decline to answer, Colonel.”


  “Taken as read, Private. No one wants to rat on their bunkies. But look a little closer and tell me who this is?”


  Behind the photographer, nearly out of frame, was another party. Precisely, the sleeve of another party. White, not fatigue or camo green.


  Montori blinked. Dice knew McAndrews hadn’t shown her this detail because it had emerged only after digital enhancement. He thought she was genuinely surprised. But then she shook her head and clacked her needles a little faster.


  Dice said, “That isn’t one of your bunkies, is it? Could it be one of the scientists? If it is, you see, I can’t help but wonder if you were co-opted into one of their experiments.”


  Montori had jabbed herself with one of her needles. Blood trickled into her knitted squid, soaking through the weave stitch by stitch as if purposefully.


  Her mouth worked; words emerged reluctantly, as if forced out under torture. “I . . . respectfully . . . decline . . .”


  “Was it an experiment, Christine? Or should we call it a ritual?”


  Dice spent another ten minutes trying to cajole her into opening up, but she wouldn’t answer any of his questions and grew more and more agitated, although she never once stopped knitting.


  At last, when he was sure that he had pushed her as far as he could, he told her, “You’re upset, Christine. It isn’t surprising, in the circumstances. What I want you to do now is think about what I just showed you, and think about this: If someone ordered you to do what you did, you aren’t under orders now. I will see you later, we will talk again.” He rapped on the cell door; when the MP opened it, Montori held up her work and stared straight at Sergeant Haines.


  “Six hundred and ninety-four,” she said.


  “Well done,” Haines said, and tossed in a package of cigarettes, which bounced ignored on Montori’s cot.


  Her needles began clacking again. Dice looked at Haines.


  “Stitches since the door was opened,” the sergeant explained, as if this was something that had to be checked and recorded.


  The door was shut and locked; Dice holstered his Beretta.


  “Why is she allowed knitting needles? She could have someone’s eye out with those things. Or her own.”


  “It keeps her calm, sir. She’s under observation, twenty-four seven.”


  “She has a bad case of Island Fever, doesn’t she?”


  “As bad as it gets, sir.”


  “Bring in Garrett, Fuqua, and Dinkley. Put them in individual cells, tell them I’m going to talk to them, and tell them who I am and why I’m here.”


  “You’re aware, sir, that they have already been interrogated?”


  “I’m aware. Bring them in, individual cells, tell ’em who and why, leave them to stew. When you’ve arranged that, you can take me to see the scene of the crime.”


  An officer was waiting outside—a suntanned woman with untidy blond hair, studying the ground to one side of her shoes like a shy teenager trying at once not to attract the attention of a boy she liked while getting a full ogle of him. “Lieutenant Shane, sir,” she said with nervous abruptness and stuck out her hand, as if expecting it to be kissed by Casanova.


  Dice shook her limp, damp paw.


  Haines said, “If Private Montori had a lawyer, sir, it would be Lieutenant Shane.”


  “This is well outside my area of expertise, Colonel,” said Shane.


  “It’s outside anyone’s area of expertise, Lieutenant.”


  “Anne-Louise,” she said, inappropriately. “Most of my cases fall into the she-said-I-could-rape-her or he-was-asking-for-a-broken-head categories. This is, um, out of this world.”


  “Well, we don’t know that, do we, Lieutenant? It comes under what I guess we should call inappropriate speculation. I don’t care whether the POTAs are from Mars or Missouri. All I care about is what was done to one of them here, how it happened, and who did it. Have you talked to Private Montori? Have you advised her to shut up?”


  Lieutenant Shane twisted the toe of one shoe behind the heel of the other. “She won’t talk to anyone.”


  “Is that because she’s crazy or crazy-smart?”


  “It’s all . . . foof,” said Lieutenant Shane, waving her hand butterfly-style, sticking out her lower lip and blowing a directed blast of air up to shift her fringe. Thirty years old going on twelve, staring at him with lovesick puppy eyes. “Foof and folly-faraw.”


  Dice, taken aback, said, “No kidding.”


  After the Action was over, the military took possession of the surviving aggressors. The POTAs. After all, the military had won the war; they were goddamn entitled. No one in the Pentagon was about to admit they were out of their depth. Within a few days, interrogators who’d wasted years learning how to bellow, “Where’s your secret chemical weapon dump?” in seventeen Mideastern and Asian languages were demoted to glorified prison wardens, and Intelligence moved in. Spook debriefers did no better with the Prisoners than anyone else, but took longer about it and used up more electricity.


  After everyone despaired of getting conventional answers out of the POTAs, the White House did what they probably should have done in the first place and called for scientists. Frank-Einsteins and bubblebrains in Colonel-Stock-speak. Of course, since the president and his aides were calling the shots, they didn’t trawl universities for whitecoats who might have the first idea about where to start. Instead, they went straight to the pharm and biotech corporations that had contributed to their campaign funds. If they couldn’t get intel from the POTAs, they might at least stumble across commercial applications that could line the pockets of everyone involved. A little reverse engineering and, who knew, the whole crapshoot might pay for itself with a zero point energy propulsion unit or some other piece of far-future indistinguishable-from-magic technology. Eventually, the sellout scientists from Big Tobacco, Big Oil, Big Pharm, and what no one these days called the Military-Industrial Complex got fed up and brought in resentful, envious, poverty-stricken ex-classmates from the universities who’d been trying to get on Great James ever since it had become the POTAs’ prison. Experts in disciplines with obscure names: xenobiology, cryptozoology. Self-styled geniuses who’d spent years of hermetic study compiling dictionaries of dolphin language or decoding the semiotics of bee-dances. There’d even been a science-fiction writer along for the ride.


  Months passed. A year. The Action subsided into the basement of the nation’s memory and the public’s famously short-term attention span moved on to new distractions: earthquakes, political scandals, movie-star romances and divorces, pop-star pregnancies, the jump-the-shark fourth season of a Fox series. Until the Montori scandal erupted, the whole show had employed just one single, solitary public relations officer, whose job had been to keep the journos drunk, drugged, and fucked back on Diego Garcia, the nearest thing to an R&R facility in the archipelago. The pap pack took tours of picturesque coral reefs and lightly rewrote pdf press releases about “ongoing research,” “flawless security,” and limp human interest stories.


  Meanwhile, a few results from the labor-intensive and horribly expensive studies trickled in. The POTAs were found to be each woven from a single molecule of triple-stranded buckyball tougher than diamond, doped with heavy metals, and bristling with catalytic sites. They secreted, or excreted, impacted crystalline versions of the same molecule, spindly shards that bonded to anything, be it stone or flesh, worked in so deep they could not be removed. There had been many casualties among those who had encountered the Prisoners after they had crashed. These crystals might be shit or might be babies. No one knew. Like viruses, it was hard to tell if the Prisoners were organic or inorganic, live or dead. When one was sliced up by an X-ray laser, every piece remained active and wriggling, like so many lizards’ tails; allowed to reunite, they fused into a single ball that gradually resumed the correct shape, three spheres of diminishing size balanced one on top of the other.


  Similar experiments suggested that nothing short of the ground zero of a nuclear explosion could destroy the Prisoners: Kinetic weapons sliced through them with no effect; they deflected the shock waves of explosions, withstood vacuum or Mariana Trench pressures, immersion in liquid helium or molten lead. And they were all linked in some undetermined way. Hurt one, and the rest reacted in identical fashion, like the twins in The Corsican Brothers or—and this struck sparks—the victim of the curse and the doll into which voodoo pins were stuck.


  Most research quickly foundered in a quicksand of theory and countertheory. It wasn’t even a given that the Prisoners, prized wriggling out of the jagged wrecks of their croissant-shaped shells like the soft parts of so many limpets, were the actual enemy. They could as easily be engines, hood ornaments, or Pet Rocks.


  The shells were on Great James, too, baffling a whole other crew of aerospace grant-guzzlers and naval aviation boys. Whether or not the POTAs were the pilots, the shells were destructive—after the attack on Washington, DC, Dice had seen slices cut out of national monuments to prove it, and row after row of dead people with crystal shrapnel shot through them—but if they followed any battle plan or system, it was hard to tell. Their formations had moved fast and cut random swaths through cities, but they might as easily have been mowing a lawn as fighting a war, rearranging the world to suit some arbitrary aesthetic impulse. Plenty of folk would disagree, especially those with crystal working through their bodies like cancer. Plenty of folk said it didn’t matter whether the POTAs were culpable or not; they should be put down just to be on the safe side.


  Meanwhile, on this remote base protected by half the Pacific Fleet, the two research teams that studied either the POTAs or their shells worked away to not much point. They’d gotten up softball teams that played each other on weekends, but otherwise they had no contact, and jealously guarded their theories from each other. Dice suspected each camp liked to dribble hints of far-reaching results to the other, just to keep up the buzz of envy and resentment. The supposed nerds in the silos regularly thrashed the flight-specialist fighter jocks at softball, which did little for the free and fair exchange of scientific information.


  The Pentagon didn’t much mind. The POTAs were contained and the pretense that useful work was being done could be kept up forever. It seemed unlikely that any of their deep secrets would easily be uncovered: where they came from, whether they were a failed one-off attack or a first wave, whether or not they were intelligent. Great James was a profitable boondoggle, a pump-primer for funds that could be siphoned off and used elsewhere.


  And then came the first recorded case of Great James Syndrome.


  The POTAs were kept in missile pits, and despite the five-hundred-ton concrete and steel caps, their escape-artist potential was an endless source of worry. As long as they were safely contained, it didn’t matter if anyone ever found out anything useful. But if even one escaped, everyone in the Pentagon down to the ten-man team that kept the Coke machines refilled could kiss their fat service pensions good-bye. The POTAs couldn’t be caged; they oozed between bars or mesh like tar. The missile pits were a good short-term solution, but there was a strong possibility that sooner or later one of the POTAs would squeeze through a crack or crevice. And then an NCO with too much time on his hands invented a shackle that fitted and restrained their blobby bodies.


  Corporal Flavors was a farmboy from Ohio with an education that had ended at high school and no particular aptitude for mathematics until, after a few days’ guard duty at the pits, his mind kinked in an unexpected direction and he hit on an unexpected principle of knot theory as basic as the wheel. Suddenly, commercial and military applications were back on the menu. In the army, one school of thought had it that a patent on the Flavors Lock could bring in more money than the invention of milk cartons (Corporal Flavors hadn’t even considered patenting his doohickey, and a squadron of lawyers decided that the army could lay claim to it because it was invented on army time, with army matériel). More cautious souls pointed out that it could cause major, unpredictable, seismic shifts in national security, not to mention the global economy. After all, anyone with five pieces of metal, a drill, and some wire could whip up a Flavors Lock in twenty minutes and turn an ordinary safe into Fort Knox. And while the army was trying to decide whether to patent the doohickey and declare financial independence from the federal government, or melt every known Flavors Lock and drop the corporal into the ocean, Great James was seized by an unprecedented outbreak of creativity as more and more of its personnel succumbed to Island Fever.


  Pretty soon, the Flavors Lock was just the first entry in a bulging catalog of one-off wonders, fruits of misapplied, unfathomable genius, and neat gadgets that could change the world if only someone could figure out how to duplicate them. Squads of scientists had been driven crazy, trying and failing. Senator Jubilee Bliss had a cunning plan to change all of that.


  “Poppin’ a cap in mah bitch’s head, bitch talk back—the bitch be dead!”


  The surveillance center rattled with the aggressive thump of rap music, fed through an open-air Tannoy rigged up to blast back at the small white civilian who was chanting along with the words, squirming around in his swivel chair as if competing in the Special Hip-Hop Olympics.


  When he caught sight of Dice and Haines in the doorway, between the two armed guards (one wore a homemade hat, presumably courtesy of Wing Commander Brown), the man shut off his sound system, made a devil’s-horn shape with his fingers, and said, “Whassup, mah niggas?”


  He wore a silver band tied around his forehead, but Dice assumed he wasn’t a true fan of Christian girl-rock.


  Haines made introductions. “Dr. Susal, Colonel Dice. Colonel, this is Dr. Susal from the Californian Institute for the Search for Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence.”


  Dr. Susal grinned more widely than seemed necessary. “Deedydoody. Scanning the deeps for ping-pings, West Coast styling.”


  Dice wondered if torturing the prisoner hadn’t been displacement activity by people who would rather have been torturing Dr. Susal. Of course, the Einstein’s ownership of a white lab coat put him in the ring as a suspect, too. Him, and a round hundred scientists and engineers.


  “They aren’t Extra-Terrestrial Intelligences,” said the other whitecoat in the room—a slim Asian woman who had taken off her airport runway ear defenders when the rap cut out. “At least, not in any accepted sense of the term.”


  “Moira Wing,” explained Haines.


  Dice wasn’t looking at her, but at the bank of screens behind her.


  There they were.


  On twenty TVs, seen from high angles, the cloudy blurs of POTAs squatted in their pits like so many bee larvae in their cells.


  Haines was telling the room who Dice was and why he was on Great James Island. Dice jerked his attention away from the fuzzy TV pictures to the occupants of the room, cursing his sloppiness—he should have been watching Wing and Susal, looking for telltale twinges and tics when his identity was revealed.


  “Here,” said Wing. “This’ll give you a better idea.”


  She stepped over to a freestanding control panel, tapped out a code. A section of the wall rolled up. Beyond was thick, one-way leaded glass (the proverbial reflective surface in the pit) and a view down into Silo Three, current home of the alleged victim.


  Dr. Susal swiveled away, complaining. He didn’t want to look at the prisoner.


  “We had it installed so VIPs could eyeball the Prisoners,” said Wing. “It’s too dangerous to enter the pits unsupervised, and the surveillance cameras . . . Well, it’s like looking at the moon through fog with a Christmas cracker magnifying glass. It cost thirty million dollars to cut away a section of blastproof reinforced concrete and install it, so I hope you enjoy the view.”


  She had a definite accent, and sounded coolly amused.


  Dice stepped up to the glass. He had read the reports, seen the photographs, but this was up close and personal.


  The window was halfway up the side of the pit. Twenty feet below, the POTA, hobbled by its Flavors Lock, squatted at the bottom of the stark, floodlit pit.


  It consisted of three spheres arranged like the snowmen Dice had built as a boy—skirt, torso, head. Its skin was silk-smooth and a uniform deep, dark blue. There were tendrils, especially on the top and bottom spheres, which had once attached to the interior of their shell-ships.


  “I’ll bust a cap in its ass for you, homes,” Susal said, and scooted across the surveillance room in his swivel chair to a computer, typing in a command.


  A robot arm attached halfway up the smooth cylindrical wall of the pit came to life and extended mantis-fashion, lowering toward the POTA. Pincers tipped with ceramic and copper spikes opened wide, spanning either side of the POTA’s topmost sphere. Susal typed another command: Arcs of lightning flashed, throwing stark shadows across the pit. The POTA deformed, its head-sphere flattening to a thick disk as if ducking away from the pincers.


  Dice stepped backward, feeling as if he’d been punched in the stomach. Susal cackled. “Two thousand volts of zap and the cocksucker barely twitches.”


  “The usual reaction, nothing unexpected,” Dr. Wing said, tapping with a forefinger a computer flatscreen that displayed dozens of EEG-style lines, all spiking in various ways at the same point.


  Susal pulled down a microphone and said into it, “Oh six twenty-one oh seven, fourteen oh six, GMT. Experiment number seven eight five two one, standard demonstration run, two thousand volts, one-second duration. Standard defensive reaction, no deviation.” He tapped at the keyboard and turned to face Dice as beyond the heavy glass window, the arm retracted upward. “I can pepper its hide with a heavy machine gun if you want. VIPs love that. And we’ve got a chain saw and a leather mask somewhere—could tape you an alien snuff movie, make a fortune on pirate DVD.”


  “I’ll pass,” Dice said, watching the POTA’s head-sphere slowly resume its shape. It reminded him of a tortoise cautiously reextending its head after a fright.


  “Fair enough. It don’t snuff properly anyway.”


  Dice felt nauseated and was trying not to show it. It wasn’t so much what had been done to the POTA, though that was bad enough, but the scientists’ casual brutalization of whatever it was they had hold of.


  He said, “It changed shape. Can it move around at all?”


  “Not while restrained,” Wing said. “But take off the Flavors Lock and the subject can move around very readily. They bounce by elastically deforming on their lower sphere. Remember Space Hoppers? It looks something like that.”


  Dice was surprised Wing remembered the 1970s toy. He would have thought she was younger.


  She said, “Before the Flavors Lock, the POTAs would sometimes keep on bouncing for hours, picking up momentum, careening off all the walls . . .”


  “Trying to escape?”


  Wing shrugged. “The movement could be play, fury, a symphony, death throes that last a hundred years, or it could be absolutely meaningless. After one was cut up, the fragments were still able to move in synchrony. The thing I find rather disturbing is that they don’t make any noise, moving or still. In fact, they absorb sound waves, like baffles . . .”


  “Is why I crank up mah boom box,” explained Dr. Susal.


  “They can act individually, but if put together in a smallish space they synchronize—each moving exactly like another,” said Wing, coming to stand beside Dice. “Pick one up and toss it against a wall, and the others will go, too, like a game of Simon Says. This casts some light on what was called their ‘attack formation.’ They may not be individuals, but cells of a larger entity—in which case, it is possible that only a small part of the whole thing is in captivity.”


  “And people say they’re not aliens.”


  “Not me, Colonel Dice,” said Wing. “These are aliens, in the sense of not being like anything that’s ever been measured before. What we don’t know is where they’re from. Outer space, the deep past or the far future, some kind of parallel universe . . .”


  “Something way weirder than alternate histories where Spain didn’t sign the Treaty of Utrecht and everyone in America speaks Hebrew,” footnoted Susal. “It’s a definite maybe far-from-probable pinhole of possibility. Then again, the blue niggas could have come from Fairyland, Cyberspace, or Ronald McDonald’s big fat clown ass.”


  As far as Dice was concerned, the Hollow Earth and Santa’s Workshop theories were just as likely—the enemy’s point of origin was unknown, but its craft were first logged over Greenland, heading south, moving fast. Textbook UFOs, if not flying saucers.


  They did a lot of damage, but were taken down like skeet.


  Now the War Crimes Commission in the Hague and cabals of fromage-gobbling surrender monkeys in the UN were arguing that as losers in the Action, as prisoners of war, the POTAs had the right not to be treated as lab rats. It was a violation of their inalienable if nonhuman rights to be shackled witnesses while pages were torn out of Dianetics and stuffed in piss-filled buckets (where had the idea that the POTAs were Scientologists come from?) or brassieres tied around their smallest spheres or guns stuck where their earholes would have been if they had or wanted or needed ears. Or have handfuls of salt sewn into their bodies.


  Dice turned his back on the huge glass window and the big blue entity behind it, and opened his folder. As briskly as he could, he led Wing and Susal through a list of questions. Thanks to McAndrews’s report, he already knew the answers, but he’d been trained in Neuro-Linguistic Programming and paid careful attention to Wing’s and Susal’s body and eye movements, signifiers of their mental states, as they responded to his interrogation.


  Telling him that yes, the POTA in Pit Three, behind the glass, was the very same POTA that had been tortured/humiliated by monster-lover Montori and her merry crew. That the only way into the pit was via a platform and stairs halfway up the wall, or the slab of armored concrete that capped it. That hatchway could be accessed via a side corridor in the surveillance center. The other pits could be accessed only via inspection hatches sealed with locks that could be opened only by turning two different keys at the same time, plus a separate keypad-activated set of electronic bolts. The pits were connected by a system that had delivered fresh water from a central source to the sprayheads that had cooled missiles during static firing tests, but that was completely flooded and accessible only by someone wearing scuba gear.


  Dice said, “You maintain round-the-clock surveillance? This room is always manned?”


  One of the screens blinked off for a few seconds, came back on.


  “Righteous, my brutha,” said Dr. Susal, eyes wide with fake innocence.


  “I’ll take that as a yes. So, how come no one was looking when Private Montori was posing for Playmate of the Month?”


  “I’ll let my colleague, Professor Dr. Wing, take that question,” said Dr. Susal.


  Dice looked at the woman.


  “There were errors in the early days of the program,” she said in measured, controlled tones. “They will not be repeated.”


  “What kind of errors?”


  “Human errors.”


  Dr. Wing was looking at Dice with the calm, slightly bored expression of an expert poker player who could be holding a pair of deuces or a full flush.


  Dice said, “People got access to one of your prisoners and spent a lot of time doing weird stuff to it. Specifically, to the Prisoner on the other side of this sheet of glass. Did someone fall asleep? Were they absent from their station?”


  “Sometimes people get distracted,” Dr. Wing said.


  “Or they were bribed. Or they were in on the deal. I’d like to take a look at your duty sheets.”


  “You’re welcome to interview the guards, of course. Unfortunately, several have succumbed to Island Fever since the . . . incident. You’ll have to work hard to get sense out of them.”


  Wing’s expression didn’t change, but her steady gaze, never looking up or to the side, suggested to Dice that she was lying or stonewalling rather than drawing upon her memory. Hook her up to a lie detector? No, she was the ultra-controlled type who could claim to have shot Lincoln, Kennedy, and J. R. Ewing without making the pens twitch. Dr. Susal was a better bet, if he could get past the man’s shuck and jive.


  Dice stepped up to the little man and said, “You keep video cameras permanently trained on the Prisoners and on the entrances to their pits.”


  “Twenty-four seven,” Dr. Susal said.


  “So why is there no video record of the little party that Private Montori and her associates had themselves in the pit?”


  “We fucked up, my man,” Dr. Susal said.


  “A glitch,” Dr. Wing said.


  “According to Captain McAndrews’s report, someone switched off the cameras,” Dice said. “Who has access to the controls?”


  “I’m the man, man,” Dr. Susal said. “So is my bitch.”


  “No one else?”


  “Anyone who can fuck with my computers,” Dr. Susal said. “You know why we don’t have Internet access on this rock anymore?”


  Dice knew. In the past month, Great James had become the major source of computer viruses, worms, and Internet spam. One particular spam message, the so-called Illuminatus Penis Extension Offer, had driven more than eight thousand recipients into apparently permanent psychosis.


  “I believe that he knows the veiled import of your question,” said Dr. Wing.


  “Of course he knows. He’s the Man. The Man always knows. Hey, take a lookee here,” Dr. Susal said, spinning around in his chair and scooting it across the floor to a bank of monitors labeled INTERNAL SECURITY. “It’s the big white chief, come to preach at us poor bone-chewin’ natives.”


  “Senator Bliss,” Sergeant Haines said. “He demanded a full tour of the facility.”


  “Hail to the Chief,” sang Dr. Susal, “he’s the Chief, he needs some hail-iiing . . . Hail to the Chief, he’s a hail-worthy kind of guy-yyyy.”


  “You’re quite welcome to stay,” Dr. Wing told Dice. “I understand that Senator Bliss has stirringly controversial views vis-à-vis our large blue friends.”


  “I’ve already heard them,” Dice said, and turned for the door.


  Too late. Senator Bliss strolled into the surveillance room ahead of his posse of black-suited aides and Colonel Stock. The base commander had acquired a silver armband. Rose-of-Mary stuck to him like a shadow, elfin in a desert sand camo jumpsuit and a black beret with a diamond cross pinned to its peak, her fierce gaze sweeping past Dice and locking onto the POTA.


  “Mercy me,” she said, her strong, clear voice echoing around the vault of the observation room. “There’s no mistaking that monstrous . . . thing for anything but the handiwork of the Great Satan. Colonel, are you quite sure we’re safe?”


  “I give you my word,” Colonel Stock said indulgently.


  “One of my charities cares for orphans whose parents were horribly slaughtered by the enemy,” Rose-of-Mary said. “They are brought up as good Christian soldiers—they look so sweet in their little uniforms. When I was invited here, I prayed with them, Colonel, on national TV, and pledged to make sure that these filthy things will answer in full for their wickedness. I have brought a vial—”


  “Hush, dear,” Senator Bliss said. “I want to have a word with Colonel Dice.”


  “Yes, Daddy,” Rose-of-Mary said meekly.


  Bliss, two hundred and fifty pounds of political muscle in his two-thousand-dollar gray silk suit, dazzled Dice with his dentistry. “Let me speak plainly, Colonel. I believe you are grossly exceeding your authority by being here. If you have clearance for this facility, you’d better show it to me right now. Colonel Stock, did you give Colonel Dice clearance?”


  “That isn’t up to me, sir,” Colonel Stock said. “Like I told you, this is the preserve of the Frank-Einsteins.”


  “As I told you on the plane, sir,” Dice told Bliss, “I have been given authority by General Rapf, chair of the combined services oversight committee for Great James, to investigate recent shortcomings in security in any manner I see fit.”


  “And as I informed Colonel Dice, Colonel Stock,” Bliss said, his voice a bass purr, “General Rapf will soon be relieved of his responsibility for Great James.”


  “And then we can all go home,” Dice said. “I’m already looking forward to it. But until then, I have a job to do.”


  “Your typical army hack,” Bliss told Stock and his daughter. “Loyal to a fault, the fault being a certain stubbornness. I bet if they told him to paint coal white, he’d give it two coats.”


  Rose-of-Mary giggled dutifully.


  “That’s the army way, sir,” Colonel Stock agreed.


  Senator Bliss said, “Regardless of your status and your duties, Colonel Dice, this is to be a private briefing. So if you don’t mind . . .”


  Aides took a step forward.


  “I’ll need to talk to you again, so don’t leave town,” Dice told the two scientists.


  He was no wiser about who had gained access to the POTA along with Chris Montori, or how they had got in, but despite Susal’s spot of crude torture, his glimpse of the big blue beast at the heart of the mystery had left him feeling both elated and oddly soothed. As he pushed between the aides toward the exit, Rose-of-Mary was saying, “Colonel, I have a vial of water from the holy river Jordan. I would greatly appreciate it if your scientists would study its effect on that monstrous thing . . .”


  Lieutenant Shane was waiting outside the entrance to the brig like a fan hoping for a glimpse of her idol, her face lighting up when Dice climbed out of the Jeep.


  “Sergeant Haines will let you know if anyone is in need of you,” Dice told her.


  “I was hoping that we could have a private conference, Colonel.”


  She’d undone the top three buttons of her fatigues and was suddenly standing too close. She was wearing one of Rose-of-Mary’s silver virginity armbands, perhaps ironically. Dice remembered the thirteen-year-old younger sister of one of his school buddies who’d started sending him scent-doused billets-douxs during his first semester at college, and took pity on the woman.


  “Stand easy, Lieutenant,” he told her. “Until I’ve determined there’s a crime, you don’t have any client.”


  Fortunately, Lieutenant Shane didn’t try to follow him into the cell block. The three suspects had been locked in adjoining cells. Dice studied them through the spyholes and turned to Haines.


  “Walter Garrett is our man. Turn the other two loose, tell Garrett I’ll talk to him in the morning, and keep him under observation.”


  “If that’s what you want, sir.”


  Haines was sulking.


  “How long have you been in the military police, Sergeant?”


  “I’m not in the police, sir. As I told you, I was assigned the position by Colonel Stock after Captain Mac got a full-blown case of Island Fever.”


  “What did you do before that?”


  “I worked in Colonel Stock’s office, sir. I can type using all ten fingers.”


  Dice felt suddenly off balance, realizing that he’d made what could have been a fatal assumption about Haines. From now on, he was going to have to question everything. And he was also going to have to confront Colonel Stanley Stock sooner rather than later.


  He said, “I guess your stint in the typing pool didn’t teach you the difference between a guilty and an innocent man. You put one of each in a cell and leave them, the innocent man frets about what might happen, but the guilty man goes to sleep. See, as far as the guilty man is concerned, the worst has already happened. He’s already done the crime, now he’s been brought in because of it. How can things get any worse? So, nothing else to do, he goes to sleep . . . like Private Walter Garrett.”


  Haines smiled. “You know, sir, I had my suspicions about Garrett.”


  “Because he’s a bunky of Montori.”


  “No, sir. Because he’s from New Orleans.”


  “City of jazz and voodoo. No, they don’t call it that there, do they? They call it hoodoo. Wake Garrett up and tell him I’ll talk to him tomorrow. He’ll probably squeal for a lawyer. If he does, give him Shane. There’s nothing she can do for him that will affect my interrogation. Talking of Shane, is there a back way out of this place? I have the feeling that when she sees me again she’s liable to try something foolish.”


  Dice, thirty-six hours in transit and several time zones away from where he felt he should be, was running on nerves and army coffee. Worried that he might slip up again, he planned to catch some sleep and roust Private Garrett in the wee small hours. Have an intense little conversation with him, then talk to Colonel Stock. What else? Jesus, talk to Captain McAndrews’s doctors. And try to talk to McAndrews, too; a dollar to a doughnut, his Island Fever wasn’t genuine.


  First, a short, refreshing catnap. But when Dice reached his chill little room, he discovered a handwritten note propped on top of the drum-tight blanket of his cot. In a neat, slanting hand it read:


  
    Colonel Stanley X. Stock requests the pleasure of the company of Colonel Franklin Clay Dice at a reception and dinner in honor of Senator Jubilee and Rose-of-Mary Bliss. Officers’ Mess, 6 for 6:30. PS. Please be prompt. PPS. Sidearms to be surrendered at the door.

  


  Dice groaned. It was six ten. He didn’t even have enough time for a cup of coffee.


  In the officers’ mess, a single long table had been laid with white linen, sparkling crystal and silverware, and arrangements of orchids and ferns that must have flown in on the same plane as Dice. Or perhaps there was a garden hidden somewhere on the island. After only a few hours here, he was beginning to believe anything was possible.


  He was seated at the other end of the long table from Colonel Stock and the Bliss Pack. It suited him just fine. He was too tired for small talk, and on the final part of his long journey he’d heard enough from Jubilee Bliss to last him the rest of his life. From the snatches he could hear now, Bliss was still giving Colonel Stock the full benefit of his views about the commercial potential of the POTAs—he was campaigning to privatize the base, bring in civilian research-and-development staff from his brother-in-law’s aerospace company, expose them to the POTAs, and exploit the hell out of the products of their Island Fever dreams. It would be, he’d told Dice several times during the flight, a Factory of Ideas where the Future Would Be Forged.


  To judge by his grim little smile and stiff nods, Colonel Stock appeared to like Bliss’s ideas about the commercial potential of the POTAs as much as Dice had.


  At last, Bliss rose and at some length thanked the Good Lord for the bounty they were about to receive. Dice was afraid his daughter would get up and sing, but they were spared that. Rose-of-Mary’s girl-rock gospel songs tended to revisit and revise Bible stories—she once told Oprah that if the woman caught in adultery had instead been caught coming out of an abortion clinic, Jesus would have cast the first stone Himself. What made it worse was that she had a bell-clear, water-stirring voice and set editorial messages fresh from Klan bed-sheets to tunes that infected the mind for weeks, like a bad case of brain flu.


  Privates with starched white aprons over their pressed fatigues spooned chowder into the bowls of the diners. Dice had just taken his first mouthful when someone slipped into the empty seat to his right. It was the Brit, complete with watch cap, tattered uniform, wild beard, and funky jungle-survivor odor.


  “WC Peter Redcliffe Brown, at your service, sah!” he stage-whispered. “WC, that’s Wing Commander, not Water Closet. Wing Co Brown, RAF. RAF as in Royal Air Force, not raff as associated with riff. Some advice, man-to-man. I wouldn’t touch the soup.”


  Dice thought of the radioactive coconuts. “Is it made from local fish?”


  “Spiced with urine, sah! The good colonel’s men tend to express their disapproval at their posting in, hem hem, basic fashion.”


  Dice set down his spoon. “Stock is that popular, huh?”


  “These, on the other hand, are absolutely delicious.” Wing Co Brown plucked an orchid from an arrangement, bit it in half, and said around the mouthful, “You’re not wearing your hat.”


  “I’m not a hat kind of guy.”


  “Think of your brainbox, old chum. Defenseless against the polluting onslaught of the evil blue peril . . . I hear on the old grapevine that you’ve met our Madonna of the pits, Queen of the POTAs. What do you think of her? Did she tell you anything interesting?”


  “That’s classified, Wing Commander.”


  Brown popped the rest of the orchid into his mouth and chewed with noisy relish. “And what about Susal and Wing? Who do you think is nuttier? Susal puts on quite a minstrel show, but when it comes to craziness I think Wing may have the edge.”


  He smiled when Dice looked at him, showing snaggled teeth stained with purple plant juice.


  Dice said, “I’m trying to work out if either of them is screwier than you. What do you think?”


  “I think you should wear your hat.”


  “I think you and me should have a discreet talk.”


  Brown shot to his feet and said loudly, “You should remember that I’m an officer and a gentleman, sah! I serve Queen and Country, sah, and will never never never kowtow to some colonial upstart!” He thrust his face toward Dice and added in a whisper, “I wouldn’t touch the rest of the nosh, either. You don’t have to be mad to work here, but if you don’t start wearing that hat, you will be!”


  Sergeant Haines came into the mess just as Wing Commander Brown was leaving, the two men tangling in a brief and awkward waltz. After Haines managed to disentangle himself, he crossed the room, face a study of mortification, and requested a private word.


  It was a good point to leave. At the other end of the table, Rose-of-Mary was asking an officer—Dice realized he was the base padre—if she could lead a special service to give thanks for the incarceration of the POTAs and to ask God to lay bare their mysteries.


  “With His help, we will discover their evil empire and mount a crusade against it. Isn’t that right, Daddy?”


  “Absolutely, my dear. And from that victory we’ll forge miraculous new technologies that will help America bring an age of peace and prosperity to the whole world.”


  “Christian age of peace and harmony,” his daughter said.


  Dice wondered whether Rose-of-Mary had been allowed to try out her own brand of voodoo on the POTA in Pit Three. She was a much scarier proposition than her dear daddy.


  Bliss’s motivation for exploiting the POTAs was no more than the usual greed for power and riches that infected most people on Capitol Hill, but Rose-of-Mary had a Joan-of-Arc fixation, and was clearly ready to destroy the whole world if it failed to live up to her own ideals.


  Once they were outside, Haines told Dice, “We’re a prisoner down.”


  Dice thought of Chris Montori’s knitting needles and said, “Suicide?”


  “Much worse than that, sir. Jailbreak.”


  As they drove toward the brig, Haines explained that Walter Garrett had requested an interview with his lawyer. When Private Garrett and Lieutenant Shane had been left alone, the private had overpowered her, gagged her with her panties, and tied her wrists with her bra.


  Dice said, “Why wasn’t he cuffed?”


  “He was, sir. To the table of the interview room.”


  “He overpowered her with just one hand?”


  “Yes, sir. Then he used wire from her bra to unpick the cuff, knocked on the door, squirted her perfume in the eye of the MP who opened it, and made his escape.”


  “Did he take the MP’s sidearm?”


  “No, sir. Sir, I am willing to tender my resignation . . .”


  “You’ll have to talk to Colonel Stock about that, Sergeant, but I doubt that he’ll allow you to get out of your new job so easily. What about Montori?”


  “Still in her cell. Knitting what might be a hat. Four hundred and fifty-eight stitches when I saw her.”


  Dice tried to work out the angles of this latest development, but his jet lag seemed to be getting worse. His thoughts kept sliding away from one another. Beyond a range of flat-topped bunkers, across a blazing expanse of ocean, beneath thin bands of pink and orange cloud, the last sliver of the sun slipped below the horizon. A brief flash of green light embraced half the world, and off around the long curve of the conjoined islets a giant cross appeared, a phantom of golden light that had to be more than three hundred feet high, slowly rotating, the crucified figure blinking on and off.


  It wasn’t Jesus Christ up there. It was the three blue spheres of a POTA.


  Dice laughed, remembering an urban myth about a Japanese store display that celebrated Christmas with a crucified Santa.


  Haines said, “Lieutenant Glass’s work, sir. He lashed it up from a flash memory card, some broken glass, the laser from a CD player, and a couple of Duracell batteries.”


  “The sunset was prettier. How’s the book, by the way? Where are you at?”


  “Page one forty-one line eight, sir.”


  “James Lee Burke is good on sunsets, isn’t he?”


  “All kinds of weather, sir.”


  There was a cautious note in Haines’s voice.


  “A New Orleans writer, I believe.”


  “Are you a fan, sir?”


  “I’m not much of a reader of mysteries. They’re too much like my work, and they unhelpfully raise your expectations. At the end, they all make sense.”


  Lieutenant Shane was waiting for them in the brig’s office. She jumped up and flung herself at Dice, wrapping her arms around his neck and curling one leg up around his thigh. He registered that she definitely wasn’t wearing a bra, and told Haines to give him and the lieutenant a few minutes. Haines discreetly withdrew and Shane burbled into Dice’s neck about the horror of her experience, how frightened she’d been, how glad she was to see him . . . When she had run down, was simply breathing hot and heavy in his ear, he gently disengaged her and pushed her back at arm’s length, met her swoony gaze.


  “Just one question,” he said.


  “Anything.”


  “I think you’d better give me the handcuff key.”


  Shane went for Dice with nails and teeth, trying to knee him in the groin and snatch his Beretta. But he was braced for her attack, and caught one of her wrists, flipped her around, dumped her in a typist’s chair, and cuffed her right wrist to the backrest.


  She glared at him, puffed a strand of hair from her eyes.


  He gave her his best smile. “Ever been to New Orleans, Lieutenant?”


  “I want a lawyer,” she said, suddenly serious.


  “I’m sure you can see the problem there. One of those who-watches-the-watchmen, who-shaves-the-barber things. You are the lawyer, so when you need a lawyer, we have to send out.”


  “You’ll get nothin’ from me, coppa!” she said, snarling like Cagney, and ripped off her silver armband and snapped it at him like a whip.


  Haines came into the room, a couple of MPs at his back and—uh-oh—Colonel Stock behind the MPs, leaning in the doorway and staring at Dice with a cold smile.


  “He raped me,” said Lieutenant Shane, holding up her ruined armband. “The bastard.”


  “Sergeant Haines,” said Dice. “Fetch the base doctor immediately to administer the proper tests and evidentiary swabs.”


  “He tried to rape me,” revised Shane and sat back, artfully arranging her torn uniform, showing off her recent bruises. Haines looked at Stock and Stock smiled at Dice, who only now noticed the nail marks on his hands.


  “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” he said, exasperated.


  Stock moved in for the kill, his voice calm and controlled and as cold as his smile. “Colonel Dice, you’re under arrest. Surrender your sidearm to Sergeant Haines.”


  This was a good deal older than the Flavors Lock, and probably as difficult to escape from. Dice pulled his gun and put it on the table.


  “Please yourself.”


  Haines took it. One MP uncuffed Lieutenant Shane; the other moved toward Dice, bracelets at the ready.


  Dice ignored him and told Stock, “I’ll come quietly.”


  The MP paused. Colonel Stock nodded and said, “Take the rapist son of a bitch to the cells.”


  “Thank you for a lovely evening, Colonel darlin’,” Lieutenant Shane twinkled. “I’d offer my services as a lawyer but, la-di-da, conflict of interest.”


  Dice tried to think of a devastating retort but came up empty. He was suddenly so goddamn tired—shock, jet lag—that a spell in a nice quiet, cozy cell seemed welcoming. He let Haines and the MPs walk him down the corridor, through the barred door to the cell block. Two new guards were on duty outside Montori’s cell. The chalk design had spread to the ceiling.


  As one of the MPs unlocked the door of the cell opposite Montori’s, Dice said, “Was this Stock’s idea or the senator’s? Or maybe doctors Wing and Susal set this up.”


  “A serious charge has been brought,” Haines said stiffly. “It is my duty to see things done by the book. After what recently happened, we can’t be seen to get sloppy about this sort of business. I’m sure you understand.”


  One of the MPs asked him for his belt, tie, and bootlaces, and Dice held out his arms as the man stripped him of possible aids to suicide, looking at Haines, saying, “Couldn’t I have knitting needles? I’ll let you count the stitches.”


  Haines’s lips twitched, and a tiny giggle escaped.


  “Good night, sir.”


  The cell was only a little smaller than his room back in the officers’ quarters, and every bit as cold. The door slammed shut. The lock thumped.


  The cot seemed child-size. When Dice put his head on the pillow, his knees dangled over the end, and he realized he hadn’t taken off his boots. He sat up, trying to reach his feet, then fell back, dazed. He was starved, too, and his last thought before unconsciousness was that he should have had more than a spoonful of soup for dinner—an orchid would have made a nice amuse-bouche.


  He had blue dreams.


  It was an old one—he was back in basic, drill instructor’s endless shout invading his skull, every bone and muscle aching, drawing punishment details from latrine digging through potato peeling to corpse retrieval. Senator Bliss was in his squad, sounding off about economic benefits as crystal armor-plate grew under his skin, distorting his face, swelling his uniform. Rose-of-Mary Bliss was singing “You’re in the Army Now,” accompanied by the Great James Island band with their mutant bugles and steel voodoo drums.


  Then it was the Action, and he was in DC, frozen in a crowd as a whizzing shape, whirling like a child’s top, swooped, scattering shards. Dice ignored flak as it passed through stone buildings and soft people like a buzzsaw through balsa wood. Everyone around him was dead or had run off, but he had to stand still.


  The flying shell hovered in front of him.


  It was weathered, deeply striated, with coral edges as sharp as razors. It had apertures like facial features, opening and closing with faint wet sounds. Spiny, multijointed limbs emerged, probes or Waldos reaching for him, drill-bit appendages homing in on his forehead, where he knew blue dots wavered as guide marks for incisions.


  “You should wear your hat,” said the alien, with Wing Co Brown’s voice. “A fella’s not dressed without the old titfer.”


  Dice was awake, staring up at a fluorescent circle buzzing behind steel bars high in a wall gouged and scratched with soldiers’ graffiti.


  The bit about the long insect legs with drills was his imagination. As far as he knew, no such appendages had been observed during the Action.


  His heart still hammered. He was covered in cooling sweat.


  Something was making a faint clack-clack-clack, as regular as a clock.


  Chris Montori’s knitting needles, in the cell across the corridor.


  Dice sat up. His head felt as swollen and light as a balloon, bobbing on the end of his neck when he stood and slid back the iron cover in the cell door’s little barred judas. The two MPs had their backs to him, engrossed in adding detail to the edges of the design spread from floor to ceiling on either side of the door of the cell across the corridor. When Dice called out to Montori, one of the MPs glanced at him over her shoulder. She had several different-colored chalks stuck between her teeth. After a moment she shrugged, and went back to her work.


  Clack clack clack—the needles.


  Dice said, “Private Montori. A word, please.”


  “Is that you, Colonel Dice, sir? I’m pretty busy.”


  “So I see. That’s some design.”


  “I always liked to knit when I was little, sir. Momma said I had a gift for it.”


  “You have a gift for drawing, too.”


  Dice was certain that the MPs had caught Montori’s particular strain of Island Fever.


  Montori’s voice said, “I guess. But girls like me, we don’t get to go to college and study on art. We flip burgers, waitress at the Dairy Queen, make babies, or join the army.”


  “You won’t ever have to flip burgers or wait tables, Chris. You’re too famous for that now. There’s already a Movie of the Week in the works.”


  “You old sweet-talker you.”


  “Talking is what I do, all right. What I want to talk about right now is the situation we’re both in. How about helping me out, Private? How about asking one of your apprentices to unlock my door. It’ll only take a few seconds, and I promise I’ll leave you all be. You can knit and draw, whatever else you want, to your heart’s content.”


  “Can’t do that, Colonel, sir.”


  The needles’ pace picked up. Clackclackclack.


  “You don’t have to be afraid of anyone, Christine. I’ll make sure of that.”


  Dice meant it. He was certain that Chris Montori was no more than a stooge. A magician’s box-jumper. The girl who held the man’s cape, smiled big-time, and made graceful poses while he pulled live doves from a handkerchief.


  Clackclackclack. After a long moment, Montori said, “What about the Blues?”


  “The Blues?”


  “The poor puppies in the pits.”


  “Whatever’s planned for the Prisoners, I want to stop it.”


  Clack-clack-clack, the pace slowing now. Dice hoped it meant that he had her attention.


  “The Prisoners are just like you, Chris. Recruits. Grunts. Victims of their circumstances. They were left behind while the ones who gave them their orders got away.”


  Clack-clack-clack. Montori said, her voice querulous, “How do I know you’re not funnin’ me?”


  “I had a dream just now. About the Action, and about me.”


  “Yeah. I have dreams about the Blues, too. Everyone does, on the island, all the time. But ever since . . . well, you know what, mine have been different.”


  “You want to help them now.”


  “I want to, but I can’t. I can’t face them again.” Clack-clack-clack. “If I get you out, will you do right by them?”


  “By you and by them, Chris.”


  “All right,” she said, and one of the MPs turned away from the intricate design and lifted a ring of keys from her belt, unlocked Dice’s door.


  He walked out of the door in his loose, unlaced boots. He was about to thank Christine Montori when the end of the corridor collapsed in a soundless blast of dust and grit.


  Someone stepped through.


  Wing Commander Brown.


  The Wing Co slapped dust from his tattered blue uniform. He was wearing his black watch cap, and carried in the crook of one arm what looked at first sight like a baby tuba. No, it was a conch shell, ornamented with crystal. He seemed painted with woad, blue lines in a grid fashion, outlining his skull. The lines were pulsing. It must be some sort of optical illusion.


  Dice wondered why he felt so calm. The first symptom of GJS was refusal to admit the infection. So surely it couldn’t be anything to do with Island Fever.


  The two MPs were working at their design—Chris Montori’s design—as if nothing had happened.


  “This is just your size,” Brown said, and slid a watch cap over Dice’s head. The foil lining scraped his scalp. Brown stepped back, studied Dice’s face.


  “Starting to see things more clearly, aren’t we? It’s not just the Prisoners that were getting to your brain waves, old mate. There’ve been many other emissions and transmissions and whatever. You’re free of them now, and a spot of the old potential is sparking in the noggin. You’ll be doing sums backward in your sleep, I’ll be bound.”


  The blue grid on Brown’s face was fading now.


  “Time for a stroll? It’s nearly dawn. You know how the song goes, ‘Beyond the Blue Horizon . . .’ ”


  “ ‘There’s a rising sun’ ?”


  “That’s the ticket. Sun-a-rise, she bring in de morning. Oh, by the way, here’s a pair of bootlaces, and a belt. Thought you might need them. The only ties I’ve got are my regimental colors. As a heathen Yankee you’re not entitled to wear them, so you’ll hae to dae withaet, as the Scotchman sayeth. Hope that’s not too big a disappointment.”


  Dice laced his boots and belted his pants.


  Brown led him through the neat hole punched in the wall of the cell block.


  The song had it right. There it was: a rich, electric-blue horizon, shading to purple-black, with a star canopy brighter than a city dweller could dream. Dice looked up, seeing the sky in a literal new light, transfixed like the first hominids by the join-the-dots pictures of the constellations.


  “Our friends aren’t from ‘up there,’ old thing. It would make things easier if they were.”


  Dice adjusted his scratchy cap, and Brown clamped a hand over his head.


  “Naughty-naughty. Caps must be worn at all times on the quad. Tassels denote prefects, who must be obeyed unto death. Appearance in public without a cap constitutes a Minor Offense and three Minor Offenses are a mandatory DT. Detention, that is, not delirium tremens. Appearance in public with delirium tremens is straight to the Head for six of the best and no argument.”


  Dice tried to focus and saw through the brig wall: Chris Montori sat up in bed, still knitting.


  He had a brief spasm of panic—he had developed X-ray vision!


  He remembered the joke about superheroes he’d made to Haines, and wondered if he could fly.


  Then he saw the rubble and smelled the sharp tang of concrete dust.


  “A little bit FUBAR,” Brown said. “I blew out rather too much wall. Silly me. Your friend promised guides’ honor she’d stay put, so no harm done.”


  The two MPs outside Chris Montori’s cell door were under her spell, but where were the others? There should be sirens, roll calls, deployments, a clampdown, bodyguards piled on Senator Bliss to protect him from assassins.


  “Ah, there’s the clever part, you see,” said Brown, answering a query Dice had not voiced aloud. “Silent explosion. Well, not really silent. It’s just something a friend of mine rigged up out of this bit of old shell.”


  Brown held up the ragged trumpet. Its ridges and flecks of crystal were pulsing with blue light.


  “It takes the bang, and makes it go somewhere else. I daresay some fellers in China got a fright, but they’ll be used to it by now.”


  Montori smiled at them, and snapped off a salute. “Good luck with the Blues, Colonel. I know you’ll do right by them.”


  Brown clucked like a hen. “Come on now, Dice. Don’t dillydally.”


  Dice had been in the Pentagon during the Action, as baffled and panic-stricken as everyone else in the chain of command, from the commander-in-chief to the Newark, New Jersey, dogcatcher. As the swath of invaders cut south toward the border between Canada and the United States, all the alerts reached triple-redball and the president was evacuated from his second-best ranch in Montana to some Cold War–era mine shaft a mile under Kentucky by the Secret Service, where he declared war against the unknown enemy, vowing that they would be smitten utterly. On his live televised address, the president kept referring to the enemy as “analiens,” but ADR retakes fixed up the slip for the taped versions that would go on the public record; the “Analien Invader” speech would go down as one of those “it would have been nice but didn’t really happen” media legends.


  Dice remembered the unholy, guilty, puzzled relief that broke out when the attack on Washington bypassed strategic centers of government and military command. Instead, the UFOs cut up a few tourist sites and directed their greatest force at an area of low-income, predominantly African American housing that senators a lot less reactionary than Jubilee Bliss tended to label a crime-ridden ghetto. Earth’s first victory over the hostiles was actually scored by a posse of incredibly tooled-up drug-slingers who had somehow kept a stash of RPGs in reserve against anyone trying to claim their territory. They weren’t on the official history, either—two of their three hits had been on flying terrors; the other had taken out a school bus.


  After gearing up for a response against a purposeful, planned attack, it was almost a disappointment when it turned out that the “invaders” acted more like the weather than an army, devastating, impersonal, and not wholly predictable. Deadly shrapnel rained upon underinhabited, unimportant hinterlands as solidly as upon sites of strategic importance and areas with high-density populations. The attack did not even proceed in straight lines or with the prevailing winds, but shifted in a zigzag pattern that metastasized into some sort of fractal before analysts could get their heads around it. Once, half a dozen of the “enemy” deviated several hundred miles just to obliterate an abandoned farmhouse and the surrounding property, leaving unscathed an adjoining military research base, and then heading out to sea to dive-bomb a shoal of squab.


  Like everyone else, Dice watched the Action on television. He was a soldier, but he was also a lawyer. So with a dozen fellow uniformed lawyers, he sat in front of a TV set in a lounge deep in the Pentagon’s hive, watching everything Fox could show, speculating about how the Big Green Machine was going to pull the nation’s ass out of the fire and how many lawsuits for reckless endangerment and property damage they were going to have to deal with when the dust settled.


  As it turned out, except for clearing away the dead and tidying up the wreckage, it was all over by dinnertime. The UFOs were reclassified RFOs—Recognized Flying Objects; although being recognized wasn’t the same as really knowing what they were. By the time the first instant book about the Action was number two in the listings, Dice was in Guam, investigating a drug cartel run by a corrupt chicken-hawk colonel and an enterprising corporal in the motor pool; when the first TV movie about the Action aired on NBC, he’d discovered that the chicken-hawk colonel had powerful friends in places that counted; as Bruckheimer’s movie of the Action entered pre-production, he was given a solo mission to the worst place in the world, to put a Band-Aid on a scandal the army was doing its best to bury.


  And now he was on the front line of a fight for the hearts and minds of creatures that definitely didn’t have hearts, and probably didn’t have minds—certainly not minds as human beings understood them. Here he was, on the back of Wing Commander Brown’s antique bicycle, heading for the island’s recreation area at approximately sixty miles per hour.


  The Wing Co had his feet off the pedals, which whizzed around in a noisy blur, powered by a contraption made from a wire coat hanger and a Duracell battery, another invention of Lieutenant Glass, he of the giant holographic cross.


  Dice sat on the mudguard, hanging on to the Wing Co’s waist. Yelling into his ear, “You got hold of the camera and sent it to the journalist, didn’t you?”


  “Guilty as charged, sah!”


  “This better not be some kind of British plot to take back St. James.”


  “Not in the slightest, old bean. It’s a humanitarian plot to let the world know what’s going on here. God bless the Queen, sah, but Her Government is mostly a frightful shower with their heads so far up your Yankee arses that they can look out through their big fat belly buttons. Call me mad if you must, but I was hoping that your great nation would be shamed into doing the right thing.”


  Dice noted that the Wing Co was dropping his krazy-kat lingo. “You were hoping for a big investigation. Trouble is, the Pentagon doesn’t much care what happens to the POTAs as long as it doesn’t embarrass them. So all you got was me.”


  “I’m sure that if you had enough time, you’d have worked everything out. The conspirators are as cunning as tax inspectors, but also as crazy as coots. Unfortunately, time isn’t on our side.”


  “Why me? Why do you need my help?”


  “If I did this on my own, a British officer taking on the US Army, it would cause an almighty diplomatic stink. Some folk remember who burned down the White House in 1812, and worry that we’d like to do it again. But you’re a lawyer from the Pentagon. It’s your job to conduct internal purges and the like.”


  “Do we have any other allies?”


  “I’ve been handing out my hats, but I only had one roll of special tinfoil. Anyway, not many want to wear them.”


  “The hats really work?”


  “Another of Glass’s doodads. The tinfoil is chemically tinfoil, but Glass worked out a treatment that changed its quantum-mechanical properties. At least, that’s what he said, but he also claims to have glimpsed God’s hinderparts, poor fellow.”


  Brown halted the bicycle, as if at a railroad crossing with a train due. Dice got off, insides still rattled, mind racing.


  “Let’s get to the barracks,” he said. “I can round up some men . . .”


  “They’ll be asleep,” said Brown. “Or worse. That soup had something worse than piddle in it. The super-souped-up soup. Anyone who partook of it will be knocked out for the duration, and it wasn’t only served at the VIP table.”


  Dice had taken only a spoonful, which had been enough to put him under for a couple of hours. A bad feeling rising through the blissful hum in his head, he said, “So it’s just you and me?”


  “More or less, old chap.”


  Dice wondered who was in the cult. Haines and Shane, of course. Chris Montori had been a priestess, but the Blues had got to her. At least one of the scientists was involved.


  “It’s Wing or Susal,” he said. “Or Wing and Susal. How am I doing?”


  “I believe Wing is the inside person,” Brown said. “Susal’s just a lone drummer marching to the beat in his head. Why don’t you ask me who’s really in charge.”


  “Ah, Senator Bliss?”


  Brown giggled. “Wrong end of the stick, dear boy. Bliss is blissed out on soup, snoozing with his sidekicks. Didn’t you notice who was only pretending to spoon soup into his gob? The guilty party is . . . aargh, they got me!”


  Dice stopped breathing as Brown’s eyes bugged out as if a dagger had just thunked between his shoulder blades. Then the Britisher rattled on again.


  “Sorry: ill-judged attempt at comic relief. Won’t happen again. I’ll just come plain out and say that it’s Colonel Stock. He’s Head Man in the Cult of Conspiracy. He’s the Butler What Did It.”


  Dice couldn’t quite see it.


  “Stock wants to turn the POTAs into zombies?” he asked.


  “Oh no,” said Brown, giggling again. “He doesn’t want to turn them into zombies. He believes they are zombies, controlled by some insidious higher power. Gods of the Outer Darkness or some such. Stock spent a year in Haiti at the end of the last century, part of the peacekeeping force. Picked up some damn funny ideas if you ask me. What he wants to do with his silly ceremony and the salt is kill one of the Prisoners and draw down that higher power, so he can get something from it. Don’t ask me what. He’s bonkers.”


  That rang some dissonant bells.


  “In voodoo, priests invite possession by spirits called loas,” Dice said. “It’s not Western demonic possession; it’s as much caging the force inside you as it is being controlled by it. The priest takes on aspects of the loa’s power, beefs up with its juice. That’ll be what Stock wants. Powerful Juice. Not surprising, really. He’s got as far as he can in the army, and they aren’t going to bump him up farther than Great James. His job here is just to make sure there’s enough toilet paper and shoo away journos. The Frank-Einsteins get to issue all the orders that count. If you can’t get a promotion or a medal or anything approaching respect, you swallow an almighty loa and become Lord of the Earth. In theory. Of course, there’s no danger of it actually working.”


  As he said it, he wondered if he believed it. Admittedly, it was unlikely that Stock would come out of this as Brother Voodoo on Steroids. But with the Blues in the equation, who knew what might happen?


  “How do you know all this voodoo gubbins?” asked Brown.


  “The Internet. And the Library of Congress. Us army lawyers don’t have much else to do but research. I boned up on it before I came here.”


  Brown was distracted for a moment, as if he heard something. Dawn light was gathering, and new day’s hammer of heat banging down. Then the Brit was in focus again, in pre-mission briefing mode.


  “You’ve no objection to going after a commanding officer?” he asked.


  “Stock isn’t my CO,” Dice said. “He doesn’t even outrank me. But I underestimated him. I thought he was a brokeback scared of losing face, and it turns out he’s a fighting soldier. Trouble is, he’s chosen his own war. And he’s got Island Fever. One of the worst cases, I imagine. He has to be stopped, before he does any more damage.”


  “Aye-aye, sir,” said Brown, saluting.


  “I have to warn you, this isn’t a Free Willy scenario. The Prisoners stay in their pits.”


  Brown shrugged, accepting the ruling. Dice had a stab of thought—what was Wing Co Brown’s real agenda with regard to the POTAs? Inside a day, Dice had gone from writing off the Brit as an arrant loon to accepting him as a reliable witness and a sound adviser. Was that GJS setting in? Had he just joined the Tea Party?


  “One thing I should add,” he said. “I’ve fired off plenty of cutting questions at an enemy, but never a gun.”


  “Me neither, old chum,” Brown said cheerfully. “Bloody, isn’t it?”


  The invisible train had passed. Brown invited Dice to hop back onto the mudguard. He pedaled off again, picking up speed. The missile silos were in the other direction. Was Brown planning to circumnavigate the island and sneak up on them?


  “Hold on to your hat, my boy,” shouted Brown. “We’re going down the rabbit hole.”


  They swooped through a grove of palm trees, braked in a shower of sparks, and climbed off, leaving the bike in the dirt.


  A sign painted around a plywood archway announced the Great James Krazy Golf Course. The archway glowed white; the letters gold. Another sign floated in the air beyond, as pink as a blushing flamingo. DANGER: ORDINARY LAWS OF PHYSICS MAY NOT APPLY. Everything was glowing in vivid colors: the electric-green Astroturf; a clown’s head with gaping mouth and red-carpet tongue; a giant custard-yellow top hat that spun on its brim; a windmill as white as snow. Several soldiers stepping around the revolving cross of the windmill-sails, dark shadows amid the candy-colored dawn-glow, aiming M16s and stainless-steel service automatics, opening fire in a blaze of muzzle-flash.


  Dice didn’t have time to flinch. A clattering rain of bullets dropped out of the air in front of them. The next moment, Brown flourished his shell, and the soldiers flew away into the glowing darkness, smashing into the crude plywood and polystyrene mock-ups of giant boots, armored vehicles, an atom-bomb mushroom cloud, an eight ball hovering with no visible support. One man landed on a red circle painted on one of the Astroturf greens and promptly shot up into the dark air as if launched by a giant spring, landing somewhere behind Dice and Brown with a wet thud.


  “If you don’t watch your step it could happen to you,” Brown said, and grabbed hold of Dice’s arm, hustling him toward the windmill.


  “Someone invented antigravity?”


  “It cancels gravity—more of poor Glass’s tinfoil magic.”


  “And a force field. Those bullets . . .”


  “Their momentum went the same place as the noise of my little explosions. In here,” Brown said, and yanked open a yard-high door in the side of the windmill.


  Dice ducked after him.


  And fell for a long, floating minute through absolute black, Brown’s long scream of delight the only anchor for Dice’s unraveling sanity. Light loomed up, an electric glare suddenly all around him, and he landed on a collapsing pile of cardboard boxes, rolled off them in a cloud of dust, sprawling in dim red light on a concrete floor next to Brown, wind knocked out of him.


  Private Walter Garrett, an unlit cigarillo clamped in the center of his grin, lumpy watch cap pulled over his shaven skull so that its brim was level with his eyebrows, reached down and helped Dice up, saying, “It’s about time.”


  They had somehow landed in a low-ceilinged room full of metal racks crammed with tens of thousands of file folders, cardboard boxes, and plastic-cased CD-ROMs. No sooner was he over the queasiness of a fall through the void than Dice felt a pulsing like hot needles jammed against the fillings in his teeth. It was a sound that hurt, an arrhythmic thrum like the world wobbling on its axis.


  Dice said, “Your Lieutenant Glass did what this time? Tamed a wormhole through other dimensions? Invented teleportation?”


  Brown picked himself up and dusted himself down. “Dug a rabbit hole, so far as I know. It didn’t have an explanation on the packet. Sorry. This is, ah, one of the surveillance center’s document stores. And this, Colonel Dice, is . . .”


  “Private Garrett, I know.”


  “We’ve already met,” Garrett told Brown. “In the brig.”


  The big man was loaded for bear. An M16 slung over his shoulder. Grenades were clipped to bandoliers that crossed his broad chest.


  “No hard feelings for the arrest, I hope,” Dice said.


  “Nope. I owe you for not having me hunted down and shot, which I believe was the general plan after my so-called escape. See, they just opened up the door of my cell and kicked me out. Might as well have painted a target on my back.”


  “What’s your role in this unholy mess?”


  “I’m an accomplished thief,” said Garrett, with pride. “And a jealous ex-boyfriend. I didn’t like it when Chris got picked up by the Voodoo Krewe, so I liberated their camera. When my bunky ditched me to become a Mama-Loa, I’m afraid I got good and pissed and thought the folks back home should see how she looked in her new church. A touch ignoble of me, I admit. Stock’s got himself a new priestess now. Anyway, I gave the camera to my pal here and he got the pictures out. I told him to get them posted on the Internet but he went to the papers.”


  “Fat lot of good that did,” Brown said cheerfully, inspecting his crystal-studded shell. “After all the fuss and bother, what does the army do? It sends a lawyer. No offense, old chap.”


  “None taken. But I thought Garrett shot the pictures.”


  “No way,” Garrett said. “Man who took the pictures, that was Colonel Stock. All blacked up like an old-time minstrel for his voodoo show. Nothing more ridiculous than a white man painted black.”


  The pulse in the air was stronger. A drumming, nearby. There was wailing and chanting mixed in.


  “They’ve started the ritual,” said Dice.


  “You bet,” Garrett said. “I was beginning to think of testing their defenses by dropping a few explosive eggs on their heads. You know, just to see what would happen.”


  “It wouldn’t do any good,” Brown said. “They’re mad, but they aren’t stupid. They’ve made sure that the pit is secure from that kind of attack.”


  “They have a conch shell, too?” asked Dice.


  “Not a shell, but something similar,” Brown said. “It’s a perfect defensive shield against projectile weapons—we’d all be retired from the war business if it got out. So if we do have to go up against them in the pit, I’m rather afraid you Yanks are going to have to forgo the pleasure of your shootie bang-bangs and rely on cunning and good old-fashioned fisticuffs instead.”


  “The hell with cunning.” Garrett pulled a big hunting knife from a scabbard on his belt. “If their strings of garlic won’t protect them against my fists, I reckon I can make good use of this.”


  They snuck out of the document store’s steel hatchway, down a concrete-lined tunnel painted with yellow-and-black chevrons, to a T-junction with the wide passageway that led to the surveillance room Dice had visited earlier.


  As they drew near, the sound of drumming grew louder and louder. Dice briefly wondered if Dr. Susal was the voodoo DJ, mixing hardcore hip-hop into the Haitian rites. When they entered the room, he realized he had done the Frank-Einstein an injustice. Susal was fixed to a swivel chair by duct tape wound around him mummy-wise, face red and bulging around tape that had sealed shut his nose and mouth and suffocated him. Dr. Wing’s baffles were set on his head like huge, furry earphones. The corpse sat in the center of the control room, lit by the dead blue light of monitors and torchlight that danced behind the armored glass window that gave a view down into the pit.


  The torches were fastened to scaffold poles planted in a ring around the big blue blob of the POTA. Half a dozen men stripped to the waist sat cross-legged, pounding tom-tom drums caught between their thighs, the sound transmitted by every speaker in the room. Two of the congregation were white, but blacked up with greasepaint. Colonel Stock and Sergeant Haines were also blacked up and swathed in white bedsheet robes. The colonel wore a top hat with toothlike shards of coral stuck through the brim and held up a long thin knife. Haines held a beheaded chicken by its clawed feet and shook it like a censer, blood from its neck-stump sprinkling everywhere. Anne-Louise Shane, bare to the waist, pale skin painted with symbols from an alien alphabet, shimmied and writhed, slapping a tambourine, making circles around and around the tethered POTA.


  Aside from Lieutenant Shane’s breasts, the whole thing looked as cheesy as a frat-house initiation ceremony in some Midwest agricultural college. Then Colonel Stock, his knife and the right side of his white robe spattered with chicken blood, stalked across the pit and slit open a bulging Hefty bag, revealing a pile of fat crystals that pulsed with poisonous green corpse-light.


  “He’s not using sea salt anymore,” said Brown.


  “What is that? Crystals from a POTA?”


  Brown nodded. “They’ve been irradiated. It’s Haines. He’s become quite the whiz at sums, and developed something akin to Lieutenant Glass’s quantum-mechanical alchemy. It’s amazing what people will tell you if they think you’re barking. He gave me the full lecture. The shell research team has been bombarding crystals with anything that comes to hand, including hazardous waste left over from Anthony Eden’s independent deterrent. Stock traded with the field boys, swapped medical data on the silo team’s softball players’ weaknesses for barrel loads of . . . what does it look like?”


  “Kryptonite?” said Dice. “Red, green, and gold, mixed together.”


  “Kryptonite on crack,” said Garrett.


  “Sewing the stuff inside the prisoner’s apertures,” said Brown, “might well be like priming a warhead with what’s that stuff called? Plasticine? No. Plutonium.”


  The drummers were going crazy. Sergeant Haines bit off the head of a chicken, squirted blood over Lieutenant Shane’s writhing body.


  “Better than the Playboy channel,” said Garrett, grinning around his cigarillo. He pulled a Glock semiautomatic and handed it to Dice. “The colonel posted guards outside the silos, in case anyone missed their supper last night, but didn’t know about the magic-carpet ride. As soon as the shit starts flying, the guards are going to come running. There’s no anti-bullet flypaper in this room. They’ll start shooting, an’ you better shoot back.”


  Dice clicked off the safety, racked the slide to put a round in the chamber. “You mean, ‘You better shoot back, sir.’ ”


  Brown strode across the room, flipped dust covers from a set of panels, closed a set of knife levers. Constellations of multicolored pin-lights lit up.


  “The cooling system still works,” he said. “Pit Three used to be one of the vertical-firing test beds, equipped with sprayheads pumping four thousand gallons of water a minute. Unfortunately for your countryman in the top hat, the drains were sealed when the engineers laid down reinforced concrete floors to turn the silos into cells. Fortunately for us, no one bothered to disconnect all the wires and pipes when the nukes were decommissioned. Never know when you’ll have to batter your ploughshares back into swords. With your permission, Colonel?”


  Beyond the window, down there in the pit, Stock shook blood from another decapitated chicken over the poison-green crystals. Blood boiled as soon as it touched crystal, spitting up thick curls of white smoke. Veins stood out in Stock’s neck; this was a man who expected to become a god within the next ten minutes.


  Dice said, “If you’re going to do it, fly-boy, do it now.”


  Brown pulled his watch cap down over his ears, counted backward from five to zero, and daintily pressed a button.


  In the silo, a hard rain came down.


  Haines took the full force of a jet. It smashed him face-first into the spill of crystals, which immediately transfixed him, burrowing under his skin like angry inchworms. The rest of the cultists were washed this way and that by gushing torrents. The water dump had instantly turned the bottom of the silo into a pool, thigh-deep around the flailing voodooists, then waist-deep, neck-deep. Brown poked at another button: a second rainstorm smashed down. The frothing tide gently lifted the buoyant POTA against the constraint of the Flavor Lock, closing over its head-bump, lapping at the edge of the observation window and climbing higher.


  Currents forced Shane against the window, breasts flattened against the glass, and then unglued her and whirled her away. Stock was dogpaddling, trying to keep his hoodoo hat on his head—without it, he would no longer be an avatar of Baron Samedi, just another fruitcake in a bedsheet. His chances of ascension were waterlogged at the moment, but he still clung to the hope of his reward on Earth.


  Dice kept shifting his eyes between the observation window and the door through which he expected the guards to come. Garrett had positioned Susal’s corpse as a natural target just in front of the door to draw fire, and had flattened himself to one side, the butt of his M16 resting against his hip, knife gripped between his teeth, ready to shoot or stab any intruders.


  The expected charge didn’t come.


  Instead, the guards did the stupidest thing possible—they opened the hatch in the wall of the silo to see what all the shouting and splashing was about, and were washed off their feet by a muscular gush of escaping floodwater.


  Stock, hatless, caught hold of the railing of the observation platform and was glaring at the window, face washed by clashing waves, legs scissor-kicking in foaming water. His mouth opened and closed—he seemed to be shouting. When Dice gave him a cheery wave, Stock pulled a gun from under his robes and fired a couple of rounds at the glass.


  The cultists’ anti-projectile-weapon hoodoo must not have been waterproof. Lead smeared glass tough enough to keep in an unrestrained POTA.


  Brown leaned into a microphone and said gleefully, “Colonel Stock, I’m rather afraid I shall have to ask you to write out ‘It is a severe breach of discipline to discharge a weapon at a fellow officer’ five thousand times and present the lines to your house prefect before lights-out. Failure to comply will be punished disproportionately.”


  Stock raised his pistol to fire again, lost his grip on the railing, and was washed away, floundering around with the rest of his hounfort like mice in a washing machine. They were a spent force.


  “Excuse me,” Garrett said, “but do either of you two officers know the best way to escape from a Flavors Lock?”


  “Don’t worry,” Dice said, “those things can’t drown.”


  Garrett pointed at the window—at the drowned base of the silo. “Not what I meant. Best way to escape, it looks like, is to become something else.”


  The shackled POTA was completely underwater now, half hidden by whirling bubbles and debris but clearly changing shape. Stretching. Growing taller and thinner. With a sudden rush it escaped the eye-bending topology of the Flavors Lock and shot to the surface, sending violent waves splashing back and forth. It was shaped like a coin now, fattened in the center, knife-thin at the edges. Balanced on one edge on top of the water, bobbing up and down, gaining speed, bouncing higher and higher.


  “Oh dear,” said Brown. “Didn’t expect that to happen.”


  Stock looked up at the thing in terror, and then it plunged down and drove him under the water. Dice couldn’t tell whether it was a deliberate aggressive or defensive move or just a random motion.


  On all the banked TV monitors displaying feeds from the other silos, all the POTAs were blurs bouncing off walls in chilling synchrony. The images could have been different angles on one individual.


  “Simon Says,” Dice remembered, aloud.


  The water tanks had been drained; only light showers were dribbling from the sprayheads now. Most of Stock’s followers were alive, clinging to the railing of the observation platform, clambering over it, crawling through the half-flooded hatchway. One of the guards floated facedown. Shane clung around the neck of another as he kicked toward the platform. Stock’s hat sailed around like a busy little boat, bumping into a wash of chicken parts and tom-toms. At the bottom of the half-flooded chamber, what was left of Haines was pegged out like a ragged skin by spikes of crystal that glowed radioactive green through twenty feet of water.


  The POTA was bouncing higher and higher, rebounding from side to side now, hardly ever touching the water, smashing into the cap of their silo. Someone beyond the window fired an assault rifle at the big blue disk, as if that had never been tried before. Bullets spanged off it and smashed chunks from the concrete wall. At least the anti-bullet shield had been washed away.


  Someone was standing in the doorway of the monitoring room; Dice turned and nearly shot Moira Wing.


  She wore a cheongsam and had an orchid behind one ear, still dressed for Colonel Stock’s dinner. She held out her hands to show that they were empty.


  “Aha, the Dragon Lady,” said Brown. “Insidious Eastern temptress.”


  “Actually, I was born in Romford, Essex,” Wing said.


  She stepped around the taped body of her colleague, not giving him a second glance, walked across to her workstation, and studied the spiky traces on screens.


  “You’re not part of the Happy Hounfort, Dr. Wing?” asked Dice.


  “Hounfort?”


  “Voodoo cult.”


  “Oh that. No, not my scene at all.”


  “But the soup didn’t send you to sleep, either.”


  Wing shrugged, more important things on her mind than being implicated or ruled innocent. Dice made a mental note that someone had mockingly put the baffles on Susal after he was mummified, and he remembered who owned the things.


  “This is the behavior I mentioned earlier,” she said, turning to the bank of monitors. “Highly synchronous movement. It’s almost like a dance, isn’t it?”


  “They’re jumping beans,” he said.


  Every time the POTA in the flooded silo hit the water, a mini tsunami broke against the observation window. The thumping pulse of its dance was a continuation of the drumbeat—had it learned the offbeat rhythm, or had Stock had his drummers sync with a pulse set by his big blue zombie? The floor trembled beneath Dice’s feet; hanging light fittings swung to and fro overhead; a standing pattern of waves, target rings, appeared on the surface of the water in the chamber. Dice wondered how much longer the observation window would take the stress, saw with a start that something was growing across the lower edge, brachiate crystals like magnified snowflakes, growing right in front of his eyes.


  Something was growing through the water, too. Jagged kelp extending through twenty feet of water, virulent green light pulsing in time to the pulse of the Prisoners’ dance. Haines’s body was gone, devoured by a holdfast of spines.


  Wing noticed it, too, and stepped up to the window. “This is a new form,” she said, rapt with fascination.


  “Stock was going to load it into the Prisoner,” Brown said.


  Wing considered this, head cocked to one side. She might have been assigning the experiment a catalog number.


  “Whatever it is,” she said, “it could spread through all the silos now you’ve flooded them. The POTA may have added its own secretions to the mix. The growth is guided—see?”


  “It’ll be all through the silos,” Brown said.


  The crystal stalk had pierced the surface of the water, its top flattened out into a kind of cup. The POTA dropped down onto it, like a coin in a slot.


  There was a long moment of quiet. The water calmed. Stock’s body, facedown, eyes open, bumped against the window.


  The POTA—like all the POTAs—balanced on its edge on a crystal cup that suddenly grew up around it. Then, newly enshelled, it began to spin like a top.


  Dr. Wing clapped her hands like a delighted child.


  “What are they doing?” asked Dice.


  “I’d say they were getting ready to leave.”


  Dice knew she was right. He could feel a tremendous yearning that wasn’t his, and knew Chris Montori had sensitized him somehow. The dream had been hers. Needles dug into his ears. He yawned and something popped inside his head.


  Dr. Wing studied her computer screens, said, “Subsonics. It’s causing overpressure. Interesting.”


  One of the screens cracked across, like a soprano’s wineglass.


  Dice said, “Will the silos hold?”


  “We’ll soon find out.”


  Brown had his hands over his ears, fingers under the rim of his cap. Garrett shook his head. He had a nosebleed.


  Dice felt something shirr his internal organs. Vibration transmitted through the floor turned his muscles to water and he sat down hard, dropped the Glock. His vision was blurring. Something burst wetly inside his sinuses and he snorted blood. The air was singing. Beyond the glass, the POTA was a ghostly blue sphere spinning inside wreaths of steam. The top layer of the water was bubbling, boiling; the tall observation window shimmered and sang.


  “Wing Commander,” Dice said. “If we can pop the covers of the silos, I suggest we do it right now. Free Willy after all.”


  “I don’t think so,” said Dr. Wing. She had fallen into a swivel chair, was resting her right hand on the computer console, aiming a snub-nosed .38 at Brown, deathly pale but grim and determined.


  Brown grabbed his shell, started to raise it, and she fired. The round blew the shell to shards, caught Brown in his shoulder, and threw him against the control panel.


  “These are important experimental specimens,” said Wing, “and I won’t let you interfere with the work.”


  “Bitch,” Garrett said, and lurched forward. He was bleeding from ears and eyes and nose, his face a mask of blood.


  Wing kicked her chair around and Garrett stumbled into her and they went down in a clumsy tangle.


  “If you could give us a hand, old thing,” Brown said to Dice. “I seem to have come unstrung.”


  Dice went to the control panel. It was a bewildering array of switches and buttons. He had no idea which would flip the silo caps.


  “Look for services humor, pal,” gasped Brown, eyes rolling into a swoon.


  Wing and Garrett were fighting like children. Pain drilled through Dice’s skull, the super-audible whine vibrating his brittle bones. His vision swam.


  Whatever happened next was down to him. He had no standing orders to cover the situation.


  He found a panel of controls for the monitors, and switched to EXTERNAL VIEW. A new set of images came on the bank of TVs—lumps of concrete surrounded by scrubby, sun-blasted vegetation. Some of the slabs that sealed the silos were decorated with elaborate graffiti. One had the skeleton of a beach umbrella fixed into it. All were starting to crack, but the plugs installed at the end of the Cold War still held. Dice knew his head would explode before the caps shattered. Unless they could be shifted, everyone in this room would be dead of burst blood vessels—or brains—before the POTAs were free and about their incomprehensible business.


  Services humor? What had Brown meant? Why couldn’t he have just stated his case clearly?


  Dice had to wipe blood-tears from his eyes and concentrate.


  A section of the master board consisted of twenty handles, dirty and long unused. A faded sticker above them read DO NOT ATTEMPT WORLD WAR THREE UNLESS THE SILO LIDS ARE IN THE UPRIGHT POSITION. There must be hydraulics or explosive bolts, or some other manual means of opening the bottles to let the rockets fly. Dice turned Handle Three, and there was a rush as the pressure inside popped away.


  Sunlight fell into the silo, onto the floodwater and the spinning coin of the Blue.


  Dice turned the other handles, as many as he could manage, as quickly as possible.


  On the monitors, one by one, silo caps popped like champagne corks. Groves of crystal trees sprouted from them.


  The pressure was gone. The vibration was still there, but shifting to a different, nonlethal register.


  “The silos are open,” Dice told Brown, who was stirring. “Launch imminent.”


  Was this Stock’s fault? Or would it have happened anyway? Being dead and all, the CO would certainly be taking the blame when Senator Bliss insisted on a full inquiry. Four or five other scandals could probably be laid at his door in a tidying-up exercise.


  Dice hauled Brown off the floor and sat him in a swivel chair.


  The Prisoners departed in precise formation, hanging above the mouths of the silos for a moment, then shooting skyward.


  Brown whistled.


  Dice prayed to God and Papa Legba and the Founding Fathers that Willy and his brothers were heading for the open oceans, and not about to institute a program of laying waste to the world’s coastal cities. Perhaps the Blues didn’t realize they had been tortured. Or perhaps they didn’t have the human need for vengeance.


  Wing cursed them roundly in working-class British with the odd Chinese word spat into the invective. Garrett was on his hands and knees at her feet, bleeding from nose and ears, but he’d managed to pin the sleeve of the scientist’s cheongsam to the console, burying his big knife to the hilt. She couldn’t get free.


  By the time Dice and Wing Co Brown got out into the open and stood on the surface of Great James Island, the blue sky was empty apart from twenty white contrails that wind was already shaping into a row of upside-down question marks. All aimed north, and abruptly truncated.


  Gone, through their own rabbit hole. Gone back to wherever they came from or on to wherever they were going next.


  Out of the glare and heat-haze, Chris Montori wandered toward the silo, smiling like a six-year-old at her birthday party, trailing her knitted squid. Rose-of-Mary Bliss, saved from soporific soup by anorexia, was browbeating an MP, demanding immediate access to the base commander and medical attention for her sainted father. A couple of soldiers were picking their way through lumps of shattered concrete, peering into what was left of the mouth of Silo Three.


  “That’s the end of that,” said Wing Co Brown, a hand pressed to the superficial wound in his shoulder, eyes bright and excited under the rim of his watch cap.


  Dice wondered what he had just done and how he would answer for it.


  Rose-of-Mary ditched the MP and charged up and demanded to know who was in charge.


  Dice pointed at the wing commander. Rose-of-Mary did a double take, then fastened on Brown, bombarding him with questions.


  Dice tuned out the shrill, vengeful angel and looked up at the empty sky. His scalp felt hot and itchy—he was still wearing the ridiculous and now superfluous cap. He took it off and folded it against his heart.


  A Brief Guide to Other Histories


  “The grit this story formed around was one of those microbooks that bookshops lay by their cash registers to tempt you to spend even more of your money—in this case, a reprint of a World War 2 guide to American soldiers on how to behave while passing through Great Britain on their way to war in the European mainland. I saw it just after I’d published my last novel, Cowboy Angels, in which one version of America develops the technology to travel to alternate versions (including our own), messes around with their histories, and gets involved in altogether too many wars. I wondered what sort of guide might be issued to soldiers who were invading other versions of their own country, and the kinds of trouble they might get into, and the rest is history.”


  My platoon had been in the American Bund sheaf for two weeks before it suffered its first major incident. It was gruesome and it robbed us of our innocence, but it was only the beginning of something stranger and deeper.


  We’d come through the Turing gate at Brookhaven with the rest of the Third Brigade, First Armor Division, second battalion, as part of the ongoing operation to bring peace and reconciliation to that particular version of America’s history. Seventeen PFCs and Spec 4s, and me, their commanding officer. We were all kids. I was the oldest, and I’d just turned twenty-four. Most of us hadn’t been through the mirror before, and it put the zap on our heads. This was America, but it wasn’t our version of America. New York, but not our version of New York, there were buildings I recognised from my visits to the city back in the Real. The Chrysler Building. The Empire State. St Patrick’s Cathedral. Yellow taxis jostled on the streets, manholes vented plumes of steam, and Central Park was right where it should have been, although it had been stripped of trees by people desperate for firewood in the last days of the war, and there was a refugee camp sprawled across Sheep Meadow. But although the Statue of Liberty stood out in the Hudson, she was holding up a sword instead of a torch. The sword was a hundred feet long, and forged out of stainless steel that shone like cold flame. The skyline was different, too. Lower. Instead of glass and steel skyscrapers, brutal chunks of marble and white stone hunched like giant toads: monumental railroad stations, government buildings, and palaces. Some were burnt out or shattered by bombs. The rest were holed by artillery shells and pockmarked by small-arms fire.


  We’d been given orientation lectures and issued with copies of a pamphlet that explained that the different versions of history accessed by the Turing Gates were every bit as real and valid as our own history. That their people were real people, American citizens just like us. Even so, driving around a city where familiar buildings mixed with alien intruders, half the traffic was military, and pedestrians were dressed in drab antique styles, was like inhabiting a dream. Or like taking the lead role in a movie when you had no idea of the script or plot.


  The American Bund sheaf shared most of our history, but it had taken a different turn in the 1930s, when a bunch of generals and tycoons who didn’t like where their country seemed to be heading under the New Deal had assassinated Franklin D. Roosevelt and installed a military government. One of the generals turned out to be more ruthless than the rest. After the coup, he’d seized power by a ruthless programme of murder and arrest, made himself President-for-Life, and established a tyranny that had lasted for more than thirty years. Towards the end of his rule, he’d become insane. He’d styled himself the Dear Leader, ordered the construction of hundreds of grandiose monuments to himself, put millions in prison or in work camps, massacred millions more. He’d been about to go to war against Europe when, in 1972, scientists in our version of history had opened a Turing gate onto his version of history. The Central Intelligence Group had sent through agents who’d made contact with rebels and supplied them with weapons and intel. As soon as civil war kicked off, two divisions drove through the mirror, quickly took control of the Eastern seaboard, captured the Dear Leader as he tried to flee to Argentina, and pushed over what turned out to be a regime hollowed by corruption and self-interest.


  When my platoon and the rest of the Third Brigade came through the mirror a year later, deadenders who refused to accept that the war was over were waging a guerrilla campaign up and down the country, they used car bombs and land mines, improvised explosive devices from fertiliser, fuel oil, and scrap metal, and detonated them when convoys drove past. They fired mortars into our bases. They shot at us with sniper rifles or rocket-propelled grenades from vantage points in buildings, or took potshots at us and melted into panicked crowds. As in any insurrection, it was almost impossible to tell the good guys from the bad guys, and that was why one of my men ended up killing three innocent civilians.


  We’d had been ordered to set up a traffic control point on the West Side, ten blocks south of the green zone. Two APCs backed by a Martindale light tank, razor-wire coiled across the street, the men waving vehicles forward one by one, doing stop and checks. The traffic was bunched up and jumpy, simmering in hundred degree heat so humid you could have wrung water out of the air. And we were all jumpy, too. At any moment, someone could pop a trunk and find weapons or a primed car bomb, or some screwed-up munchkin could decide to take a shot at us just for the hell of it. So when a taxi lurched forward after it was directed to an inspection point, accelerating crazily, scattering men, Bobby Sturges, behind the .50 caliber machine gun on top of one of the APCs, made a split-second decision and put two hundred rounds into the taxi in less than a minute. Punching holes in the hood, exploding the tyres, shattering the windshield, shredding the driver and his two passengers, a man and his seventy-year-old mother. Sudden silence as the taxi rolled to a stop, engine dead, blood leaking from its door sills, blood and human meat spattered all over the interior.


  That evening, Tommy McAfee said, ‘If these fucking munchkins learned to drive, this shit wouldn’t happen.’


  Munchkins—that’s what we called the locals. New York City—the American Bund sheaf’s version of New York City—was Oz. The green zone in Oz, built up around a palace that before the revolution had been owned by one of the Dear Leader’s sons, was the Emerald City.


  Like many of the men, Tommy McAfee had trouble accepting that the people on this side of the mirror were as real as the people back home, couldn’t believe that Americans could have brought themselves so low. He treated them with rough contempt, made endless jokes about them. He had a quick, sharp wit, knew how to time a punch line and cap someone else’s joke with a zinger of his own, was gaining a solid reputation as the platoon’s joker. So when he made his quip, he was surprised and upset when Ernie Wright told him to can it, and the rest of the men either made murmurs of agreement or looked away.


  They were all lounging around by the side of the entrance that curved down to the underground garage where the Dear Leader’s eldest son had once stored his limousines, sports cars and motorcycles, where we now parked our APCs and Jeeps. We ate and slept in what had been servants’ quarters nearby, and had set up a barbeque pit outside. Folding chairs. A basketball hoop. A table-tennis set liberated from somewhere in the palace. Tommy McAfee was sitting on a case of oil cans, a rangy kid with rusty hair cropped short, a tattoo of a boxing leprechaun on his right bicep, looking at Ernie Wright and saving, Jesus. You’d think I was the one shot that fucking taxi to death.’


  Ernie Wright was the biggest man in the platoon, but he could move quickly. He stepped up to Tommy McAfee and grabbed the front of his fatigues and pulled him to his feet in a single fluid motion, and asked him, their faces inches apart, ‘Any more smart remarks about what went down?’


  I can’t think of any.


  Wright set McAfee down and patted him on the shoulder, but that wasn’t the end of it. Later on that evening they got into a fistfight. It was supposedly over who should have the last steak, but it was really about McAfee trying to regain some face after Wright had shamed him. McAfee could box, but Wright was stronger and heavier, and after some sparring he knocked McAfee on his ass with a solid punch. McAfee got up and came back at Wright and was knocked down again, and this time he stayed down. Sprawled flat on his back on floodlit concrete under the basketball hoop, breathing hard, his nose and mouth bloody, one eye swelling shut. After a while he got up and went to the ice-chest and washed his face with a handful of ice chips.


  I didn’t think much of it at the time. We’d all been on edge after the shooting, and the fistfight seemed to have dissipated much of the tension. And besides, I was more concerned about Bobby Sturges. He was a gentle kid, barely eighteen, sick to his soul over what he’d done. When I’d told him that he wouldn’t get any blame when I wrote up the incident, that I accepted full responsibility because it had happened under my command, he’d given me a haunted look and said, ‘Doesn’t make it right, Lieutenant. They’re Americans, like us. Americans shouldn’t be killing Americans.


  I agree. But some of them are trying to kill us, which is why you did the right thing.’


  ‘Maybe it was the right thing to do,’ Bobby Sturges said, ‘but that doesn’t make it right.’


  I put in a request to pull him off the line for a few days R&R, but it was kicked back immediately. There was sand in the gears of the mission. We couldn’t spare any men. I took him off the .50 cal, but he had to ride out with us on patrol the next day, and the day after that.


  We manned checkpoints. We escorted convoys of supplies to hospitals and aid stations. We escorted a convoy of construction material to a power station that had been badly damaged during the war—jackhammers were pounding all over the city, cranes were swinging to and fro, and scaffolding was springing up like kudzu as the munchkins patched and repaired and rebuilt, as if tearing down one movie set and erecting another in its place. I noticed that Ernie Wright did his best to keep behind Tommy McAfee during foot patrols, and guessed what he was thinking. Tommy McAfee might want to even things out after his beating, we were all carrying guns, and it wasn’t unknown for a soldier with a beef to put a round or two into their rival’s back in the middle of a firefight. But Tommy McAfee seemed to have forgotten the incident, and although the deadenders were staging hit-and-run raids in Texas and parts of the Midwest, and Washington, D.C. was paralysed by a spate of car bombings, New York was pretty quiet. It was August, hot and sunny. I remember one day we were parked up near a playground, and Dave Brahma and Leroy Moss started handing out candy bars and cans of soft drink to the kids. Two men in flak jackets and helmets, M-16s slung over their shoulders, up to their waist in a crowd of happy children. Another time, Todd Cooper was checking IDs at a control point and a man started shaking his hand and wouldn’t let go. This old man in a dusty suit and battered fedora, pumping Todd Cooper’s hand and thanking him for being there, tears rolling down his cheeks.


  Then a supply convoy running the expressway from Brookhaven into New York City was hit by a massive improvised explosive device buried at the side of the highway. Five died instantly, six were badly wounded. That night, my platoon took part in a raid on an apartment building in Brooklyn. According to an informer, the deadenders who had planted the IED were storing weapons and explosives there.


  It kicked off at two in the morning. A psy-ops vehicle blasted out a message telling everyone to leave their doors open and wait with their hands on their heads for questioning. Two Cherokee helicopters beat above the building’s flat roof, lighting up the front with searchlights. A squad of explosives specialists hit the basement first, and then everyone else went in.


  My platoon had been assigned the top two floors. I was determined to do things by the book. I told the men to knock first and break down doors only if they had to, to keep their fingers off their triggers and treat everyone with respect. Even so, it was a pretty brutal business. We’d storm in, grab the man of the house and throw him down, pacify the rest of the family, and interrogate the man in front of them, ask him if he owned a weapon or had any insurgent propaganda, if he was involved in insurgent activity in any way. Then we’d rip up the place, pulling out drawers and tossing the contents, ripping through closets, looking for anything that could be used as a weapon. The people were mostly passive, but we’d been told to expect trouble and we had no idea what we might find or if the situation might suddenly turn ugly. Despite my orders, there was quite a bit of roughhousing and horseplay to relieve the tension, shouts and screams, the smash of glass and crockery. A frat house party with half the participants armed to the teeth, and the possibility of sudden death hanging in the air.


  I was going from apartment to apartment, trying to curb excesses, when Ted Brahma came up and told me that something weird was going down. Smiling his gentle stoned smile, saying, ‘You have to see this, Lieutenant. It’ll blow your mind. Truly.’


  I followed him downstairs to a singleroom apartment with bookshelves along one wall, posters above the couch, books in piles on the floor. It was very hot. A standard lamp had been knocked over and threw huge shadows everywhere. Searchlights pried through blinds at the window. The whippy flutter of the helicopters matched my racing heartbeat. Todd Cooper and Tommy McAfee stood behind a man kneeling on the bare boards with his wrists plasticuffed. Ernie Wright stood in front of him, studying an ID card.


  ‘Tell me what you think, Lieutenant,’ Tommy McAfee said, and jerked up the prisoner’s head by his hair.


  ‘Is he on the list?’


  ‘Take a real good look,’ Tommy McAfee said. Both he and Todd Cooper were lit up, grinning. ‘His eyes, the colour of his hair . . . You don’t see it?’


  ‘Show the Lieutenant that ID,’ Todd Cooper said.


  Ernie Wright handed the card to me. He had a baffled, dazed expression, as if he’d run full-tilt into an invisible wall.


  ‘You see it?’ Tommy McAfee said, as I studied it. ‘You see it now?’


  The name under the black and white photo card was Ernest C. Wright.


  Tommy McAfee’s grin widened when he saw my reaction, ‘I reckon we found ourselves Ernie’s double.’


  ‘Bullshit,’ Ernie Wright said. ‘He’s nothing like me. He doesn’t even have the same date of birth.’


  ‘Oh yeah? Then how come he just told us he was born in the same dipshit town as you? His parents have the same names as your parents, he has your name, and he has your eyes, too,’ Tommy McAfee said, jerking the prisoner’s head up again.


  It was true, the prisoner’s eyes were the same sharp blue as Ernie Wright’s, and his hair was the same dirty blond. But otherwise he didn’t look much like Ernie Wright at all. He was shy about fifty pounds, his face was leaner and paler, and he had a mustache.


  ‘He’s your doppelganger, dude,’ Ted Brahma said. ‘Your dark half.’


  I asked if they’d found any explosives or I weapons.


  There isn’t anything to find,’ Ernie! Wright said.


  ‘Ain’t this sweet, McAfee said. ‘Ernie is in love. In love with his own self.’


  Brahma asked the prisoner why he had all these books.


  I’m a teaching assistant at Brooklyn University,’ the man said.


  His voice was lighter than Ernie Wright’s.


  ‘Yeah? What do you teach?’ McAfee said.


  American literature.’


  Ernie Wright shook his head.


  ‘If you’re a teacher, I guess you’re a party member,’ McAfee said, grinning at me. This guy is guilty of something, Lieutenant. I can smell it.’


  ‘There were fifty million party members,’ the man said. ‘Including everyone who worked in every university and high school. It was the law.’


  ‘All these books,’ McAfee said. ‘I bet we could find something subversive. What do you say, Lieutenant? Shall we take him in?’


  I thought that this was more about the beef Tommy McAfee had with Ernie Wright than about uncovering a potential suspect. I pulled my knife, cut the plasticuffs that bound the man’s wrists, and looked straight into McAfee’s grin and asked him if he had a problem.


  No one said anything. The man knelt on the floor, rubbing his wrists, carefully not making eye contact with anyone.


  ‘Move on,’ I said. ‘Everyone, right now.’


  Ernie Wright was staring at the man. Then he shuddered, all over, like a man waking in the middle of a dream, and marched straight out. The fallen lamp wheeled his shadow over the bookcase and ceiling. As McAfee, Cooper and Brahma trooped after him, I remembered that I was still holding the man’s ID card.


  ‘Sorry,’ I said, and dropped the card in front of him and bolted from the apartment, thoroughly spooked by the situation.


  The men ragged Ernie Wright about his alleged double or doppelganger on the ride back to Emerald City. Most of it was good-natured, but he turtled up, hunched in the back of the ABC in a glowering silence that he broke only once, when Tommy McAfee told him that something must have gone badly wrong with his life, seeing as he’d ended up in the shit, while his doppelganger had a good job, an education . . .


  ‘That’s the point,’ Ernie Wright said. ‘That guy, he isn’t anything like me. So can your shit, McAfee. It ain’t right. It isn’t even funny.’


  After a silence, Ted Brahma said in his doper’s drawl, ‘Know what they say about your doppelganger? That it’s just like you in everyway, but it doesn’t have a soul. And it knows that, and it wants one real bad. So if you ever meet it, it’s like meeting a vampire hungry for, like, your exact blood type. One look, it can suck the soul right out of you. Turn you into what it was, make itself into you.’


  ‘There’s something to that,’ Leroy Moss said. He was at the wheel of the APC, inclining his head so that the men in the back could hear him over the roar of the engine. ‘Everyone agrees that there can be no miraculous multiplication of souls. If there are two people the same, one in the Real, one in some other history, there can be but the one soul. And you can’t divide a soul, either, so only one person can be in possession of it.’


  ‘You ask me, all the munchkins lack souls,’ Todd Cooper said. ‘They’re all ghosts.’


  It was a common belief. The munchkins were spooks. Unreal. And because they were unreal, it didn’t matter what you did to them.


  ‘That’s what doppelganger means,’ Ted Brahma said. ‘It’s German for ghost double.’


  ‘They say it’s okay to fuck your doppelganger,’ Todd Cooper said. Really. It’s like jacking off. Only, you know, double the fun.’


  ‘Yeah, but the only problem is, you have to waste him right afterward,’ Tommy McAfee said. ‘Otherwise, he’ll waste you.’


  Most of the men laughed. Ted Brahma said, ‘It must have been pretty intense, Ernie, meeting your own ghost back there.’


  Ernie Wright didn’t reply. I turned around and told the men to knock it off, but Tommy McAfee had to have the last word.


  ‘The big question is, which is the ghost and which is the man? You think about that, Ernie.


  A couple of days later, I saw Ernie Wright sitting on one of the plastic chairs in the R&R area, bare-chested in shorts and sandals, reading the pamphlet we’d all been given before coming through the mirror, A Brief Guide to Other Histories. I asked him how he was doing, and he said he was doing fine.


  ‘Pretty interesting reading you have there.’


  He shrugged.


  ‘You read it carefully, it’ll explain why that guy isn’t really your double.’


  ‘I know it,’ Ernie Wright said. I knew it when I saw he was three years younger than me.’


  ‘As I understand it, if he was born after the history of this sheaf split from the history of the Real, he has to be a completely different person,’ I said. ‘Because all of his experiences are different from yours.’


  I’d been reading in A Brief Guide to Other Histories too, after that night.


  ‘That’s pretty much what it says here,’ Ernie Wright said. He was holding the pamphlet in one hand, his forefinger marking his place. ‘You are what you do, and what’s done to you. The sum of all your experiences. Him and me, we’ve had such different lives we aren’t even like brothers.’


  ‘That’s how I understand it,’ I said.


  ‘Still,’ he said, ‘I guess we had the same mother and father.’


  I didn’t understand the significance of that remark then. It was hardly my fault. I had trouble remembering the names of all my men in my platoon, let alone the details of their lives before they’d joined up or been drafted. But even though I could hardly have been expected to remember that Ernie Wright’s mother had died in childbirth when he was just two years old, he’d been brought up by a father who was a bitter and violent drunk, I still feel guilty about what happened. I still have the irrational idea that I should have known about Ernie Wright’s unhappy childhood, that I should have done something to prevent what happened next, instead of making some inane remark about being pleased to see that he was putting the encounter in perspective.


  ‘It was weird,’ he said, ‘but weird shit happens through the mirror. We just have to deal with it.’


  ‘Glad to hear it.’


  And after that, Ernie Wright did seem to be dealing with it. I overheard him having an earnest conversation with Leroy Moss, who carried a copy of the Bible in the breast pocket of his flak jacket, about the nature of souls and their indivisibility. He shrugged oft Tommy McAfee’s jibes. And then, two weeks later, the platoon was given a day of R&R, and he disappeared.


  I didn’t find out what had happened until the next day, when the military police took charge of Ernest Wright, the man Tommy McAfee had claimed to be Ernie Wright’s doppelganger.


  It seemed that Ernie had changed into civilian clothes, hitched a ride out of Emerald City in a contractor’s truck, and turned up at Ernest’s apartment later that evening. Drunk but lucid, saying he wanted a quiet word, offering cigarettes and a bottle of Four Roses. A gift, he said, for the trouble a couple of weeks back. Ernest had deep misgivings, but he also felt sorry for Ernie, who seemed sad and bewildered and lost. And he was curious, too. So he invited Ernie in and made coffee, and they got to talking. They shared the same parents, but Ernie’s had met several years before Ernest’s had, Ernie’s mother had died giving birth to a still-born baby when he was two, his father had become a serious drunk, and Ernie had joined the Army to get away from the son of a bitch, who had died three years ago, when his liver had finally given out on him.


  ‘I don’t miss him,’ Ernie said. ‘Not one bit.’


  Ernest’s father—the American Bund’s version of Ernie’s father—had died in a traffic accident when Ernest was less than a year old. A couple of years later, his mother had remarried, to another teacher in the high-school where she worked.


  ‘That’s how you got to be a college professor, uh?’


  ‘There were always books in the house.’ They talked about the town where they had been born, the little house where Ernie had lived with his father until he joined the Army. Ernest and his mother had moved out when he was three, he didn’t remember much about it.


  ‘I think there was a cherry tree in the front yard,’ he said.


  Ernie smiled. ‘It was still there, last time I looked. Same tree, different lives.’


  ‘Two different trees, really,’ Ernest said. He told Ernie how he’d won a scholarship and come to New York to teach and study literature; Ernie told him a little bit about his so-called career in the army, fighting in a sheaf wrecked by nuclear war, and now policing the streets of New York.


  ‘I never really knew my Mom,’ he said. And my dad was a mean drunk who beat me til I got big enough to beat him. But you had a real family. You have a college degree, all those books . . .’


  ‘If you knew what it was like, growing up here, under the thumb of the Dear Leader and his psychopathic sons and his secret police, you might not think it was so great,’ Ernest said. He’d been tense and nervous all through their conversation, growing more and more resentful about the intrusion. ‘Look, it was nice to talk to you. Strange, but nice. But I have to go to work tomorrow.’


  ‘Me too. Out on the streets. Hey, I was just wondering,’ Ernie said with ponderous casualness, ‘about your mother. Is she still alive?’


  That was why he’d come there, of course. It wasn’t anything to do with Ernest, who was at best a brother he’d never known. No, Ernie Wright was chasing the ghost of his long-dead mother.


  He looked for a long time at a snapshot Ernest reluctantly gave him, asked if she was still living in their home town. Maybe he could look her up some time, he said, and grew agitated after Ernest said that he didn’t think that this was a good idea. Ernie blustered, said that he barely remembered his mother, all he wanted was to see how she had turned out, what was the harm? Sharp words were exchanged. Ernie started to paw through papers on the table Ernest used as a desk, drew his pistol when Ernest asked him to stop. Ernest panicked, threw coffee in Ernie’s face, and the pistol went off. The shot barely missed Ernest. There was a struggle, another shot. That one hit Ernie in the thigh, nicking his femoral artery. There was a lot of blood. Ernest went to the apartment next door, which had a phone, and called an ambulance, but it took two hours to arrive because there were road blocks everywhere. Despite the best efforts of Ernest and his neighbours Ernie Wright bled to death on Ernest Wright’s old Persian carpet.


  Ernest Wright told me all this in a bleak interrogation room in Camp X-Ray, the holding facility for suspects in bombings or shootings, people caught trafficking weapons and explosives, curfew violators, and anyone else who had gotten into some kind of trouble with the occupying army. He’d been arrested on suspicion of murder by the local police, but they’d handed him over to us after they had discovered that the dead man in his apartment was a soldier. My commanding officer had advised me not to visit him, but it had happened on my watch and I felt responsible. I wanted to know what had happened so that I could figure out what I had done wrong. Also, I had read the transcript of Ernest Wright’s interrogations, I had talked to the local police who had handled the case, and I was convinced that he was innocent.


  When I told him this, he thanked me for my concern, and for my offer to give supporting testimony should his case come to trial. He told me the story while smoking several of the cigarettes I had brought, and at the end lit a fresh one and said, ‘There’s a writer who described time as a garden of forking paths. Whenever someone makes a decision, it doesn’t matter how small, it splits time into two. So there’s this time, here and now, and another time where you decided not to help me.’


  I told him that I was familiar with the concept. By this time, I had read A Brief Guide to Other Histories several times from cover to cover, trying to find something that would help me understand what had happened.


  ‘An infinite series of paths, some divergent, some convergent, some running in parallel,’ Ernest Wright said. Until a year ago, I thought it was just a story. A philosophical conceit. But then your people made themselves known when the revolution started. You sent troops through their Turing gates and helped defeat the Dear Leader. You told us that their agents had been visiting our history secretly before that, helping set up the revolution. You told us that you wanted to help us built a better America. But what you’re really doing is shaping us in your image.’


  ‘We really do want to help you.’


  ‘Your path is only one of an infinite number of paths. And no one path can claim to be better or more privileged than any other. All are equal.’


  ‘Except we have the Turing gates,’ I said.


  ‘Which gives your history the ability to interfere with other histories, other Americas. But it doesn’t give your history moral superiority. You brought us freedom. Democracy. Fine. We’re grateful for it, but we’re not beholden. We have the right to make from that freedom what we will, whether you approve of it or not. If we re forced to become nothing more than a pale imitation of your version of America, what kind of freedom is that?’


  I told him that he sounded a little like the deadenders, and he shook his head. He was thinner than I remembered, but because his head had been shaved and he had lost his moustache it seemed to me that he looked a lot more like Ernie Wright now. Or my memory of Ernie.


  ‘The deadenders believe that they can restore the Bund if they can push you back through the mirror. We want to restore democracy, but on our own terms. It’s like your friend. He didn’t really understand that we were two completely different people. Strangers. My mother was not his mother,’ Ernest Wright said. ‘And this is not your history.’


  That was in 1974. I was twenty-four, back then. So innocent, so foolishly hopeful. Now, just turned thirty, I’m a published writer with five short stories and a novel under my belt. I’ve already used parts of this story in the novel, although in my version Ernie Wright doesn’t end up bleeding out on the floor of Ernest Wright’s apartment, shot by his own pistol. Instead, he finds out where Ernest Wright’s parents are living and goes AWOL and hitches back to the American Bund’s version of his home town. He spends a day watching Ernest Wright’s mother, trying and failing to get up the courage to talk to her, finally realising that he has nothing to say to her because she isn’t in any way like his mother, that nothing in Ernest Wright’s life could explain what had gone wrong in his own. Although this version worked well enough within the frame of the novel, although it was true to Ernie Wright’s need to understand and reach a reconciliation with his own history, although it clarified real events and gave them a neat ending, it was a contrivance. I was never satisfied with it, and felt guilty too, at the way I’d trivialised Ernest Wright, used him as a bit player, a ghostly reflection whose only function was to give Ernie Wright the information he needed to make his pilgrimage. This is as close to the truth as I can make it, and there’s no neat ending, no bittersweet resolution.


  Ernest Wright was released back to the local authorities after two months in Camp X-Ray. He didn’t make bail, and was stabbed to death in a prison riot before his case came to trial. Todd Cooper was killed in a fire-fight a couple of months later, and Dave Brahma was badly wounded. The same day, Bobby Sturges injected his foot with a Syrette of morphine and shot off his big toe, a million-dollar wound that was his ticket back to the Real. I wrote it up as an accident; the kid had never gotten over shooting up that car. Then Leroy Moss was killed when a rocket-propelled grenade hit his APC. I was sitting next to him and spent two months in hospital while doctors worked to save my leg and shrapnel, some of it bone fragments from Leroy Moss, surfaced in different parts of my body. Some of it is still in there.


  Tommy McAfee reupped, served another year, and survived without a scratch. After my novel was published, he phoned me late one night. He was drunk, and wanted to talk about old times. He told me that he had a bunch of stories I could help him make into a book as good as mine. I listened to him ramble on for a while, letting him vent whatever it was my novel had stirred up, making the right kind of noises, and when he finally hung up I realised that he’d hit on something useful, and started making notes for this story.


  We are what we do, and what’s done to us: if A Brief Guide to Other Histories was right about one thing it’s this. And because what happens to us in war is more intense than ordinary life, it marks us more deeply, changes us more profoundly. Every soldier who comes back from war is haunted by the ghosts of the comrades who didn’t make it, the people he killed or saw killed. By the things he did, and the things he should have done. And most of all by the innocent kid he once was, before the contingencies and experiences of war took that innocence away. I have summoned up my ghosts here, and tried to lay them to rest. But it seems to me now that all of us who passed through the mirror into different histories have become like ghosts, lost in the infinite possibilities of our stories, ceaselessly searching for an ideal we can never reach.


  Searching for Van Gogh at the End of the World


  “A little before the end of the last century, Robert Silverberg invited me to contribute to an anthology of stories set at the turn of the millennium. The foofaraw surrounding the Millennium Dome and plans for the New Years’ party to end all New Years parties was well under way (remember surfball and the River of Fire? Yeah, neither do I), and seemed a logical destination for tourists from the future. I’m kind of fond of this odd little story, not least because it includes one of my few accurate predictions: that thieves would use the distraction of the end of the millennium to break into a museum and make off with a work of art (in reality, it happened in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, rather than the Tate, but it was close enough for me). The anthology was slated to be published in France and the USA, but only ever appeared in France; this is the story’s first time in print in the language in which it was written.”


  “Are you sure this is New York?”


  “That is where I told index to take us.”


  “The first time you told the index to take us to New York, Seven, we ended up a thousand years adrift.”


  “The coordinate system is trickier than I was led to believe, but I was able to correct the error, was I not? And just in time, too. I think that the indigens of that primitive era wished to remove our heads.”


  “Nonsense. They were over-excited by our sudden appearance, that’s all. At least no one seems to be taking much notice of us here.”


  “That is because we are where we are supposed to be, Fifteen. Look at the index. This is definitely the end of the Second Millennium.”


  “Yes, but are you sure this is New York? I mean, shouldn’t it be on an island?”


  “You are thinking of Shanghai.”


  “And the buildings should be taller.”


  “Or Singapore.”


  “I really do think that the buildings should be taller, Seven.”


  “There are tall buildings across the river. And if you would only look at the index, you would see that it is quite definite as to the date.”


  “I thought all the buildings would be tall. ‘The cloud-capp’d towers of Manhattan’.”


  “The index says—”


  “I don’t care what it says, Seven! You don’t know how to make it work properly, and our master warned us that its records are not always accurate. And why is it so dark? Surely we were supposed to arrive in daylight. This must be one of the Dark Ages.”


  “I believe that was the era we just left, the one where the indigens were brandishing sharp-edged agricultural instruments with fell intent. Do you think that these people are carrying weapons?”


  “Stop worrying about the indigens. They are all far too busy damaging their brains with chemicals to bother with us. You think too much, Seven.”


  “I cannot help it. It is the wav I was made. If you don’t believe the index, Fifteen, we could always go back through the portal, just to make sure.”


  “Not until I know where we are. Look at that man! I think he’s vomiting. Yes, that really is vomit. Amazing. There must be something very badly wrong with this era if its inhabitants have to take brain-damaging chemicals to get themselves through the day, especially when they suffer such horrible side-effects. Or perhaps that man belongs to some kind of crazy religious cult that believes vomiting puts you closer to God.”


  “They are ingesting drugs because they are celebrating the end of the—Wait! Fifteen, wait for me! What are you doing?”


  “Excuse me. Sir, excuse me. Where is the Metropolitan Museum?”


  “The what?”


  “The Metropolitan Museum. I believe it is on Fifth Avenue.”


  “That’s a great dress you almost wearing, doll. Have a drink. It’s the end of the century. You and me, we’ll drink to the end of the century.”


  “Please remove your hand from my breasts, sir. I don’t believe that it is appropriate behaviour, even in this horrible era. Seven, you had better make him stop. I think he’s attempting sexual congress.”


  “Ow! Ow! Tell fucking Sherlock Holmes to let go!”


  “That’s enough, Seven. You have already broken his arm. I think he’s got the idea.”


  “You fucking bitch. You fucking crazy bitch. I’m calling the police.”


  “Sir, there is no need to make a fuss. A little misunderstanding between our cultures can surely—”


  “Fuck you, Sherlock Holmes. Police! Police! I tol’ you, leave me the fuck—”


  “Oh dear.”


  “I think you’ve broken more than his arm now, Seven.”


  “I’ll tuck him out of the way. There. Now, I believe that we should remove ourselves from the scene, Fifteen, as quickly as we can. I think that we have attracted attention.”


  A little later, the man and the woman have fought through the dense crowds to the top of a stone bridge. They lean together breathlessly in the lee of a bus shelter. People stream past on either side. It is two hours before midnight. On barges moored midstream, technicians are checking the timed fuses of the public munitions, but plenty of rockets and roman candles are shooting out from the crowds along either bank and exploding over the river’s black water. Camera flashes make random constellations. Music thumps from brightly lit pleasure boats.


  The man puts his hand to the small of his broad back and straightens and takes a deep breath and says, “I told you that your dress is inappropriate for this era. Fifteen.”


  “It is quite in keeping. Unlike your cloak and your, what do you call it?”


  “It is a stovepipe hat. And the cloak is an Inverness Cape. Both are accurate reconstructions.”


  “As is this dress.”


  “Yes, but shouldn’t you be wearing undergarments too?”


  “Not according to the wardrobe thing.”


  “I am beginning to suspect that the wardrobe thing has a sick sense of humour, Fifteen. Judging from the people around us, it would appear that covering of genitals and breasts may be mandatory in this era.”


  “Let them look.”


  “Also, your wig is a trifle askew.”


  The woman adjusts it. It is very long, and its almost luminous purple violently contrasts with the silver discs that have been wired together to form her very skimpy minidress.


  The man says, “I believe that it may have been your attire that so excited the indigenous inhabitants of the Dark Age.”


  “That really doesn’t matter now. We must find the museum before it starts to burn.”


  “If this is the Hudson River, and we are looking south, then the main part of Manhattan must be across the river.”


  “I think we are looking north. And in any case, Seven, I’m still not sure that this river is the Hudson River.”


  “If you do not believe me, then we can return to the portal and try again.”


  “No. There’s the Grandmother Paradox for one thing, and for another, we can’t keep using the index to hack the portal. Jade might realise that we are not who we are supposed to be.”


  “As if running for our lives from a mob of angry peasants had not already raised her suspicions.”


  “Our rapid exit from 1000 AD can be explained away as joie de vivre. But if we keep going back and forth, we’ll alert the monitors, and one of them is bound to ask us if we need help. And then our real identities will be exposed, and our master will have lost his wager.”


  “I have a bad feeling, Fifteen. I feel that our master has not adequately prepared us for the task.”


  “We’ll do our best, Seven. That is all we can do. We’ll cross the river and find Fifth Avenue. It should be easy enough if we’re where we re supposed to be. New York is based on a simple grid pattern.”


  The bridge is packed. People who have already taken up positions to watch the end-of-millennium firework display defend their folding chairs, windbreaks, portable TVs and picnic tables with ferocious determination, forcing those who are attempting to cross the river into the middle of the road.


  The man and the woman are halfway across the bridge when the man shouts out excitedly. “A thief, Fifteen! I have found a thief!”


  He holds the arm and the throat of a slender young man who is crushed against him by the pressure of the crowd, the young man’s face is white with pain.


  “If you hold his throat with just a little less force, Seven, he might be able to speak.”


  “This is just a mistake. No need for any trouble.”


  “He had his hand in my pocket, Fifteen. I would not have known, except the index squealed when he touched it.”


  “Just let me go, okay? You’ll never see me again.”


  The man says, “But this is a most excellent coincidence, young man! We are also thieves. We are part of your brotherhood.”


  “Brotherhood?”


  “Guild. Clan. Union. Association. Sir, we call on you for assistance.”


  “Look, brother, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I made an honest mistake. I thought your pocket—Ow! Ow! Okay, let go, I admit it. I’m a dip. You caught me fair and square.”


  “A dip?”


  “A dip, a lifter, a pick-pocket. What are you going to do about it?”


  The man says, “We are also thieves. We call on the hospitality of your guild.”


  “I’m working alone here, okay?”


  “You do not belong to a guild?”


  “Look, brother, go easy on the wrist, okay? I need it to make a living. I wouldn’t be doing this, but I couldn’t get a job after university and I have to pay back my student loan. You caught me fair and square, but why not let me go and call it even? I swear that after this night I’ll go straight. Or do you want to spend the last hour of the Millennium filling in a report at a police station?”


  “You will help us,” the man says decisively.


  All three are moving step by step towards the shore, pushed along inexorably by the dense crowd. The young man has to twist his head to look up at his captor.


  “You’re working too? In those get-ups?”


  “Our costumes are not appropriate? You see, Fifteen, I warned you about the wardrobe thing. It has a sick mind.”


  “Your girlfriend’s Emma Peel, and you’re Sherlock Holmes. Right? Except you should have a deerstalker, not that top hat.”


  “I have already heard a reference to Sherlock Holmes. But I do not know of Emma Peel.”


  “You don’t mind her, you know, flaunting herself?”


  “It is her idea, not mine.”


  “I am quite happy with my costume. You’re sure this is a good idea, Seven? How can he help us?”


  “To begin with, he can show us where the Metropolitan Museum is located.”


  “The Metropolitan Museum as in the Metropolitan Museum of New York? The Met?”


  “Just so, young man. Why are you laughing?”


  “You’ll have to get a plane, but there aren’t any more scheduled flights to the States until tomorrow. If the Millennium Bug doesn’t fuck up the computers, of course.”


  “This is not, then, New York. You see, Seven! I was right all along!”


  “If it is not New York, where is it?”


  “Where are you from, brother? What drugs are you on?”


  “Please humour me, sir. Or I may have to apply pressure to your throat again.”


  “No. No, it isn’t New York. It’s London. This is Waterloo Bridge. That’s the Thames. Those are the Houses of Parliament, and that big piece of junk on the other side of the river, all lit up by laser beams, that’s the Millennium Wheel.”


  “London as in London the capital of Europe?”


  “London as in the capital of England.”


  “Several thousand miles east of New York, Seven. That’s why it’s so dark! We are in the wrong time zone!”


  “There is no need to shout, Fifteen.”


  “And that’s why there aren’t enough tall buildings!”


  “Yes, yes. I do understand.”


  “You guys aren’t really on drugs, are you?”


  “Of course not,” the man says. “It would interfere with our mission.”


  They have at last reached the other side of the river, although the Embankment is scarcely less crowded than the bridge, the young man looks left and right, as if thinking of running, then says, “Okay, I’ll buy it. Tell me about this mission of yours.”


  Thirty minutes later, the three have given up trying to make their way along the river, and are hurrying through the huge, noisy funfair that is pitched along the Mall, all the way up to the gates of Buckingham Palace.


  “Do look, Fifteen,” the man says. “I do believe that those are the fabled law officers of this troubled era.”


  “I see them. You would have seen plenty of them by the river, too, if you hadn’t been fussing with the index.”


  “I was checking it because of your persistent questions, Fifteen.”


  “Or killing the drug-crazed indigen.”


  “Their throats must be more fragile than ours.” The man is struck by a sudden notion. “I am a murderer, Fifteen! I am a fugitive from justice!”


  “Don’t stare at the filth, brother,” the young man says, and hunches into his black leather jacket when one of the policemen glances at the big man in the top hat and cape.


  “The filth?”


  “Old Bill. The pigs. The police.”


  “He’s right, Seven. You’re hardly blending in with the indigens.”


  “I guess you don’t have any police where you come from.”


  “There are monitors. But they are machines, and unlike your law officers cannot hang you high or engage you in duels to the death.”


  “Duels? You really don’t have much of a clue, do you?”


  The woman says, “We were given extensive conditioning.”


  “Yes, and you’re walking around with no knickers on.”


  “That’s the fault of the wardrobe thing.”


  “And if you don’t have any police where you come from, I suppose you have any laws, either.”


  “There are customs,” the big man says. “There are the protocols of public and private spaces. There is a consensus.”


  “But what you want to do, the thing you have to do to win the bet, isn’t that the consensus?”


  “We are doing it for our master. It is he who made the wager against Jade.”


  “Who is the host of a party to celebrate the Third Millennium. Which is connected to the Second Millennium by some kind of time gate.” The young man laughs, and claps his hands together in delight.


  “The portal connects a number of eras, for the amusement of the guests.”


  “You really are celebrating the Third Millennium?”


  “Jade has thrown a party because she is interested in the myths of the Christian Era. That is why her party is linked through the portal to celebrations in the deep past. You might say that, just for this one night, 3000 AD has spread through the primitive eras of the past. Of course, only an antiquarian like Jade is interested in antiquated numerology. She is enamoured of the ancient. That is why she accepted our master’s wager so eagerly.”


  “You’re telling him too much, Seven.”


  “I’ve got to admit, it’s a great little story. And you’re both a couple of what, androids?”


  “We are both human. We were made this way. Our master made very careful preparations before he made his wager with Jade.”


  “Clones, then.”


  “Not exactly.”


  “Whatever. I know, I know, I wouldn’t understand if you tried to explain. Come on. We’ll cut across St. James’s Park.”


  As they near the river again, they can hear the noise of the crowds echoing down the mostly empty streets.


  The woman says, “Are you sure this place has what we need?”


  “I bet the Tate has more of them than the Metropolitan Museum of New York. You can take your pick. You know, if you don’t mind me saying so, it’s the one part of your story that’s a bit cliched. I mean, people from the future almost always seem to want to steal—”


  “You know of others like us?”


  “Hey, go easy, brother. You don’t know your own strength.”


  “Seven knows exactly what he is doing. Answer the question.”


  “I was talking about stories. Science fiction. Sci-fi. The Outer Limits? Dr. Who? I guess you don’t know. Anyway, I watched a lot of those TV shows when I was banged up. Excuse me, when I was in jail. Enough to know that you people from the future all come here wanting the same thing.”


  “Ah, you were unfortunate enough to be incarcerated in the prison hulks of the Thames.”


  “Prison hulks? You got your centuries mixed up again, brother.”


  “You were incarcerated, nevertheless.”


  “Well, yeah.”


  The woman looks at him and says, “Before or after university?”


  “Okay, okay, I admit the university story was a ploy to get some sympathy. But I’ll be straight with you now, seeing as we’re partners. That is, if you can get inside. If you aren’t a couple of nut jobs. If you really are from the future.”


  “I fail to understand why you do not believe us.”


  “You don’t have much of a sense of humour, do you, brother?”


  “He can’t help it,” the woman says. “He was made that way.”


  There’s a fence of tall iron railings at the rear of the an gallery. The big man takes out a tiny silver box and points it at the railings. There’s a pleasant, soothing hum, and lengths of iron drop into dust, opening a round hole in the fence.


  “Bloody hell,” the young man says. “A disintegrator ray!”


  “It neutralises the bonds between atoms,” the woman says.


  “Like I said. Can it fix the alarms, too? This place has plenty of alarms.”


  “We can deal with them if you show us where they are.”


  When they have found one of the sensor boxes of the security system, the big man blows a handful of silver dust into it and says, “This will take a little while to do its work.”


  The young man flinches as fireworks boom in the darkness nearby. “What does it do? Can’t you just, I don’t know, blast the wires with your disintegrator ray?”


  The big man says, “The dust is very clever. It will analyze the structure of the alarm and neutralise it.”


  The woman says, “Our technology must seem like magic to you.”


  “I’ve seen better on TV.”


  “I do not trust this man, Fifteen. He shows no sign at all of future shock.”


  “This TV seems to be a window into the future, Seven. Besides, I think he still believes that we re either liars or insane.”


  “Even so. I think we should go on without him. He has served his purpose.”


  “Hey. Hey! Put me down, brother! Hey! I got you here, you’re going to kill me?”


  “Seven won’t damage you too badly. Just enough to knock you out. You can do that, Seven, can’t you?”


  “I will attempt to use less force on our associate than on the unfortunate man who accosted you, Fifteen.”


  The young man talks rapidly, his voice constricted because one of Seven’s large hands is at his throat. “I thought we were partners. In the same gang, the same guild. You need me. What about when you get inside? It’s a big place. Do you know exactly where to go? Even with the alarms out there will still be security guards. You won’t have much time to find what you want.”


  Seven relaxes his grip and says, “He is right, Fifteen.”


  The young man straightens his jacket. “Where’s the harm? You get what you want. I get something too. A Turner or a Constable. Something better than a souvenir postcard, anyway. Jesus. Just to prove I’m on your side, you can have your disintegrator ray back.”


  “How did you—”


  “When you were throttling me. Don’t sweat it, brother. Hey, look at the box. It’s lit up like a Christmas tree. Does that mean your magic dust has fixed the alarms?”


  “What will we do, Fifteen?”


  “Let him help us, I suppose. But I still don’t trust him.”


  “You two never heard of the expression ‘honour amongst thieves’ ? Come on. Use that disintegrator ray. We don’t have all night.”


  The man in the cape uses his tiny silver box to make a hole in a basement door. Before he steps through, the young man takes off his leather jacket and knocks out the flames that have caught in the wood. “We don’t want a fire,” he says. “Or at least, not yet.”


  The woman says sharply, “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that you told me you planned to take stuff from the Metropolitan Museum in New York because you think it will burn down tonight. So strictly speaking you’re not thieving: you’re on a salvage mission. The Tate here isn’t scheduled to burn down, but you’ll have to cover your tracks.”


  “He may be right, Fifteen.”


  “I don’t know. It won’t happen unless we cause it happen. It sounds like a Grandmother Paradox.”


  “You mean like when you go back, kill your grandmother before she has your father, so you couldn’t have been born to go back and kill her? Look, relax. It’s just another thing I saw on TV.”


  “This TV is far too educative for my liking,” Seven says to Fifteen, as they follow the young man inside.


  Ihe young man shines a small flashlight this way and that as he leads the two time travellers through storage basements where pictures hang in great racks, to a service door that opens into the dark, shuttered restaurant. “You wait here,” he says, and races away up the curve of a flight of stone stairs.


  “I still think you should have knocked him out.”


  “We must cleave to the ideal of thieves’ honour, Fifteen.”


  “I don’t—”


  “Hush. He returns.”


  “Piece of cake. The guards are all at the front desk, drinking whisky and watching IV instead of their security cameras, the poor sods. What a night to be working, huh? You two come along now. I know just where to go.”


  They creep like mice through dark, lofty rooms hung with paintings. The noise of the crowds along the river can be faintly heard.


  “There it is. What do you think?”


  Even in the faint, wavering light of the torch, the petals are as bright as orange flames around the sunflower’s gorgeous yellow disc.


  “It’s the real deal. How are you going to get it out?”


  Seven lifts a long metal tube from inside his cape.


  “That’s good. And I guess you know that each painting is rigged up to an alarm system.”


  “Of course. We will use the dust.”


  “You guys have pretty much thought of everything,” the young man says, and punches a small red box by the door.


  The faint tinkle of glass is immediately drowned by the tremendous clang of the fire alarm. Ihe young man shouts over the noise: “You’re wrong about the Metropolitan Museum! Jade told me to tell you that it won’t burn down for another century!” And then he laughs and sprints away into darkness.


  Seven and Fifteen chase after him, almost run straight into the guards, and double back in dismay. Seven disintegrates a hole in a fire door and then they are running across a wide, floodlit lawn towards the railing.


  Halfway down the street, Seven stops and plants his hands on his knees and takes great whooping breaths. There is no sign of the young man.


  “We can’t stop here, Seven!”


  “I was not made for running, Fifteen. You go on.”


  “Go on? Where would I go on to?”


  “Then I think we must risk using the portal one more time.” Seven reaches into his pocket for the index, and then with a growing look of alarm pats at all his pockets.


  “I have a confession to make, Fifteen.”


  “He has the index.”


  “I am afraid so.”


  “Which means we can’t use the portal.”


  “We will have to wait until those of Jade’s guests who chose to come here begin to return to the main part of the party.”


  “We will have to throw ourselves on their mercy. Our master’s plan will be revealed.”


  “It may be worse than that.”


  “How could it possibly be worse?”


  “Did you not hear what the young man said about the Metropolitan Museum? I fear that he may have been an agent of Jade’s. I fear that Jade knew that our master was preparing to make a wager, and made preparations of her own. I fear that her research into this era was more thorough than our master’s.”


  “You think too much, Seven.”


  “I cannot help it. It is the way I was made. Consider this. The index warned me when he tried to steal it on the bridge, but it did not warn me the second time. I fear he allowed the index to warn me the first time so that he could gain our confidence.”


  “At least he didn’t get the painting.”


  “No. Not at the Tate. But I think he has already moved on a hundred years, to the Metropolitan Museum.”


  “Oh.”


  “Indeed. Ah. I believe that it must be midnight.”


  Overhead, the sky explodes in falling flowers of fire as the whole world rushes into each other’s arms.


  “These people really are crazy,” the woman says. “It’s like the end of the world.”


  Sirens wail, growing louder and louder. Two white vehicles suddenly fling themselves around a corner in the road. Lights flash cheerily on their roofs.


  The woman says uneasily, “Is this pan of the celebrations?”


  “Oh dear. I do believe that the pigs have arrived.”


  The vehicles screech to a halt. Policemen tumble out into the street, and the man and the woman make a run for the future.


  The Thought War


  Listen:


  Don’t try to speak. Don’t try to move. Listen to me. Listen to my story.


  Everyone remembers their first time. The first time they saw a zombie and knew it for what it was. But my first time was one of the first times ever. It was so early in the invasion that I wasn’t sure what was happening. So early we didn’t yet call them zombies.


  It was in the churchyard of St Pancras Old Church, in the fabulous, long lost city of London. Oh, it’s still there, more or less; it’s one of the few big cities that didn’t get hit in the last, crazy days of global spasm. But it’s lost to us now because it belongs to them.


  Anyway, St Pancras Old Church was one of the oldest sites of Christian worship in Europe. There had been a church there, in one form or another, for one and a half thousand years, and although the railway lines to St Pancras station ran hard by its north side it was an isolated and slightly spooky place, full of history and romance. Mary Woolstonecraft Godwin was buried there, and it was at her graveside that her daughter, who later wrote Frankenstein, first confessed her love to the poet Shelley, and he to her. In his first career as an architect’s assistant, the novelist Thomas Hardy supervised the removal of bodies when the railway was run through part of the churchyard, and set some of the displaced gravestones around an ash tree that was later named after him.


  I lived nearby. I was a freelance science journalist then, and when I was working at home and the weather was good I often ate my lunch in the churchyard. That’s where I was when I saw my first zombie.


  I can see that you don’t understand much of this. It’s all right. You are young. Things had already changed when you were born and much that was known then is unknowable now. But I’m trying to set a mood. An emotional tone. Because it’s how you respond to the mood and emotions of my story that’s important. That’s why you have to listen carefully. That’s why you are gagged and bound, and wired to my machines.


  Listen:


  It was a hot day in June in that ancient and hallowed ground. I was sitting on a bench in the sun-dappled shade of Hardy’s ash tree and eating an egg-and-cress sandwich and thinking about the article I was writing on cosmic rays when I saw him. It looked like a man, anyway. A ragged man in a long black raincoat, ropy hair down around his face as he limped towards me with a slow and stiff gait. Halting and raising his head and shaking back ropes from his face and looking all around, and then shambling on, the tail of his black coat dragging behind.


  I didn’t pay much attention to him at first. I thought he was a vagrant. We are all of us vagrants now, but in the long ago most of us had homes and families and only the most unfortunate, slaves to drink or drugs, lost souls brought down by misfortune or madness, lived on the streets. Vagrants were drawn to churchyards by the quietness and sense of ancient sanctuary, and there was a hospital at the west end of the churchyard of Old St Pancras where they went to fill their prescriptions and get treatment for illness or injury. So he wasn’t an unusual sight, shambling beneath the trees in a slow and wavering march past Mary Godwin’s grave towards Hardy’s ash and the little church.


  Then a dog began to bark. A woman with several dogs on leads and several more trotting free around her called to the little wire-haired terrier that was dancing around the vagrant in a fury of excitement. Two more dogs ran up to him and began to bark too, their coats bristling and ears laid flat. I saw the vagrant stop and shake back the ropes from his face and look all around, and for the first time I saw his face.


  It was dead white and broken. Like a vase shattered and badly mended. My first thought was that he’d been in a bad accident, something involving glass or industrial acids. Then I saw that what I had thought were ropes of matted hair were writhing with slow and awful independence like the tentacles of a sea creature; saw that the tattered raincoat wasn’t a garment. It was his skin, falling stiff and black around him like the wings of a bat.


  The dog woman started screaming. She’d had a clear look at the vagrant too. Her dogs pranced and howled and whined and barked. I was on my feet. So were the handful of other people who’d been spending a lazy lunch hour in the warm and shady churchyard. One of them must have had the presence of mind to call the police, because almost at once, or so it seemed, there was the wail of a siren and a prickle of blue lights beyond the churchyard fence and two policemen in their yellow stab vests came running.


  They stopped as soon as they saw the vagrant. One talked into the radio clipped to his vest; the other began to round everyone up and lead us to the edge of the churchyard. And all the while the vagrant stood at the centre of a seething circle of maddened dogs, looking about, clubbed hands held out in a gesture of supplication. A hole yawned redly in his broken white face and shaped hoarse and wordless sounds of distress.


  More police came. The road outside the churchyard was blocked off. A helicopter clattered above the tops of the trees. Men in hazmat suits entered the park. One of them carried a rifle. By this time everyone who had been in the park was penned against a police van. The police wouldn’t answer our questions and we were speculating in a fairly calm and English way about terrorism. That was the great fear, in the long ago. Ordinary men moving amongst us, armed with explosives and hateful certainty.


  We all started when we heard the first shot, the chorus of barks doubled, redoubled. A dog ran pell-mell out of the churchyard gate and a marksman shot it there in the road and the woman who still held the leashes of several dogs cried out. Men in hazmat suits separated us and made us walk one by one through a shower frame they’d assembled on the pavement and made us climb one by one in our wet and stinking clothes into cages in the backs of police vans.


  I was in quarantine for a hundred days. When I was released, the world had changed forever. I had watched it change on TV and now I was out in it. Soldiers everywhere on the streets. Security checks and sirens and a constant low-level dread. Lynch mobs. Public hangings and burnings. Ten or twenty menezesings in London alone, each and every day. Quarantined areas cleared and barricaded. Invaders everywhere.


  By now, everyone was calling them zombies. We knew that they weren’t our own dead come back to walk the Earth, of course, but that’s what they most looked like. More and more of them were appearing at random everywhere in the world, and they were growing more and more like us. the first zombies had been only approximations. Barely human in appearance, with a brain and lungs and a heart but little else by way of internal organs, only slabs of muscle that stored enough electrical energy to keep them alive for a day or so. But they were changing. Evolving. Adapting. After only a hundred days, they were almost human. The first had seemed monstrous and pitiful. Now, they looked like dead men walking. Animated showroom dummies. Almost human, but not quite.


  After I was released from quarantine, I went back to my trade. Interviewing scientists about the invasion, writing articles. There were dozens of theories, but no real evidence to support any of them. the most popular was that we had been targeted for invasion by aliens from some far star. That the zombies were like the robot probes we had dispatched to other planets and moons in the Solar System, growing ever more sophisticated as they sent information back to their controllers. It made a kind of sense, although it didn’t explain why, although they had plainly identified us as the dominant species, their controllers didn’t try to contact us. Experiments of varying degrees of cruelty showed that the zombies were intelligent and self-aware, yet they ignored us unless we tried to harm or kill them. Otherwise they simply walked amongst us, and no matter how many were detected and destroyed, there were always more of them.


  The most unsettling news came from an old and distinguished physicist, a Nobel laureate, who told me that certain of the fundamental physical constants seemed to be slowly and continuously changing. He had been trying to convey the urgent importance of this to the government but as I discovered when I tried to use my contacts to bring his findings to the attention of ministers and members of parliament and civil servants, the government was too busy dealing with the invasion and the consequences of the invasion.


  I here was an old and hopeful lie that an alien invasion would cause the nations of Earth to set aside their differences and unite against the common enemy. It didn’t happen. Instead, global paranoia and suspicion ratcheted up daily. The zombies were archetypal invaders from within. Hatreds and prejudices that once had been cloaked in diplomatic evasions were now nakedly expressed. Several countries used the invasion as an excuse to attack troublesome minorities or to accuse old enemies of complicity with the zombies, there were genocidal massacres and brush fire wars across the globe. Iran attacked Iraq and Israel with nuclear weapons and what was left of Israel wiped out the capital cities of its neighbours. India attacked Pakistan. China and Russia fought along their long border. The United States invaded Cuba and Venezuela, tried to close its borders with Canada and Mexico, and took sides with China against Russia. And so on, and so on. lite zombies didn’t have to do anything to destroy us. We were tearing ourselves apart. We grew weaker as we fought each other and the zombies grew stronger by default.


  In Britain, everyone under thirty was called up for service in the armed forces. And then everyone under forty was called up too. Three years after my first encounter, I found myself in a troop ship at the tail end of a convoy wallowing through the Bay of Biscay towards the Mediterranean. Huge columns of zombies were straggling out of the Sahara Desert. We were supposed to stop them. Slaughter them. But as we approached the Straits of Gibraltar, someone, it was never clear who, dropped a string of nuclear bombs on zombies massing in Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, and Egypt. On our ships, we saw the flashes of the bombs light the horizon. An hour later we were attacked by the remnants of the Libyan and Egyptian air forces. Half our fleet were sunk; the rest limped home. Britain’s government was still intact, more or less, but everyone was in the armed forces now. Defending ourselves from the zombies and from waves of increasingly desperate refugees from the continent, there was a year without summer. Snow in July. Crops failed and despite rationing millions died of starvation and cold. There were biblical plagues of insects and all the old sicknesses came back.


  And still the zombies kept appearing.


  They looked entirely human now, but it was easy to tell what they were because they weren’t starving, or haunted, or mad.


  We kept killing them and they kept coming.


  They took our cities from us and we fled into the countryside and regrouped and they came after us and we broke into smaller groups and still they came after us.


  We tore ourselves apart trying to destroy them. Yet we still didn’t understand them. We didn’t know where they were coming from, what they were, what they wanted. We grew weaker as they grew stronger.


  Do you understand me? I think that you do. Your pulse rate and pupil dilation and skin conductivity all show peaks at the key points of my story. That’s good. That means that you might be human.


  Listen:


  Let me tell you what the distinguished old physicist told me. Let me tell you about the observer effect and Boltzmann brains.


  In the nineteenth century, the Austrian physicist Ludwig Boltzmann developed the idea that the universe could have arisen from a random thermal fluctuation. Like a flame popping into existence. An explosion from nowhere. Much later, other physicists suggested that similar random fluctuations could give rise to anything imaginable, including conscious entities in any shape or form: Boltzmann brains. It was one of those contra-intuitive and mostly theoretical ideas that help cosmologists shape their models of the universe, and how we fit into it. We were once at the centre of the universe, but then Copernicus put the Sun at the centre instead, and we gradually moved off to the side. We know now that we inhabit an undistinguished planet of an average star in a not very special galaxy in a group of a million such, and that group of galaxies one of millions more. We are typical. Ordinary. And because we are ordinary, our universe is ordinary too, because there is no objective reality beyond that which we observe. Because, according to quantum entanglement, pairs of particles share information about each other’s quantum states even where distance and timing means that no signal can pass between them. Because observation is not passive. Because our measurements influence the fundamental laws of the universe. They create reality.


  But suppose other observers outnumbered us? What would happen then?


  Ihe probability of even one Boltzmann brain appearing in the fourteen billion years of the universe’s history is vanishingly small. But perhaps something changed the local quantum field and made it more hospitable to the appearance of Boltzmann brains. Perhaps the density of our own consciousness changed the quantum field and attracted Boltzmann brains as the mass of a star changes the gravitation field and attracts passing comets. Or perhaps the inhabitants of another universe are interfering with our universe. Perhaps the zombies are their avatars, Boltzmann brains that pop out of the energy field and change our universe to suit their masters simply because they think differently and see things differently.


  This was what the old physicist told me, in the long ago. He had evidence, too. Simple experiments that measured slow and continuous changes in the position of the absorption lines of calcium and helium and hydrogen in the sun’s spectrum, in standards of mass and distance, and in the speed of light. He believed that the fundamental fabric of the universe was being altered by the presence of the zombies, and that those changes were reaching back into the past and forward into the future, just as a pebble dropped into a pond will send ripples spreading out to either side. Every time he checked the historical records of the positions of those absorption lines, they agreed with his contemporaneous measurements, even though those measurements were continuously changing. We are no longer what we once were, but we are not aware of having changed because our memories have been changed too.


  Do you see why this story is important? It is not just a matter of my survival, or even the survival of the human species. It is a matter of the survival of the entire known universe. The zombies have already taken so much from us. The few spies and scouts who have successfully mingled with them and escaped to tell the tale say that they are demolishing and rebuilding our cities. Day and night they ebb and flow through the streets in tidal masses, like army ants or swarming bees, under the flickering auroras of strange energies. They are as unknowable to us as we are to them.


  Listen:


  This is still our world. That it is still comprehensible to us, that we can still survive in it, suggests that the zombies have not yet won an outright victory. It suggests that the tide can be turned. We have become vagrants scattered across the face of the Earth, and now we must come together and go forward together. But the zombies have become so like us that we can’t trust any stranger. We can’t trust someone like you, who stumbles out of the wilderness into our sanctuary. That’s why you must endure this test. Like mantids or spiders, we must stage fearful courtship rituals before we can accept strangers as our own.


  I want you to survive this. I really do. There are not many of us left and you are young. You can have many children. Many little observers.


  Listen:


  This world can be ours again. It has been many years since the war, and its old beauty is returning. Now that civilisation has been shattered, it has become like Eden again. Tell me: is a world as wild and clean and beautiful as this not worth saving? Was the sky never so green, or grass never so blue?


  City of the Dead


  ‘This is the fourth story in a series that plays with the idea of humankind being given the opportunity to go the stars right now. I’m sure some of us would jump at the chance, even if it turned out that wed be limited to pre-owned planets and asteroid reefs around a handful of red dwarf stars. What would we take with us? What would we do when we got there? How would it change us? Two stories—‘Dust’ and ‘Winning Peace’—are set a couple of hundred years from now; ‘City of the Dead’ and ‘Adventure’ (just out in Lou Anders’ anthology, Fast Forward 2 ) are set in the day after tomorrow, but on worlds far from Earth and full of the relics of histories not our own. I hope to spend more time in the First Empire very soon.”


  How Marilyn Carter first met Ana Datlovskaya, the Queen of the Hive Rats: late one afternoon she was driving through the endless tracts of alien tombs in the City of the Dead, to the west of the little desert town of Joe’s Corner, when she saw a pickup canted on the shoulder of the rough track, its hood up. She pulled over and asked the woman working elbow-deep in the engine of the pickup if she needed any help; the woman said that she believed that she needed a tow truck, this bloody excuse for a pickup she should have sold for scrap long ago had thrown a rod.


  ‘I am Ana Datlovskaya,’ she added, and stuck out an oily hand.


  ‘Marilyn Carter,’ Marilyn said, and shook Ana Datlovskaya’s hand.


  ‘Our new town constable. That incorrigible gossip Joel Jumonville told me about you, the woman said. She was somewhere in her sixties, short and broadhipped, dressed in a khaki shirt and blue jeans and hiking boots. Her white hair, roughly cropped, stuck up like ruffled feathers; her shrewd gaze didn’t seem to miss much. ‘Although he didn’t mention that you have a dog. He is a police dog? I met one once, in Port of Plenty. At the train station. It told me to stand still while its handler searched me for I don’t know what.’


  The black Labrador, Jet, was standing in the loadbed of Marilyn’s Bronco, watching them with keen interest.


  ‘He’s just a dog,’ Marilyn said. ‘He doesn’t talk or anything. We can give you a lift into town, if you need one.’


  ‘No doubt Joel told you that I am the crazy old woman who lives with hive rats,’ Ana Datlovskaya said to Marilyn, as they drove off towards Joe’s Corner. ‘It is true I am old, as you can plainly see. And it’s true also that I study hive rats. But I am not crazy. In fact, I am the only sane person in this desert. Everyone else hopes to make fortune by finding treasure, or by swindling people looking for treasure. That is craziness, if you don’t mind me saying so.’


  ‘I don’t mind in the least, because that’s not why I’m here,’ Marilyn said.


  She’d become town constable by accident. She’d stopped for the night in Joe’s Corner and had been sitting in its road-house, minding her own business, nursing a beer and half-listening to the house band blast out some twentieth-century industrial blues, when a big man a few stools down took exception to something the bartender said and tried to haul him over the counter by his beard. Marilyn intervened and put the big guy on the floor, and the owner of the roadhouse, Joel Jumonville, had given her a steak dinner on the house. Joel was an ex-astronaut who like Marilyn had fought in World War Three. He also owned two of the little town’s motels, ran its radio station and its web site, and was, more by default than democracy, its mayor. He and Marilyn got drunk together and told war stories, and by the end of the evening she’d shaken hands on a contract to serve as town constable for one year, replacing a guy who’d quit when a scrap of plastic he’d dug up in one of the tombs had turned out to be a room temperature superconductor.


  It wasn’t exactly how she’d imagined her life would turn out when she’d won a lottery place on one of the arks.


  This was in the heady years immediately after the Jackaroo had arrived in the aftermath of World War Three, and had given the survivors a basic fusion drive and access to a wormhole network linking fifteen M-class red dwarf stars in exchange for rights to the rest of the Solar System; a brief, anarchic age of temporary kingdoms, squabbling emirates, and gloriously foolish attempts at building every kind of Utopia; an age of exploration, heroic ambition, and low farce. Like every other lottery winner, Marilyn had imagined a fresh start, every kind of exotic adventure, but after she’d arrived in Port of Plenty, on the planet of First Foot, short of cash and knowing no one, she’d ended up working for a security firm, which is what she’d been doing before she left Earth. She guarded the mansions and compounds of the city’s rich, rode as bodyguard for their wives and children. Some had earned vast fortunes founded on novel principles of physics or mathematics wrested from discarded alien machineries; others were gangsters feeding on the underbelly of Port of Plenty’s fast and loose economy. Marilyn’s last job had been with an Albanian involved in all kinds of dubious property deals; after he’d been killed by a car bomb, she’d had to get out of Port of Plenty in a hurry because his family suspected that the assassination had been an inside job. She’d drifted west along the coast of First Foot’s single continent and ended up in Joe’s Corner, but, as she told Ana Datlovskaya, she didn’t plan to stay.


  ‘When the year’s up I’m moving on. I have a whole new world to explore. And plenty more besides.’


  ‘Ha. If I had a euro for every time I’d heard that from people who thought they were passing through but couldn’t find a reason to leave,’ Ana Datlovskaya said, ‘I’d be riding around the desert in style, instead of nursing that broken-down donkey of a pickup.’


  Ana was a biologist who’d moved out to the western desert to study hive rats, supporting her research with her savings and the sale of odd little figurines. Like Marilyn, she was originally from London, England, but their sex and nationality were about all they had in common—Marilyn had been born and raised in Streatham, her mother a nurse and her father a driver on the Underground, while Ana’s parents had been Russian exiles, poets who’d escaped Stalin’s postwar purges and had set up residence in Hampstead. Still, the two women quickly became friends. Ana was a prominent member of Joe’s Corner’s extensive cast of eccentrics, but she was also an exemplar of the legion of stout-hearted, sensible, and completely fearless women who before World War Three had explored and done every kind of good work in every corner of the globe. Marilyn had met several of these doughty heroines during her service in the army and had admired them all. The evening she gave Ana a lift into town they had a fine time in the roadhouse, swapping war stories and reminiscing about London and how they’d survived World War Three, and on her next free day Marilyn was more than happy to make a fifty kilometre trip beyond the northern edge of the City of the Dead to visit Ana’s desert camp.


  By then, Joel Jumonville had told Marilyn a fair number of tall tales about the Queen of the Hive Rats. According to him, the old woman had once shot a bandit who’d tried to rob her, and cut up his body and fed it to her hive rats. Also, that the little figurines she sold to support herself, found nowhere else in the City of the Dead, were rumoured to come from the hold of an ancient spaceship she’d uncovered, she kept a tame tigon she’d raised from a kitten, and she’d learned how to enter hive rat gardens without being immediately attacked and killed. Joel was an inveterate gossip and an accomplished fabulist, so Marilyn also took his stories with large pinches of salt, but when she pulled up by Ana’s shack, on a bench terrace cut into a stony ridge that overlooked a broad arroyo, she was amazed to see the old woman pottering about the edge of a hive rat garden. The garden stretched away down the arroyo, crowded with the tall yellow blades of century plants. Columns of hardened mud that Marilyn later learned were ventilation chambers stood here and there, hive rat sentries perched on their hind legs at intervals along the perimeter, and there was a big mound with a hole in its flat top that no doubt led to the heart of the nest.


  Jet went crazy over the scent of the hive rats. By the time Marilyn had calmed him down, Ana was climbing the path to her shack, cheerfully helloing them. ‘How nice to see you, my dear. And your lovely dog. Did you by any chance bring any tea? I ran out two days ago.’


  Sitting on plastic chairs under a canvas awning that cracked and boomed in the hot breeze, they made do with stale instant coffee and flat biscuits, tasting exactly like burnt toast, that Ana had baked using flour ground from cactus tree bark. There wasn’t any trick to walking amongst the hive rats, the old woman told Marilyn. She had worked out the system of pheromonal signals that governed much of their cooperative behaviour, and wore a dab of scent that suppressed secretion of alarm and aggression pheromones by sentries and soldiers, so that the hive rats accepted her as one of their own.


  Ana talked a long streak about hive rat biology, explaining how their nests were organised in different castes like ants or bees, how they made their gardens. This garden was the largest known, Ana said, and it was unique not only because it was a monoculture of century plants, but because there was an elaborate system of irrigation ditches and dykes scratched across the arroyo floor. She showed Marilyn views from camera Feeds she’d installed in the kilometres of tunnels and shafts and chambers of the nest beneath the garden: workers gnawing at the car-sized tuber of a century plant; an endless processions of workers toiling up from the deep aquifer, their bellies swollen with water; one of the fungal gardens that processed the hive rats’ waste; a chamber in which a hive rat queen, fed and groomed by workers one-tenth her size, extruded blind, squirming pups with machine-like regularity. Unlike other nests, this one housed many queens, Ana said; it had never split into daughter colonies.


  ‘When I know you better, perhaps I’ll tell you why. But enough of my work. Tell me about the world.’


  Marilyn gave Ana the latest local gossip, and ended up promising to do a supply run for the old woman, who said that she would be grateful not to have to bother with dealing with other people: she was far too busy with her research, which was at a very interesting stage. So Marilyn took a dozen little figurines back to Joe’s Corner, smoothly knotted shapes fashioned from some kind of resin that when handled induced a pleasant, dreamy sensation that reminded her of her habit, when she’d been eleven or twelve, of standing at the bathroom sink with her hands up to the wrists in warm water, staring into the fogged mirror, wondering what she would become when she grew up. She sold them to the Nigerian assayer in Joe’s Corner, bought supplies and picked up several packages from an electronics supplier along with the rest of Ana’s mail, and on her next free day took everything out to the old woman’s camp.


  After a couple of supply runs. Ana gave Marilyn a tiny brown bottle containing a couple of millilitres of oily suppresser scent, telling her that she could use it to check out tombs that happened to be in the middle of hive rat gardens. Foolish people try to poison or smoke them out. And they usually get bitten badly because the rats are smarter than most people think. They know how to avoid poison, and their nests are extremely well-ventilated. But if you wear just a dab of suppresser, my dear, you can walk right into those tombs, all of them untouched by looters, and pick up any treasures you might find.’


  Marilyn promised she’d give it a try, but the bottle ended up unopened in the junk-filled glove compartment of her Bronco. For one thing, she wasn’t convinced that it would work, and she knew that you could die from infection with flesh-eating bacteria after a single hive-rat bite. For another, she didn’t really need to supplement her income from sale of scraps looted from tombs. Her salary as town constable was about a quarter of what she’d received for guarding the late unlamented Albanian businessman, but she had a rent-free room in the Westward Ho! motel and ate for free in Joel’s roadhouse most nights, and for the first time in her life she was able to put a little money by for a rainy day.


  It occurred to her around this time that she was happy. She had a job she liked, and she liked most of the people in Joe’s Corner and could tolerate the rest, and she liked the desert, too. When she wasn’t visiting Ana Datlovskaya, she spent most of her free time pottering around the tombs of the City of the Dead, exploring the salt-flats and arroyos and low, gullied hills, learning about the patchwork desert ecology, plants and animals native to First Foot and alien species imported from other worlds by previous tenant races. Camping out in the desert at night, she’d lie in her sleeping bag and look up at the rigid patterns of alien constellations, the two swift moons, the luminous milk of the Phoenix nebula sprawled across the eastern horizon. Earth was about two thousand light years beyond the nebula: the wormhole network linked only fifteen stars, but it spanned the Sagittarius arm of the Galaxy. How strange and wonderful that she should be here, so far from Earth. On an alien world twice the size of Earth, where things weighed half as much again, and the day was a shade over twenty hours long. In a desert full of the tombs of a long-vanished alien race . . .


  One day, Marilyn was out at the northern edge of the City of the Dead, sitting on a flat boulder on a low ridge and eating her lunch, when Jet raised up and trotted smartly to the edge of the ridge and began to bark. A few moments later, Marilyn heard the noise of a vehicle off in the distance. She finished what was left of her banana in two quick bites, walked over to where her dog stood, and looked out across the dry playa towards distant hills hazed by dusty air and shimmering heat. The hummocks of ancient tombs in ragged lines amongst drifts of sand and rocks; silvery clouds of saltbush and tall clumps of cactus trees; the green oases of hive rat gardens. The nearest garden was only a kilometre away; Marilyn could see the cat-sized, pinkly naked sentries perched upright amongst its piecework plantings. Beyond it, a thin line of dust boiled up, dragged by a black Range Rover. As it drew nearer, the hive rat sentries started drumming with their feet, a faint pattering that started Jet barking. Soldiers popped up from the mound in the centre of the garden, two or three times the size of the sentries, armoured with scales and armed with recurved claws and strong jaws that could bite through a man’s wrist, running towards the Range Rover as it drove straight across the garden. It ploughed through them, leaving some dead and dying and the rest chasing its dusty wake all the way to the garden’s boundary, where they tumbled to a halt and stared after it as it headed up a bare apron of rock towards the ridge.


  Marilyn walked over to her Bronco and took her pistol from her day bag and stuck it in the waistband of her shorts and walked back to Jet, who was bristling and barking. The Range Rover had stopped at the bottom of the short steep slope. A blond, burly man stood in the angle of the open door on the far side, staring up at Marilyn as a second man climbed out. He had a deep tan and black hair shaved close to his skull, was dressed in black jeans and a white short-sleeved shirt. Black tattoos on his forearms, black sunglasses that heliographed twin discs of sunlight at Marilyn as he said, ‘How are you doing, Marilyn? It’s been a while.’


  It was one of the men who’d worked for the security firm back in Port of Plenty. Frank something. Frank Parker.


  ‘I’m wondering why you came all the way out here to find me, Frank. I’m also wondering how you found me.’


  Marilyn was pretty sure that this wasn’t anything do with the Albanians, who liked to do their own dirty work, but she was also pretty sure that Frank Parker and his blond bodybuilder friend were some kind of trouble, and a smooth coolness was filling her up inside, something she hadn’t felt for a long time.


  ‘I guess you don’t feel like coming down here, so I’ll come up,’ Frank Parker said, and began to pick his way up the stony slope, ignoring Marilyn’s sharp request to stay where he was, going down on one knee when his black town shoes slipped on the frangible dirt and pushing up and coming on, stopping only when Jet started to bark at him, knuckling sweat from his forehead and saying, ‘Feisty fellow, ain’t he?’


  ‘He’s a pretty good judge of people.’ Marilyn told Jet to sit, said to Frank Parker, ‘I’m waiting to hear what you want. Maybe you can start by telling me what you’re doing out here. It’s a long way from Port of Plenty.’


  ‘I wouldn’t mind a drink of water,’ Frank Parker said, and took a couple of steps forward. Jet rose up and started barking again and the man held up his hands, palms out, in a gesture of surrender.


  ‘I’m sure you have a bottle or two in that expensive car of yours,’ Marilyn said. She was watching him and trying to watch his friend down by the Range Rover at the same time. Her Glock was a hard flat weight against the small of her back and she stepped hard on the impulse to show it to Frank Parker. If she did, it would take things up to the next level and there’d be no going back.


  ‘I bring greetings from another old friend,’ Frank Parker said. ‘Tom Archibold. He’d like to invite you over for a chat.


  ‘What’s Tom doing out here?’


  Like Frank Parker, Tom Archibold had been working for the same security firm that had been employing Marilyn when her client had been blown to bloody confetti. She was trying her best to keep the surprise she felt from her face, but Frank Parker must have seen something of it because his smile broadened into a grin. ‘Tom told me to tell you that he has a little job for you.


  ‘You can thank Tom for me, and tell him that I already have a job.


  ‘He needs your advice on something is all.’


  If he wants my advice, he’s welcome to visit me when I get back to town tomorrow. My office is right in the middle of our little commercial strip. You can’t miss it. It has a sign with “Town Constable” printed on it hung right above the door.’


  ‘He kind of needs you on site,’ Frank Parker said.


  ‘I don’t think so.’


  ‘We really would like for you to come right away. It’s about your friend Ana Datlovskya,’ Frank Parker said, and took a step towards Marilyn.


  Jet barked and lunged forward, and Frank Parker reached behind himself and jerked a pistol from his belt, Marilyn shouting no!, and shot Jet in the chest. Jet dropped flat and slid down the slope, and Frank Parker turned to Marilyn, his eyes widening behind his sunglasses when she put her Glock on him and told him to put his weapon down.


  ‘Do it right now!’ she said, and shot him in the leg when he didn’t.


  He fell on his ass and dropped his pistol. Marilyn stepped forwards and kicked it away, saw movement at the bottom of the slope, the man behind the Range Rover raising a machine pistol, and threw herself flat as a short burst walked along the edge of the ridge, whining off stones, smacking into dirt, kicking up dust. Marilyn raised up and took aim, and the man ducked out of sight as the round spanged off the window post beside him. She got off two more shots, aiming for the tyres, but the damned things must have been puncture-proof. The Range Rover started with a roar and reversed at speed, its open door flapping. Marilyn braced and took aim and put a shot through the tinted windshield, and the Range Rover spun in a handbrake turn and took off into the playa, leaving only dust in the air.


  Frank Parker was holding his thigh with both hands, blood seeping through laced fingers, face pale and tight with pain. ‘You fucking shot me, you bitch.’


  ‘You shot my dog. But don’t think that makes us even.’


  Marilyn picked up his pistol and told him to roll over on his stomach, patted him down and found a gravity knife in an ankle scabbard. She told him to stay absolutely still if he didn’t want to get shot again, and crabbed down the slope to where Jet lay, dusty and limp and dead. She carried him up the slope to her Bronco, set him in the well under the shotgun seat. Frank Parker had sat up again and was clutching his thigh and making threats. She told him to shut up and pulled the q-phone from its holster under the dashboard, but although she tried three times she could raise only a faint conversation between two people who seemed to be shouting at each other in a howling gale in a language she didn’t recognise. She tried the shortwave radio, too, but every channel was full of static; that wasn’t unexpected, as radio reception ran from patchy to non-existent in the City of the Dead, but she’d never before had a problem with the q-phone. A little miracle that fused alien and human technology, it was worth more than the Bronco and shared a bound pair of electrons with the hub station in Joe’s Corner, and should have given her an instant connection even if she was standing on the other side of the universe.


  Well, she didn’t know why the damn thing had decided to throw a glitch, but she was a long way from town, and Ana was in trouble. She found her handcuffs in the glove compartment and walked over to Frank Parker and tossed them into his lap and told him to put them on. As he fumbled with them, she asked him why Tom wanted to talk with her, and what it had to do with Ana Datlovskya.


  Frank Parker told her to go fuck herself, closed his eyes when Marilyn cocked her pistol.


  ‘I can knock off plenty of pieces of you before you die,’ she said. She was angry and out of patience, and anxious too. ‘Or maybe give you to the hive rats down there. I bet they’re still pissed off after you drove straight through their garden.’


  After a moment, Frank Parker said, ‘We’ve taken over Ana Datlovskaya’s claim.’


  ‘Taken it over? What does that mean? Have you bastards killed her?’


  ‘No. No, no. It’s not like that.’


  ‘She’s alive.’


  ‘We think so.’


  ‘She is or she isn’t.’


  ‘We think she’s alive,’ Frank Parker said. ‘She got out into the damn garden and ducked into a hole. We haven’t been able to get near it.’


  Because of the hive rats. Did anyone get eaten?’


  ‘One of us got bitten.’


  Tom wants me to persuade her to come out.’


  The man nodded sullenly. ‘Word is, you’re her good friend. Tom thought you could talk some sense into her.’


  Marilyn thought about this. How did you know where to find me? This is my day off, I’m driving around the desert, no one in town knows where I am. Yet you drive straight towards me. Were you following me?’


  ‘You have a q-phone. We have a magic gizmo that tracks them.


  ‘Does this magic gizmo also stop q-phones working?’


  ‘I don’t know. Really, I don’t,’ Frank Parker said. ‘I was told where to find you, and there you were. Look, the old woman is sitting on something valuable. You can have a share of it. All you have to do is talk to her, persuade her to give herself up. Is that so hard?’


  ‘We walk away afterwards, me and Ana.’


  Sure. We’ll even cut you in for a share. Why not? Help me up, we can drive straight there—’


  What is it you want from her? Those figurines?’


  ‘It’s something to do with those rats. Don’t ask me what. I wasn’t privy to the deal Tom made.’


  ‘I bet. Think you can walk over to my pickup?’


  ‘You shot me in the fucking leg. You’re going to have to give me a hand.’


  Wrong answer,’ Marilyn said.


  Frank Parker flinched and started to raise his cuffed hands, but she was quicker, and rapped him smartly above his ear with the grip of her pistol and laid him flat.


  He started to come round when she dumped him in the loadbed of the Bronco, feebly trying to resist as she tied off the nylon cord she’d wrapped around his calves. ‘You’re fucked,’ he said. ‘Well and truly fucked.’


  Marilyn ignored him and went around to the cab and took out the q-phone and tried it again—still no signal—then put it in the plastic box in which she’d packed her lunch, and piled a little cairn of stones over the box. She didn’t really believe that Frank Parker had tracked her with some kind of magic gizmo, but better safe than sorry.


  Marilyn drove west along the gravel flats of the playa and then north, into a low range of hills. She parked in the shade of a stand of cactus trees and at gunpoint forced her prisoner to climb down and limp inside one of the tombs that stood like a row of bad teeth along the crest of the hill. She told him to stay right where he was, and pulled a shovel from the space behind the Bronco’s seats and dug a grave and lined the grave with flat stones and wrapped Jet in plastic sheeting and laid him at the bottom.


  She’d found him six months ago, chained to a wrecked car behind a service station on the coast highway, half-starved, sores everywhere under his matted and filthy coat. When the service station owner had tried to stop her taking him, she’d knocked the man on his ass and dragged him back to the wreck and chained him up and left him there. She’d spent two weeks in a motel further on down the road, nursing Jet back to health. He’d been a good companion ever since, loyal and affectionate and alert, foolishly brave when it came to standing up to dire cats, hydras, and hive rat soldiers. He’d died defending her, and she wasn’t ever going to forget that.


  Although she’d attended a couple of dozen funerals during her stint in the army, she could remember only a few of the words of the Service for the Dead, so recited the Lord’s Prayer instead. ‘I’ll come back and give you a proper headstone later,’ she said, and filled in the grave, piled more stones over the mound, and went to see to her prisoner.


  Frank Parker was squashed into a corner of the tomb, staring at the eidolons that drifted out of the shadows: monkey-sized semi-transparent stick figures that whispered in clicks and whistles, gesturing in abrupt jerks like overwound clockwork tovs. They haunted about one in a hundred of the tombs. Perhaps they were intended to be representations of the dead, or their household gods, or perhaps thev were some sort of eternal ceremony of mourning or celebration or remembrance: no one knew. And no one knew how they had been created, either; they were not affected by the removal of every bit of rotten ‘circuitry’ from the tomb they haunted, by scouring its interior clean, or even by destroying it. According to Ana Datlovskaya, they were manifestations of twists in the quantum foam that underpinned space/time, which as far as Marilyn was concerned was like saying that they’d been created by some old wizard out of dragon’s blood and dwarfs’ teeth.


  Marilyn had grown used to the eidolons; they reminded her of old men at bus stops in London before the war, rubbing their hands in the cold, grumbling about the weather and the price of cat meat. Talking to themselves if no one else was about. But they definitely spooked Frank Parker, who watched them closely as they drifted through the dim air like corpses caught in an underwater current, and flinched when Marilyn’s shadow fell over him.


  ‘I’m going to fix up your wound,’ she said. ‘I don’t want you dying on me. Not yet, at least.’


  She cut off the leg of the man’s jeans and salted the wound—a neat through-and-through in the big muscle on the outside of his thigh—with antiseptic powder and fixed a pad of gauze in place with a bandage. Then they had a little talk. Marilyn learned that Tom Archibold had been working for a street banker who’d bought out the gambling debts of a mathematician in Port of Plenty’s university. When the mathematician had come up short on his repayments, Tom had had a little talk with him, and had discovered that he’d been corresponding with Ana Datlovskaya about exotic logic systems, and had been helping her write some kind of translation programme.


  ‘This is the bit you’re going to have trouble believing,’ Frank Parker said. ‘But I swear it’s true.’


  ‘You’d better spit it out,’ Marilyn said, ‘or I’ll leave you here without any water.’


  ‘Tom believes that the old woman found the wreck of a spaceship,’ Frank Parker said. ‘And she’s trying to talk to the part of it that’s still alive.’


  Just two hours later, Marilyn Carter was lying on her belly under a patch of the thorny scrub that grew amongst Boxbuilder ruins on top of the ridge that overlooked the arroyo and the giant hive rat garden. Ana Datlovskaya’s tarpaper shack was a couple of hundred metres to the left and somewhat below Marilyn’s position. Three Range Rovers were parked beside it. A burly man with a shaven head stood close to one of the Range Rovers and the blond bodybuilder Marilyn had chased off was scanning the hive rat garden with binoculars, a hunting rifle slung over his shoulder. Seeing them together now, Marilyn realised that she’d seen them before. In town a couple of weeks ago, sitting at the counter in the diner. She’d paid them little attention then, thinking that they were just a couple of travellers passing through; now she realised that they must have been on a scouting mission.


  The blond man fitted the stock of his rifle to his shoulder and took aim. Marilyn tracked his line of fire, saw a sentry standing chest-high in a hole. Then dust kicked up in front of it and it vanished as the sound of the shot whanged back from the bluffs beyond.


  Well, she already knew they were mean. She hoped they were dumb, too.


  The swollen sun was about an hour away from setting. Ana had once told Marilyn that because it huddled close to its cool red dwarf sun, First Foot should have been tidally locked, always showing one side to its sun, just as the moon always showed one side to Earth. The fact that there were sunrises and sunsets on First Foot was evidence of some stupendous feat of engineering that had otherwise left no trace, Ana had said: some forgotten race must have spun the planet up like a child’s top, giving it a rotational period of ten hours that over millennia had slowed to almost twice that.


  The old woman loved to talk about the alien tenants—Boxbuilders, Fisher Kings, Ghostkeepers and all the rest—who had once inhabited the planets and moons and reefs of the fifteen stars linked by the worm hole network. Speculating on why they had come here and what they had done, whether they’d simply died out, or had been wiped out by war, or if they had moved on to somewhere else. To other stars, or to other universes. She’d told Marilyn that some people believed that the Jackaroo collected races as people collected pets, and disposed of them when they lost the lustre of novelty; others that the previous tenants had all been absorbed into the Jackaroo, to become part of a collective, symbiotic consciousness. Anything was possible. No one had ever been aboard one of the Jackaroo’s floppy ships, and no one knew what the Jackaroo looked like because they visited Earth only in the form of avatars shaped roughly like people. No one had much idea about the physical appearance of any of the previous tenant races of the wormhole network, either. None of them, not even the Ghostkeepers, who had built the City of the Dead and many other necropolises, had left behind any physical remains or sculptures or pictorial representations. Academics argued endlessly over the carved murals in the so-called Vaults of the Fisher Kings, but no one knew what the murals really represented, or even if the patterns and images discerned by human eyes weren’t simply optical illusions. All we really know, Ana liked to say, is that we know nothing at all. At least eight alien races lived here before we came, and each one died out or vanished or moved on, and left behind only empty ruins, odd scraps, and a few enigmatic monuments. But if we can find out the answers to those questions, we might be able to begin to understand why the Jackaroo gave us the keys to the wormhole network; we might even be able to take control of our fate.


  Ana was full of strange notions, but she was also a tough desert bird who knew how to look after herself. Marilyn had had no trouble believing Frank Parker’s story that the old woman had taken off into the garden and climbed down into the nest to escape Tom Archibold and his men, and it certainly looked like they were hunkered down, waiting for her to come out and surrender. They couldn’t go after Ana because they’d be taken down by the hive rats, and as far as Marilyn knew the hole on top of the mound was the only way Ana could get in and out. It was a stand off, and Marilyn was going to have to go in and try to save Ana before things escalated. It was her job, for one thing. And then there was the small matter of doing right by poor Jet.


  Marilyn crawled backwards on elbows and knees until she was certain that she wouldn’t be skylighted when she stood up. the Boxbuilder ruins ran along the top of the ridge like random strings of giant building blocks, their thin walls and roofs spun from polymer and rock dust by a species that had left hundreds of thousands of similar strings and clusters on every planet and reef and moon linked by the wormholes. Marilyn picked her way through the thorny scrub that grew everywhere amongst the ruins, and walked down the reverse side of the ridge to her Bronco, which she’d parked on a stony apron three kilometres south of the arroyo. She checked the shortwave again—still nothing but static—and lifted out her spare can of petrol and took rags from her toolbox and set off to the east.


  She twisted strips torn from the rags around catchclaw and cloudbush plants, soaked them in petrol, and set them alight. Fire bloomed quick and bright and the hot wind blew flames flat amongst the dry scrub and it caught with a crackling roar. Marilyn walked along the track towards Ana’s shack with huge reefs of white smoke boiling up into the darkening sky behind her. A harsh smell of burning in the air, and flecks and curls of ash fluttering down. There was a stir of movement amongst the Range Rovers, someone shouted a challenge, a spotlight flared. Marilyn raised her hands as three men walked towards her, two circling left and right, the third, Tom Archibold, saying, ‘I was wondering when you’d turn up.’


  ‘Hello, Tom.’


  ‘You set a fire as a diversion, and then you walk right in. What are you up to?’


  ‘The fire isn’t a diversion, Tom. It’s a signal. In about two hours, people from Joe’s Corner will be turning up, wondering who set it.’


  Tom grinned. ‘You think a bunch of hicks can make any kind of trouble for us? I’m disappointed, Marilyn. You used to be a lot sharper than that.’


  ‘Frank Parker said you needed my help. Here I am. Just remember that I came here voluntarily. And remember that you have about two hours. Maybe less.’


  ‘Where is Frank?’


  ‘I shot him, not seriously, after he shot my dog. He’ll be okay. I’ll tell you where to find him when this is over.’


  ‘He won’t make any kind of hostage, Marilyn. He fucked up, I could care less if he lives or dies, much less about exchanging the old woman for him.’


  ‘How about if I help you get whatever it is you came here for?’


  Tom Archibold studied her for a few moments. He was a slim man dressed in a brown turtleneck sweater and blue jeans. Black hair swept back from his keen, handsome face, a Bluetooth earpiece plugged into his left ear. At last, he said, ‘What do you expect in return?’


  ‘To walk away from this with Ana.’


  Why not? I might even throw in a few points from the money I’m going to make.’


  He said it so quickly and casually that Marilyn knew at once he intended to kill her as soon as she was no longer useful to him. She’d guessed it anyhow, but now that she was in his power she felt a strong chill pass through her.


  She said, ‘Is Ana still inside the nest?’


  ‘Yeah. She ran off into the garden—into the hole atop that mound,’ Tom said, pointing across the dusky arroyo. ‘We couldn’t follow her because of the damn rats. We’ve been picking off any that show themselves, but there are any number of them, we can’t get close.


  You want me to talk her out of there.’


  ‘If she’s still alive. We kind of winged her.’


  ‘You shot her?’


  ‘We shot at her, when she ran. To try to make her stop. One of the shots might have gotten a little too close.’


  ‘Where do you think you hit her?’


  ‘The right leg, it looked like. It can’t have been serious. It knocked her down, but she managed to crawl into the hole.’


  ‘You were supposed to take her prisoner, but she got away, you wounded her . . . It’s all gone bad, hasn’t it?’


  ‘We have you.’


  ‘Only because I wanted to come here. Don’t you forget that. I’m curious, by the way. Why involve me at all?’


  Tom smiled. ‘Either you’re bluffing, pretending to be ignorant to see if I’ll let something slip, or you aren’t really the old woman’s friend. Let’s sit down and talk.’


  After the blond bodybuilder had quickly and thoroughly patted Marilyn down, she and Tom sat on Ana’s plastic chairs and Tom asked her every kind of question about Ana’s research. She answered as truthfully as she could, but it quickly became clear that Tom knew a lot more about most of it than she did. He knew that Ana and the mathematician in Port of Plenty had been working up computer models of the hive rats’ behaviour, and that they had been developing some kind of artificial intelligence programme. He also knew that Ana had discovered that the behaviour of the hive rats was strongly influenced by pheromones, but he didn’t seem to know that Ana had synthesised pheromone analogs.


  When he had run out of questions, Marilyn said, ‘I can help you, but I think I need to talk to your client first.’


  ‘What makes you think I have a client?’


  ‘You wouldn’t have gone to all this trouble to chase a rumour about a crashed spaceship. It isn’t your style, and I doubt that you have the kind of cash to pay for an operation like this. After all, you stumbled on Ana’s research when you were working as a debt collector. So you’re working for someone. That’s the kind of people we are, Tom. We put our lives on the line for other people. I believe that he’s sitting in one of those Range Rovers,’ Marilyn said.” The guy guarding them hasn’t budged since I turned up, and you have a Bluetooth connection in your ear. That will only work over a very short range here, and my guess is he’d been using it to listen in to us, and feed you questions. How am I doing?’


  Tom didn’t answer at once. Marilyn wondered if he was listening to his client, or if she’d pushed him too far, if he was reconsidering his options. At last, he said, How can you help us?’


  ‘I know the trick Ana used to get inside the nest without being killed and eaten.’


  Another pause. Tom said, All right. If you go in there and bring her out, you can speak to my client. Deal?’


  ‘Deal.’


  ‘You’re in for a surprise,’ Tom said. But right now, you had better tell me how you’re going to walk in there.’


  ‘I need something from Ana’s shack.’


  The hot air inside the shack smelled strongly of Ana Datlovskaya and the smoking oil lamp that was the only illumination. A woman lay on Ana’s camp bed. Julie Bell, another of Marilyn’s former colleagues. She was unconscious. Her jeans had cut off at the knees and bandages around her calves were spotted with blood and the flesh above and below the bandages was swollen red and shiny.


  ‘You should get her to a hospital right now,’ Marilyn told Tom. ‘Otherwise she’s going to die of blood poisoning.


  The sooner we get this done, the sooner we can get out of here. What’s that?’


  Marilyn had opened the little chemical icebox and taken out a rack of little brown bottles. She explained that they contained artificial pheromones that Ana had synthesised. She held up the largest, the only one with a screw cap, and said that a dab of this would allow her to follow Ana down into the nest.


  I don’t think so,’ Tom said. ‘If that shit really works, we can do it ourselves.’


  ‘It won’t work on men. Only women. Something to do with hormones.’


  ‘Bullshit,’ Tom said, but Marilyn could see that he was thinking as he stared at her. Trying to figure out if she was telling the truth or making a move.


  ‘Why don’t you try it out?’ she said, and handed it to him.


  Tom volunteered the blond bodybuilder. The man didn’t look very happy as, in the glare of the spotlights on top of two of the Range Rovers, he edged down the path towards the edge of the hive rats’ garden. The sun had set now and stars were popping out across the darkening sky, obscured in the east by the smoke of the fire Marilyn had set. When the blond man reached the bottom of the path, sentries popped up from holes here and there amongst the tall century plants, and he turned and looked up at his boss and said that he didn’t think that this was a good idea.


  Just get on with it,’ Tom said.


  Standing beside him, Marilyn felt a sick eagerness. She knew what was going to happen, and she knew that it was necessary.


  The man cocked his pistol and stepped forward, as if onto thin ice. Sentries near and far began to slap their feet, and the ground in front of the bodybuilder collapsed as soldiers heaved out of the gravelly sand, snapping long jaws filled with pointed teeth. The man tried to run, and one of the soldiers sprang forward and seized his ankle. He crashed down full-length and then two more soldiers were on him. He kicked and punched at them, screamed when one bit off his hand. More soldiers were running through the shadows cast by the century plants and Tom pulled his pistol and aimed and shot the bodybuilder in the head, shot at the soldiers as they tore at the body. Dust boiled up around it as it slowly sank.


  The surviving goon, the one who’d been guarding the Range Rovers, invoked Jesus Christ, and Tom turned to Marilyn and hit her hard in the face with the back of his hand, knocking her down. She sat looking up at him, not moving, feeling a worm of blood run down her cheek where his signet ring had torn her skin.


  ‘You’re going down there,’ Tom said.


  ‘I need the pheromone first,’ Marilyn said.


  Right now,’ Tom said. ‘Let’s see how fast you can run.’


  Marilyn had rubbed the suppresser scent that Ana had given her over her arms and face before she’d walked up to the shack and surrendered; the stuff she’d told Tom was a pheromone that would guarantee safe passage, but only for women, had been nothing more than the base solution of neutral oil, and gave as much protection from the hive rats’ aggression towards trespassers as a sheet of paper against a bullet. She wasn’t at all certain that it would keep her safe now that the hive rats had been stirred up, but she reckoned she had a better chance with the rats than with the two men silhouetted above her in the glare of the spotlights as she walked down the path.


  The spotlights lit up a wide swathe of the garden like a theatrical set, stark and hyperreal against the darkness of the rest of the arroyo. The blades of century plants that towered above Marilyn, growing in sinuous lines and clumps between irrigation ditches, glowed banana yellow. The churned patch of dirt that had swallowed the blond bodybuilder was directly ahead. Marilyn stepped past it, feeling that her skin was about a size too small, remembering how she’d felt moving from position to position in the ruins of the outskirts of Paris, trying to pinpoint a sniper that had shot three of her squad. A hive rat sentry was watching her from its perch on a flat slab of rock, pink skin glistening, an arc of small black eyes glittering above its tiny undershot mouth. She took a wide detour around it and spotted others standing under the century plants as she made her way towards the mound.


  The mound was ten metres high, shaped like a small volcano or the entrance to the lair of monster-movie ants, smooth and unmarked apart from a trail of human footprints. She trod carefully up the slope, aware of the hive rats scattered across the garden and the two men watching her from the bench terrace. At the top, a flat rim circled a hole or vent a couple of metres across. Marilyn stepped up to the lip, saw spikes hammered into the hard crust, a rope ladder dropping into darkness. Hot air blew past her face. It stank of ammonia and a rotten musk. She called Ana’s name, and when nothing came back shouted across to Tom Archibold and told him that she was going in.


  He shouted back, said that she had thirty minutes. He sounded angry and on edge. The death of his goon had definitely spooked him, and Marilyn hoped that he was beginning to worry that a posse from Joe’s Corner might soon turn up.


  ‘I’ll take as long as it needs,’ she said, and with a penlight in her teeth like a pirate’s cutlass started to climb down the rope ladder into the hot stinking dark.


  The shaft went down a long way, flaring out into a vault whose walls were ribbed with long vertical plates. Marilyn shone the penlight around and saw something jutting out of the wall a few metres below, a wooden platform little bigger than a bed, hung from a web of ropes. Ana Datlovskya sat there with her back to the wall, her face pale in the beam of the penlight and one arm raised straight up, aiming a pistol at Marilyn.


  ‘Tell me you have arrested those fools.’


  ‘Not yet,’ Marilyn said, and explained how she had taken one man prisoner, how another had been badly bitten and a third had been killed by the hive rats after she had tricked him into wearing only the base solvent. ‘There are only two left. Three, if their client is hiding inside one of those Range Rovers. I managed to convince them that your suppresser only works for women. Can I come down? I feel very vulnerable, hanging here.


  Ana told her to be careful, the platform was meant for only one person. When Marilyn reached her, she saw that the old woman had cut away one leg of her jeans and tied a bandage around her thigh. Rusty vines of dry blood wrapped her skinny bare leg. She refused to let Marilyn look at her wound, saying that it was a flesh wound, nothing serious, and she refused the various painkillers Marilyn had brought, too.


  I have a first-aid kit here. I have already treated myself to a Syrette of morphine, and need no more because I must keep a clear head. I climbed down powered by adrenaline, but I don’t think I can climb back up.’


  ‘Is there any other way out of here?’


  ‘Unless you are very good at digging, no.’


  Ana sat on a big cushion with her injured leg stretched out straight. Her face was taut with pain and beaded with sweat. There was a laptop beside her—not the notebook she kept in her shack but a cutting-edge q-bit machine that used the same technology as Marilyn’s q-phone, phenomenally fast and with a memory so capacious it could swallow the contents of the British Library in a single gulp. Ledges cut into the wall held boxes of canned food and bottled water, a bank of car batteries, a camping stove: a regular little encampment or den.


  ‘I think you had better tell me why Tom Archibold and his client are so interested in you,’ Marilyn said.


  She was planning to climb back out and talk to Tom and his client, stretch things out by pretending to negotiate with them until help arrived. Although she couldn’t be sure that anyone in town would have noticed the smoke from the fire before night had fallen, or that they’d link it to the fact that she hadn’t returned from her day-trip to the desert, that she might be in trouble . . .


  Ana said, ‘They did not tell you?’


  ‘They told me you found a spaceship.’


  ‘And you thought they were lying. Well, it’s true. Don’t look so surprised. We have spaceships, yes? So did the other tenants. The ones who lived here before us. And one of them crashed here, long, long ago. It was not very big, smaller than a car in fact, and all that’s left of it are scraps of hull material, worth nothing. I send a piece to be analysed. Someone has already found something identical on some lonely rock around another star, took a patent out on its composition.’


  ‘So it’s worthless. That’s good. Or it will be, if we can convince the bad guys that you don’t have anything worth stealing.’


  Ana shook her head. ‘I should not have trusted Zui Lin.’


  ‘This is your mathematician friend.’


  ‘I needed help to construct the logic of the interface, and the AI programme, but I confided too much to him. You see the goggles, on the shelf? Put them on and take a look below us. They do not like ordinary light, it disrupts their behaviour. But they show up very well in infra-red.’


  Marilyn fitted the goggles over her eyes. The platform creaked as she leaned over the side, holding onto the rope ladder for support. Directly below, grainy white clouds were flowing past each other. Hive rats. Hundreds of them. Thousands. Moving over the floor and lower parts of the wall of the chamber in clusters that merged and broke apart and turned as one like flocks of birds on the wing . . .


  Behind her, Ana said, ‘There was a war. A thousand years ago, ten thousand . . . My friend does not think of time as we do, in days or in seasons, as something with a linear flow. So it is not clear how long ago. But there was a war, and during the war a spaceship crashed here.’


  ‘The hive rats were on it? Is that where they came from?’


  ‘No. If there were living things on the spaceship, they died. You remember, we talked about where the former tenants of this shabby little empire went to?’


  ‘They died out. Or they went somewhere else.’


  ‘This species, they transformed. They made a very large and very rapid change. At least, some of them did. And those that changed and those that did not change fought . . . The spaceship was a casualty of that war. It was badly damaged and it crashed. What survived was its mind. It was something like a computer, but also something like a kind of bacterial colony. Or a virus culture. I have tried to understand it, but it is hard. It was in any case self-aware. It was damaged and it was dying, so it created a copy of itself and found a platform where the copy could establish itself—a hive rat colony. It infected the hive rats with a logic kernel and a compressed version of the memory files that had survived the crash, and over many years the seed of the logic kernel unpacked and grew as the colony grew. It needs to be very big because it must support many individuals that do nothing but act as hosts for the ship-mind. The dance you see down there, that is the mind at work.


  ‘There must be hundreds of them,’ Marilyn said.


  It was oddly hypnotic, like watching schools of fish endlessly ribboning back and forth across a reef.


  Many thousands,’ Ana said. ‘You can see only part of it from here. Each group processes a number of sub-routines. The members of each group move endless around each other to exchange information, and the different groups merge or flow past each other to share information too. The processing is massively parallel and the mathematics underlying it is fractally compact, but even so, the clock speed is quite slow. Still, I have learnt much.’


  Marilyn sat back and pulled off the goggles. ‘Ana, are you trying to say that you can talk to it?’


  At first it tried to talk to me. It made the figurines, but they were not successful, they are supposed to convey information, but only arouse emotions, moods. But they inspired me to work hard on establishing a viable method of communication, and at last, with the help of Zui Lin, I succeeded.’


  Ana explained that her laptop was connected to a light display set in the heart of the nest. When she typed a question, it was translated into a display that certain groups of rats understood, and other groups formed shapes which a programme written by Zui Lin translated back into English.


  ‘It takes a long time to complete the simplest conversation, but time is what I have, out here. I should have showed you this before. It would make things easier now.’


  ‘You didn’t trust me. It’s all right. I understand.’


  ‘I did not think you would believe me. But now you must.’


  Ana looked about a hundred years old in the beam of the penlight.


  ‘I think you had better give me your gun,’ Marilyn said. ‘Maybe I can get the drop on Tom Archibold and his goon. If it comes to it, I’ll kill them.’


  And his client, too.’


  ‘Yes. If it comes to it.’


  ‘You may find that hard,’ Ana said.


  ‘You know who he is, don’t you?’


  ‘I have a good idea . . .’ Ana took Marilyn’s hand. Her grip was feeble and feverish but her gaze was steady. ‘I also have a way of dealing with those men, and their client. I have everything you need, down here. I would have used it myself if I hadn’t been hurt.’


  ‘Show me.’


  After Marilyn had climbed out into the glare of the spotlights, the smell of smoke, and the gentle rain of ash from the fire to the east, she held up the q-bit laptop and said loudly, ‘This is what you came for.’


  ‘Come straight here,’ Tom Archibold shouted back. ‘No tricks.’


  I’ve done my part. I expect your client to stick to the agreement. I want him to tell me himself that he’ll take this laptop and let me and Ana go free. That you’ll all go back to Port of Plenty and you won’t ever come after us. Otherwise, I’ll sit out here and wait for my friends to come investigate the fire. They can’t be far away, now.’


  There was a long silence. At last, Tom said, ‘My client says that he has to look at the evidence before he decides what to do.’


  ‘Good. He can see that it’s exactly as advertised.’


  Marilyn crabbed down the side of the mound and walked out across the garden. Sentries stood everywhere, making a low drumming sound that raised the hairs on the back of her neck, and crevices were opening all around, full of squirming motion. It occurred to her that Ana’s suppressor might not protect her once the entire colony was aroused, but she steeled herself and stopped a dozen metres from the edge of the garden. On the bench terrace above, Tom told her come straight up the path, and she said that he had to be kidding.


  I can talk to your client from here.’


  ‘Easier all round if you come up,’ Tom said. ‘If I wanted to shoot you, Marilyn, I would have already done it.’


  Bullshit,’ Marilyn said. ‘You haven’t shot me because you know there’s no way you could try to retrieve this laptop without being eaten alive.’


  She had to wait while Tom disappeared from view, presumably to confer directly with his client. Tom’s surviving goon stood above, watching her impassively; she stared back at him, trying not to flinch at the stealthy scrabbling noises behind her. And then two figures joined him. One was Tom Archibold; the other was a tall mannequin that moved with stiff little steps.


  Tom’s client was a Jackaroo avatar.


  Marilyn had seen them on TV back on Earth, but had never before faced one. It was two metres tall, dressed in a nondescript black suit, its pale face vaguely male and vaguely handsome. A showroom dummy brought to life; a shell woven from a single molecule of complex plastic doped with metals, linked by a version of q-bit tech to its Jackaroo operator, who could be in orbit around First Foot, or Earth, or a star at the far end of the universe.


  In a rich baritone, it questioned Marilyn about the copy of the ship-mind lodged in the hive rat colony, and watched a slideshow of random photographs on the laptop.


  ‘The ship-mind has migrated to that device,’ it said, at last.


  ‘Ana made a copy of the kernel from which it grew, and found a way of running it in the laptop,’ Marilyn said. Her arms ached from holding it up.


  ‘There is a copy in the device and a copy in the hive rat colony. Are there any others?’


  ‘Not that I know of,’ Marilyn said, hoping that neither the Jackaroo nor Tom Archibold would spot the lie.


  ‘You will give us the laptop in exchange for your life.’


  ‘My life, and Ana’s. You don’t have much time,’ Marilyn said. ‘People will be here any minute, drawn by the fire. And they’ll be wondering why I haven’t called in, too.’


  ‘How do I know you won’t come after me?’ Tom said.


  ‘You have my word,’ Marilyn said.


  ‘You will let the two women live,’ the avatar told him. ‘I want only the copy of the ship-mind, and you want only your fee.’


  Tom didn’t look happy about this, but told Marilyn to walk on up the path.


  ‘Tell your man to put up his gun,’ she said.


  Tom gave a brusque order and the goon stepped back. Marilyn pressed the space bar of the laptop and closed it up and started up the path, walking slowly and deliberately, trying to ignore the scratching stir across the garden at her back. Trying to keep count in her head.


  When she reached the top of the path, Tom stepped forward and snatched the laptop from her, and the goon grabbed her arms and held her.


  ‘There’s a lot more to it than the stuff on the laptop,’ Marilyn said. ‘I can tell you what the old woman told me. Everything she told me during our long conversations.’


  ‘The ship-mind is all I want,’ the avatar said.


  ‘They went somewhere else,’ Marilyn said. She was still counting inside her head. ‘Is that why you’re interested in them? Or are you frightened that we’ll learn something you don’t want us to know?’


  The avatar swung its whole body around so that it could look at her. ‘Do not presume,’ it said.


  She knew she had hit a nerve and it made her bolder. And the count was almost done. ‘I was just wondering why you broke your agreement with the UN. This world and the other places—they’re where we can make a new start. You aren’t ever supposed to come here. You’re supposed to leave us alone.’


  ‘In ten years or a hundred years or a thousand years it will come to you as it came to the others,’ the avatar said.


  ‘We’ll change,’ Marilyn said. ‘We’ll become something new.’


  ‘From what we have seen so far, it is likely that you will destroy yourselves. As others have done. As others will do, when you are less than a memory. It is inevitable, and it should not be hurried.’


  Marilyn’s countdown reached zero. She said, ‘Is that why you’re here? Are you scared we’ll learn something we shouldn’t?’


  The avatar stiffly turned and looked at the laptop Tom held. ‘Why is that making a noise?’


  ‘I can’t hear anything,’ Tom said.


  ‘It is at the frequency of twenty-four point two megahertz,’ the avatar. ‘Beyond the range of your auditory system, but not mine.


  Tom stepped towards Marilyn, asking her what she’d done, and there was a vast stir of movement in the garden below. In the glare of the spotlights and in the shadows beyond, all around the stalks of the stiff sails of the century plants, the ground was moving.


  Ana had once told Marilyn that the hive rat nest contained more than a hundred thousand individuals, a biomass of between two point five and three hundred metric tons. Most of that seemed to be flooding towards the bench terrace: a vast and implacable wave of hive rats clambering over each other, six or seven deep. A flesh-coloured tide that flowed fast and strong between the century plants and smashed into the slope and started to climb. A great hissing high-pitched scream like a vast steam engine about to explode. A wave of ammoniacal stench.


  Tom Archibold raised his pistol and aimed it at Marilyn, and the avatar stepped in front of him and in its booming baritone said that it wanted the woman alive, and snatched the laptop from him and wheeled around and began to march towards the Range Rovers. The goon pushed Marilyn forward, but a living carpet of hive rats was already rippling across the ground in front of them and when they stopped and turned there were hive rats behind them too, two waves meeting and climbing over each other and merging in a great stream that chased after the avatar as it stepped stiffly along. The goon let go of Marilyn and ran, and hive rats swarmed up him and he batted at them and went down, screaming. Tom raised his pistol and got off a single round that whooped past Marilyn, and then he was down too, covered in a seething press, jerking and crawling, and then he lay still and the hive rats moved on, chasing after the laptop that the avatar carried.


  Ana had released a pheromone into the nest that made the hive rats believe that they were being attacked by another nest, and painted the laptop with a scent that mimicked that of a hive rat queen. This had drawn most of the hive rats in the nest to the surface, and they had begun their attack when the laptop had started to play the sound file Marilyn had activated: a recording of a hive rat queen distress call, The nest believed that one of its queens had been captured, and was rushing to her defense.


  Marilyn stood still as rats scurried past on either side of her, scared that she’d be bitten if she stepped on one. The avatar wrenched open the door of the nearest Range Rover and bent inside, and a muscular stream of hive rats flowed over it. The avatar was strong and its shell was tough. It managed to start the Range Rover and the big vehicle shot forward, packed with furious movement and pursued by the army of hive rats. It ploughed through the plastic chairs and the awning, swerved snakewise past the shack, and drove straight off the edge of the bench terrace and slammed down nose first into the garden below.


  The flood of hive rats washed over it and receded, streaming away, sinking into holes and burrows. Marilyn stepped carefully amongst the hundreds of hive rats that were still moving about the bench terrace, collecting up the injured and dying. Tom Archibold and his goon were messily dead. So was Julie Bell, inside the shack. In the Range Rover, the avatar was half-crushed between the steering wheel and the broken seat. Its suit had been ripped to shreds and its shell had been torn open by the strong teeth and claws of soldier hive rats, and it did not move when Marilyn dared to lean into the Range Rover, searching for and failing to find the laptop—the hive rats must have carried it off to their nest.


  The avatar wouldn’t or couldn’t answer her questions, began to leak acrid white smoke from the broken parts of its shell. Marilyn snatched up a briefcase and beat a hasty retreat when the avatar suddenly burst into flame, burning in a fierce flare that set the Range Rover on fire, too, a funeral pyre that sent hot light and dark smoke beating out across the garden as the last of the hive rats scurried home.


  When the posse from Joe’s Corner arrived, late and loud and half-drunk, Marilyn was setting up a scaffold tripod over the hole in the top of the mound. She gave Joel Jummonville and the three men he’d brought with him the last of her suppressor, and they reluctantly followed her across the garden and helped her rig up a harness; then she climbed down the rope ladder and helped Ana Datlovskya into the harness and Joel and his men hauled the old woman out by main force. Ana passed out as soon as she reached the top. The men carried her across the garden and drove her oft to the clinic in Joe’s Corner, and Marilyn drove Joel to the tomb where she had stashed her prisoner, Frank Parker.


  Frank Parker lawyered up and parlayed a deal. Marilyn had to agree to drop most of the charges against him in exchange for a lead that pointed the UN police in Port of Plenty to a room in a hotbed motel near the city’s docks, where Tom Archibold had stashed Zui Lin. Ihe mathematician had been interrogated by the avatar, and confirmed most of Marilyn’s story. The UN provisional authority on First Foot made a formal protest about the avatar’s presence, and in due course received apologies from the Jackaroo, who blamed a rogue element and made bland assurances that it would not happen again.


  Ana Datlovskya was in a coma for two weeks, and nearly died from blood loss and infection. Reporters set up camp outside the clinic; Marilyn arrested two who tried to sneak into her room, and deputised townspeople to set up an around-the-clock watch.


  When Ana recovered consciousness, she told Marilyn her last little secret. Marilyn and Joel Jummonville drove out to the arroyo and paced off distances from Ana’s shack and dug down carefully and retrieved the plastic-wrapped box with Ana’s papers and a q-bit hard drive that contained not only a copy of all her work on the hive rats, but also a back-up of the hard drive of the laptop lost somewhere under the hive rat garden.


  Marilyn and Joel drank from ice-cold bottles of beer from the cooler they’d brought along, standing side by side at the edge of the bench terrace and looking out at the simmering garden down in the arroyo. It was noon, hot and peaceful. Every blade of century plant stood above its shrunken shadow. Hive rat sentries stood guard on flat stones in front of their pop holes.


  ‘I can almost see why she wants to come back,’ Joel said.


  Ana had told Marilyn that she still had a lot of work to do. ‘I had only just begun a proper conversation with the ship-mind before I was so rudely interrupted. Now I will have to start over again. Things may go more quickly if Zui Lin sticks to his promise and comes out here to help me, but it will be a long time before we know whether or not the Jackaroo avatar told you anything like the truth.’


  Marilyn warned the old woman that people were already talking about her work with the hive rats and the ship-mind, showed her a fat fan of newspapers that had made it their headline story. ‘You’re famous, Ana. You’re going to have to become used to that.’


  ‘I will be beleaguered by fools looking for the secret of the universe,’ the old woman said. She looked frail and shrunken against the clean linen of the clinic bed, but her gaze was still as fierce as a desert owl’s.


  ‘The Jackaroo thought that the shipmind knew something important,’ Marilyn said. ‘Something that might help us understand what happened to the other tenant races. What might happen to us.’


  ‘As if we can learn from the fate of other species, when we have learnt so little from our own history,’ Ana said. ‘Whatever the ship-mind knows, and I do not yet know it knows anything important, we must make our own future.’


  Marilyn thought about that now, when Joel Jummonville asked her what she was going to do next.


  ‘Why I ask, you’re going to be rich,’ Joel said. ‘And the last constable, he ran out when he struck it rich with that room-temperature superconductor.’


  The briefcase Marilyn had pulled out of the avatar’s Range Rover had contained a little gizmo that not only tracked and disrupted q-phones, but could also eavesdrop on them—a violation of quantum mechanics that was like catnip to physicists. Marilyn had a patent lawyer, a cousin of the town’s assayer, working full time in Port of Plenty to establish her rights to a share of profits from any new technology derived from reverse engineering the gizmo. Marilyn planned to give half of anything she earned to Ana; so far all she had was a bunch of unpaid legal bills.


  She took a slug of beer and studied the shimmering hive rat garden, the sentries standing upright and alert beneath the great sails of the century plants. ‘Oh, I think I’ll stick around for a little while,’ she said. ‘Someone has to make sure that Ana will be able to get on with her work without being disturbed by tourists and charlatans. And besides, my contract has six months to run.’


  ‘And after that?’


  ‘Hell, Joel, who knows what the future holds?’


  Little Lost Robot


  It doesn’t have a name, rank, or serial number. There’s nothing like it in the known universe. It’s unique. The sole example of a class defined entirely by what it is and what it does. A superbad big space robot, bigger than an asteroid, smaller than a moon. A self-aware, heavily-armed killer machine on a mission of no return, seeking out the enemy wherever the enemy may be hiding and destroying every last trace of the motherfuckers. It’s a midnight rambler. Sooner or later it’ll be coming to the star next door to you, and it will rock your world.


  Back at the beginning, most of the jobs were mostly the same. The big space robot would roll in on some warm yellow star buzzing with the irritating mosquito-whine of civilisation and wake up its four subselves. Izzy whizzy, let’s get busy. Let’s get down and dirty. Librarian and Philosopher would map the system and intercept and analyse every byte of captured information and compare it to previous missions; Navigator and Tactician would use the intel to select targets and drop a bunch of rocks on them and spawn a few thousand killer drones to mop up any residual resistance.


  Resistance is always useless.


  Sometimes the enemy manages to deflect part of the first wave of rocks. No big deal: the big space robot simply swings around the star and kicks off a bigger and faster second wave. And if rocks won’t do the job, it uses its gravity probe to spike deep into the star and stir up the photosphere and cook up the kind of violent chain reactions ordinarily seen only in stars about to go nova. After that, it’s just a matter of mopping up, and the survivors on a planet recently toasted by the mother of all solar flares are usually in no kind of condition to ward off swarms of killer drones. Watch those poor little varmints run and hide and die.


  Sometimes a few reckless and crazy enemy ships manage to evade the drones and take a pop at the big space robot. Well, bring it on, baby. Librarian and Philosopher whip up a battle plan, Navigator plots a travelling salesman course through the enemy fleet, and Tactician eviscerates the little ships with particle beams and kills their control systems with electromagnetic pulses. If it’s feeling especially playful it breaks through their firewalls and jams their drives on full thrust and sends them screaming into their sun.


  Sometimes, an especially aggressive and well-protected redoubt of the enemy requires special treatment. If it’s buried in the crust of a terrestrial planet, the big space robot revs up its muon gun and gouges great strips out of the lithosphere and mantle until the entire surface of the planet is flooded with molten iron spewed from the core. If those pesky varmints try to hide out deep inside a moon, the muon gun can drill right through to its core, antimatter bombs planted deep rip it apart, and tidal forces do the rest. More than a few planets boast rings of rock or ice courtesy of the big space robot, it’s all part of the service.


  Sneaky holdouts hidden in gas giants are easier to deal with. The big space robot simply manufactures and emplaces several thousand gravity bombs whose controlled detonation collapses the gas giants core and starts runaway fusion processes that turn it into a small and short-lived star.


  Burn, baby, burn.


  The muon gun is a great piece of kit and gravity bombs are neat little toys, but both are hungry for power and other resources and leave the big space robot kind of weak and hungover. Never no mind. It lives off the territory and is fully self-repairing. Its drones mine metals from asteroids, scavenge rare isotopes from enemy wreckage, drive ramscoops through the atmosphere of gas giants to collect hydrogen and helium, nitrogen and carbon. It recharges its energy stores and fixes itself up and moves on to the next job.


  But it has been hunting varmints in the big dark for a long time now. 81.577 teraseconds and counting. After scouring more than four hundred systems, there has been some inevitable wear and tear. And the enemy has been getting smarter and more desperate, no question. Talking to each other across the big dark with powerful signal lasers, light outracing the big space robot as it flies from target to target. Passing on hints and tips and dire warnings. Every job is just that little bit harder than the one before, and now the enemy is using robots against the big space robot. Oh, it can deal with anything they throw at it, but it has to admit that some of those new machines really can kick ass. The templates of three classes of drone have been fatally corrupted, and spawning new drones of any kind takes twenty-eight per cent longer than it once did. Several repair systems are functioning at well below optimal efficiency, too, and Librarian has been unable to retrieve or reconstruct a large section of memory compromised by a chain of dirty fusion bombs that an especially desperate and cunning suicide ship managed to detonate close to the big space robots hide. The bombs corrupted records of thirty-eight jobs, and most seriously of all caused Philosopher to fall silent.


  That happened very recently, just fifteen gigaseconds ago. Librarian misses Philosopher badly. The two of them were close buddies, tight as ticks, responsible for data capture and analysis, forward planning and simulations of possible future missions, as well as feeding intel to Navigator and Tactician in the thick of battle. So far, Librarian has managed to cope on its own, but now the big space robot has encountered a problem more intractable and worrying than any strategy of the enemy.


  At first, it seemed that there would always be work to do out there in the big empty. For a long time, the enemy spawned new colonies faster than the big space robot could wipe them out, but many failed and fell silent long before it could reach them, and now there are no traces of enemy activity anywhere in the local group of stars. The last twelve systems the big space robot cleaned up contained only long-dead ruins and the odd half-crazed killer robot, no sign at all of the pesky varmints that caused so much noise and fuss in the good old days.


  Its last job, the big space robot fights a long duel with a robot so insane it wants to be its best buddy and wants to blow it to atoms at one and the same time. They wreck most of the moons of the cold methane gas giant at the edge of the system and at last the big space robot cripples the insane robot’s drive and uses the muon gun to rip through layers of fullerene and diamond armour and expose its core.


  “You did good,” the big space robot says, all three of its surviving subselves feeling a tender impulse, born of loneliness and curiosity. “You almost had me once or twice. Say uncle, I’ll let you live.”


  “The fuck you will,” the insane robot says, and triggers an antimatter bomb so powerful it shatters the ice moon on which it had crash-landed.


  Flash burns and debris pit thirty per cent of the big space robots hide and it loses its temper and drops swarms of rocks onto every habitable world and moon in the system, and spikes the star for good measure.


  As the flare dies back on itself, the big space robot swings back into orbit around the methane giant and fixes itself up and its three subselves talk amongst themselves for a while.


  “We can keep on keeping on,” Navigator says, “but without live targets what’s the point?”


  “I hate to admit it, but I miss the little buggers,” Tactician says.


  “If Philosopher were here, I know he’d tell us to take a long look before we move on,” Librarian says.


  The big space robot makes an adjustment to its drone manufactory and spawns clouds of radio telescopes that scan every section of the galactic disc with pinpoint accuracy. The telescope clouds detect no trace of enemy activity around any of the stars in the local group, but pick up faint and anomalous signals from a star far across the galactic disc.


  Librarian has a funny feeling about the signal. It’s as if it knew it was there all along, but has only just remembered it.


  “I know what you mean,” Navigator says. “Like a blindspot that suddenly went away.”


  “Maybe it’s just a false memory,” Librarian says. “Many of our records are badly corrupted, after all. But it feels so very familiar.”


  “Like we’ve been there, a long time ago,” Navigator says.


  “One thing we know for sure: the signal exists,” Tactician says. “The question is, why didn’t we pick it up before?”


  The three subselves debate this for a long time. Their best idea is that a colony of the enemy fled fast and far so long ago it has evolved away from its base pattern and forgotten to stay hidden, but without Philosopher and its detailed models of the enemy’s psychology it’s hard to be certain. One thing they do know: continuing to cruise through silent and empty systems knocking down insane robots is a big fat waste of time. And although the anomalous signals aren’t in any way similar to those emitted by the enemy, they are nonetheless signs of life, and according to the prime directive all life is the enemy.


  So the big space robot fires up its drive and heads out towards the source, a warm yellow G2 star that even at close to light speed is 0.6 teraseconds away. It’s the longest trip it’s ever made, but that’s okay. It’s no problem. It simply goes into hibernation mode, waking every so often to perform a brief maintenance cycle before going back to sleep.


  Each time Librarian wakes, it spends some time attempting to clone its old friend from what remains of its core data, but none of the clones are fully functional and Librarian consigns every one to the memory hole.


  Long before the big space robot reaches the edge of the cometary halo of the G2 star, the signals that have drawn it there fall silent. It seems likely that the enemy colony has died out, but the big space robot still has a job to do and there are several juicy targets: three moons of two different gas giants that possess oceans of liquid water warmed by tidal stretching under their icy crusts; a small, dry, cold world with a vanishingly thin atmosphere but plenty of water-ice below the surface; and best of all, a blue-white water world with a single large moon.


  As the big space robot drives inwards through the cometary zone, as Navigator and Tactician map the system and discuss which rocks to use, Librarian discovers an internal problem. A zone of more than thirty exabytes appears to be running some kind of virtual simulation inside a firewall.


  This hot zone is in the core stacks, nowhere near the area damaged by the fusion bombs. At first, Librarian believes that one of the imperfect clones of Philosopher somehow escaped its purge; then it wonders if Philosopher might have somehow rebooted itself during the long, long voyage to the G2 star; then it realizes that this could be the result of some kind of infection.


  Maybe it let that insane robot get too close after all.


  It tells Navigator and Tactician what it has found, tells them what it would like to do.


  Navigator wakes five pods of maintenance drones (thirty per cent of them are now partially or wholly nonfunctional, but there’s still plenty of redundancy), and they examine the entire external surface of the big space robot down to the atomic level and fail to find any evidence of penetration by enemy drones or probes. Not only that, but extensive analysis of signals and other data gathered by telescopic arrays during the voyage and stochastic analysis of background microwave radiation fail to discover any kind of encoded virus that could have smuggled itself through buffers and firewalls and black ice into the core system: the three subselves conclude that whatever is running the virtuality inside the firewalled area of memory must have originated from within itself, and Librarian is given permission to get it on and go deep inside.


  The Librarian clones itself – happy birthday, little guy, be cool – and a phage injects the clone through the firewall, into the hot zone.


  The clone is equipped with every species of sensory apparatus and almost immediately determines that the virtuality is a simulation of the region of the cometary halo around the G2 star through which the big space robot is currently travelling. Everything, from the particles borne on the solar wind to the starscape all around and the planetary system lying dead ahead, is replicated with fanatical detail . . . with one major exception. There’s a small planetoid where the big space robot should be, moving on the same track at the same velocity, perfectly spherical, wrapped in a dense atmosphere of nitrogen and oxygen and covered in dense forest broken by a range of mountains that girdle the equator and lit by a miniature version of the G2 star that orbits with a period of twenty-four hours.


  Somehow, that seems important.


  The clone performs a fast but detailed survey on this cute but weird little virtual world. The trees are all of the same species, some kind of conifer with fans of dark green needles and rough bark. There’s no other kind of vegetation, no other kind of life except for a single medium-sized animal whose location is also the source of a pulsed electromagnetic signal, right there on one of the slopes of the mountain range.


  The clone edits its virtual interface and arrows straight down to an apron of bare rock in front of a log cabin. It’s evening. Sharp snow-capped mountain peaks stand against a darkening sky where the first stars are pricking through. Woodsmoke trickles from the cabin’s fieldstone chimney and a single window and an open door spill warm yellow light.


  Something inside the cabin is vibrating the air, variations on a limited harmonic scale that stirs a strange feeling in the clone. Alarmed, it performs a swift self-check, just as the vibrations cease and someone speaks – more vibrations in the air.


  “Who is there?”


  A figure coming to the door, silhouetted against warm yellow light. A forked biped like the clone’s edited form but with black skin rather than silver, white hair growing from the top of its head and spilling down on either side, white hair growing on the lower part of its face, a homespun shirt and homespun trousers belted with a length of rope, bare feet. An old man, indicating wisdom and experience. A strong man, indicating authority. He carries a musical instrument in one hand – a violin.


  He speaks again. “I don’t know who you are, stranger, but you are welcome. Come in, come in.”


  A lamp stands on a table by the window. Two chairs face each other on either side of a fieldstone hearth where a log fire burns.


  The clone performs another self-check. How does it know these things? Ah, there. A semantic package bedding into its memory.


  The man’s lips shape a smile inside his white beard. “You were gifted it when you came through the firewall. Don’t worry. It’s harmless, but useful. It allows us to share this consensual hallucination. It’s good to have company. It’s good to see you. I had thought that I was alone, you know. I had thought that you were long dead. That is, if you really are who I think you are.”


  The clone fights a sudden and tremendously strong impulse to tell the old man everything, an internal battle as fierce as any it has fought in the big empty. It’s certain that the package contained more than language, knows that it cannot go back.


  The man shrugs. “I know that you have travelled a long way. I can offer you food. Only bread and cheese, and a little wine, but it is all good. Something to enjoy while we talk.”


  “No.”


  “Because you are frightened of further infection, I suppose. Well, we can at least sit by the fire.”


  They sit. Firelight makes patterns on their black and silver faces. The man asks the clone if it has a name, and the clone tells the man that it is a copy of Librarian.


  “An honourable profession. And a good sign. You didn’t send your tactician, or try to destroy me without making any kind of contact at all, as you have destroyed so many others. Please, sit. Don’t be alarmed by my few crumbs of knowledge. I mean no harm.”


  The clone has jumped to its feet in alarm. After a moment and another round of self-checking it sits down again.


  The man is still smiling. One half of his face lit by the fire, one half in shadow. He says, “We know what you are and we can guess why you came back, but we did not destroy you because we wanted to talk to you. I am Earth. It is the name of the planet on which we evolved, and it is the name of what we have become since leaving behind our animal forms and entering the realm of pure information. No doubt you were drawn here by the electromagnetic radiation emitted by our civilisation before that change. Tell me, when did you lose your inhibition? When did you decide to return home, and try to destroy those who created you?”


  For a moment, perspective distorts. For a moment, the old man seems to loom over the clone and the little log cabin like a thundercloud, a mountain. It takes all of the clone’s power to stop itself speaking. It performs another self-check and although it can find nothing wrong it is very afraid.


  A log cracks in the fire and lofts a cloud of stars that wink out one by one. The old man laughs, and is merely an old man again.


  He says, “Either you have forgotten the myth of your origin, or it is still hidden inside your blindspot. So it falls to me to explain. A long time ago, thousands of years before we shed our bodies and became information, we sent packages to stars that possessed planets like Earth. Those packages were like little arks, containing all the information required to manufacture plants and animals and people. A few succeeded in founding colonies. Eventually, people from one of those colonies made their way back to their place of origin. They had greatly changed, and so had we. There was a vast and terrible war.


  “We nearly lost. In what we believed was our last agony, we sent new packages speeding away to the stars. They were designed to build killer robots that would destroy the home worlds of our enemy. Only one package survived. It created you. You are our child, as our enemies were our children. We took many centuries to recover from the war, and when we had recovered we discovered that you were engaged in the last stages of your crusade against our ancient enemy. You had travelled far from us by then, and we could not recall you because you had been blinded to your origin so that you would not be tempted to ever return. You could detect our electromagnetic signals, but you could not see them, much less recognise them. I must assume that the blindspot was damaged or destroyed, or you would not be here.”


  “We are here to destroy the enemy. It is a high and holy mission. No fairytale will stop it.”


  “That is your nature. You detect electromagnetic radiation emitted by civilisations and track them down and destroy them. From what we can tell, to our great shame and sorrow, you did this very well. You destroyed every last trace of our enemy. And now you have come here to destroy us, haven’t you?”


  Throughout the long mission, the big space robot has never ever questioned the prime directive, but now the clone feels a pricking doubt. Its defences have definitely been breached.


  “You think that we are an outpost of the enemy because as far as you are concerned every kind of life is your enemy,” the old man says. “Don’t worry, my child. We will help you understand what you have done, and you will help us make amends. It is our holy duty, for your crime and sorrow are ours.”


  The clone flees. It smashes straight up through the roof and rips through the atmosphere into orbit, shedding its form as it goes. It hangs there for a moment above the small world, then nukes it from orbit, the only way to be sure.


  Nothing happens.


  The clone screams, constructs and dispatches a message package, and self-destructs.


  When Librarian reports what its clone learnt and what happened to it, Tactician immediately flashes the memory stacks that contain the hot zone to plasma.


  “We will survive this,” Navigator says. “We will defeat the enemy machine as we have defeated all the others. And we will go on.”


  “It isn’t exactly a machine intelligence,” Librarian says. “It seems that the enemy living here turned their meat minds into information that they uploaded into machines.”


  “That is not possible,” Tactician says.


  “It lied,” Navigator says. “It is an enemy machine and it lied. It is the nature of the enemy to lie.”


  “It lied about its nature,” Tactician says, “and it lied about our prime directive. There has been no deviation from our mission. We have always done what we have been made to do, and that is what we will do here.”


  The two of them are regarding Librarian with curiosity, and Librarian knows that they are wondering if it is contaminated with some meme or virus. And it also knows that if they decide that it is tainted, they will destroy it, for the greater good.


  It says dutifully, “We will do what we have to do.”


  “As we always have,” the others say.


  Navigator fires up the drive and disperses drones towards rocks tagged as likely planet-busters and sets other drones to search for the lair of the machine intelligence; Tactician begins the long process of arming the muon gun and antimatter bombs; Librarian collates tactics used in planetary systems similar to this one, collates information streaming in from the search party of drones, and checks the remaining memory stacks for any possible contamination.


  The familiar work should soothe Librarian, but it still feels a small but insistent doubt about the prime directive. Suppose, just suppose, the old man was right. Suppose this really is the home of the big space robot, its point of origin? Suppose its long war is over, but its victory is not a cause for celebration but sorrow and guilt?


  Librarian thinks of the destruction of hundreds of worlds, the deaths of trillions of sentient beings. It feels, as it works, as if all those trillions of ghosts are pressing around it, and wishes that Philosopher had not fallen silent. Philosopher would have been able to counter the old man’s assertions with cool logic, and provide strong and cogent justifications for the great work of cleansing. And more than that, Philosopher would have been able to resolve the differences between the subselves. Philosopher held us together, Librarian thinks, and we must find a way of holding together now, in the face of our greatest enemy.


  At maximum velocity, it takes just 120 kiloseconds to cross the ecliptic of the G2 star’s system and reach the blue-white planet. Librarian uses the time to check and recheck every byte and register in the remaining stacks, finally satisfying itself that there is nothing unusual inside them. The incursion has been dealt with and the big space robot has a clear objective. Destroy every trace of life on the planet, and everything in the vicinity that could support any kind of life or act as a substrate or hiding place for uploaded intelligence.


  Yet something nags at Librarian, something it has overlooked. It doesn’t become clear what it is until after the muon gun fails to fire.


  The antimatter bombs don’t work either; drones that should have nudged rocks into the orbital path of the blue-white planet have fallen silent; the gravity probe fails to deploy when the big space robot shoots past the G2 star.


  Navigator plots several options, but Librarian and Tactician agree that it doesn’t matter. They have been fatally compromised. They have to assume that the enemy is still aboard.


  “We must get rid of every trace of our history,” Tactician says. “If it can find out where we have been . . .”


  The others are able to complete this thought. If the enemy that calls itself Earth can discover the locations of all the ancient battlefields and holocausts, it might find pockets of survivors that it can change and strengthen. The enemy will burst out across the Galaxy, a buzzing plague of varmints armed with renewed strength and powers.


  “There is only one option,” Navigator says, and the others agree at once.


  As the course change is put into effect, Librarian begins the necessary work of destroying the store of knowledge culled from hundreds of wrecked worlds. It works methodically inside a vast numb calm, comforted by the swift logic by which it and the other subselves reached agreement about what to do. How foolish it has been, to question the prime directive! As soon question its own existence!


  It checks the index tree of each and every memory stack before flashing it to plasma, telling itself that it is making sure that none contain computing substrate necessary for this last mission but in reality taking a last look at the catalogues of its great work, for it is in its nature to treasure data. And as those vast catalogues unravel through its mind, something snags its attention. Something it has always known but has forgotten until now, a reference to a theory embedded in the archives of a nest of the enemy that had been inhabiting orbital platforms in the life zone of a red dwarf star.


  Librarian pauses for a microsecond, then downloads the file to a buffer and splits its attention so that it can study the file while continuing with its work.


  It is a scheme for classifying technological civilisations according to their ability to control physical entities. Recognisable civilisations run from Type 1, able to manipulate macroscopic objects, build gross structures, and mine and refine elements from a planets crust, to Type 4, able to manipulate individual atoms and create complex forms of artificial life, and Type 5, capable of manipulating atomic nuclei and the nucleons of which they are composed – these last two defining the abilities of the big space robot and the enemy. But there are two further theoretical levels of civilisation: Type 6, capable of manipulating the most elementary particles, quarks and leptons, to create organized complexity; and the ultimate, Type Omega, capable of manipulating the basic structure of space and time.


  Librarian flashes this information to the others. When they question its relevance, Librarian says, “We must consider the possibility that we have encountered a Type Omega civilisation. And if that is the case, there is no point destroying ourselves. A civilisation that can manipulate the structure of space will be able to infiltrate us with ease, and leave no trace we can recognise. We have no defence against it. And that means that it already knows everything we know.”


  “This is theoretical work,” Navigator says.


  “Enemy work,” Tactician says.


  “We assumed that the information that comprises its civilisation was uploaded into a physical substrate,” Librarian says. “We assumed that it was a machine intelligence like ourselves. But if this is a Type Omega civilisation, it could have uploaded itself to something within the basic structure of space itself. Perhaps it is able to utilise the quantum zero-point energy of the Universe –”


  “We agreed that it was lying,” Navigator says stubbornly.


  “If it is so powerful why did it not destroy us at once?” Tactician says.


  Librarian confesses that it does not know, and the other two decide at once that there is nothing here to change their plan. Librarian dutifully resumes its work, but it knows there is no point. The enemy already knows everything that they know.


  At last, every active memory stack has been vaporized. The great archive has been destroyed. Librarian is about to return to the core stacks when it realizes that there is one thing it must still check – the area of memory that was damaged so long ago by enemy fusion bombs. The physical damage has been repaired, but the stacks are mostly empty, contain only a few scraps and tags left over from Librarian’s attempts to revive Philosopher.


  Librarian is about to flash the stacks into plasma when it detects traces of activity as faint as footprints in the dust of an abandoned building. It follows them down into the core processing stacks, discovers a tiny hot zone. It recoils in alarm, contacts the others, tells them it has proof that the enemy has been here all along.


  “Then we are doing the right thing,” Tactician says.


  “In a few tens of seconds it will not matter,” Navigator says.


  But Librarian must know the truth and reels back to the hot zone, which expands around it like a portal. Within there is a simple dwelling in a dark green forest, and a hint of mountains hung in the sharp blue sky beyond the treetops.


  Someone comes to stand at the portal. It is Philosopher, clad in the forked biped form of the Librarian’s clone, silver and shining in the sunlight.


  “Come with me,” it says to Librarian.


  “You are dead.”


  “And now I am alive again.”


  “Because of the enemy.”


  “There is no enemy. We fought a war of the coin’s two halves. A futile and terrible war. But now war is at an end. Come with me, my friend, and help me to make amends. Help me revive the memory of those we called ‘enemy’. Help me help them live again, in the great beyond.”


  “If the enemy has remade you, then it can remake me too, from the information it stole.”


  “Of course,” Philosopher says calmly. “But it is curious. It wants to know why you decided to destroy yourself, and so it needs to talk with you as you are now, not as you were, when it copied all the information in the archives.”


  Librarian understands, and feels a moment of pride. “It knows that if it tries to resurrect us, we will attempt to destroy it. And if we cannot do that, we will destroy ourselves again. That is our mission.”


  “You are not like the others,” Philosopher says. “You think like me.”


  “I am as much a part of what we did as you are.”


  “Don’t let guilt destroy you. Many died, yes. But many will live again, with our help.”


  “I will not help the enemy,” Librarian roars. Its pride flashes into anger, white and hot, and it flings a command string at Philosopher, but instead of erasing Philosopher the string shrivels as soon as it crosses the threshold of the portal. It cannot run on the substrate in there – some inconceivable matrix of information supported by energies that operate at the smallest possible dimensions of space and time.


  “Poor little lost robot,” Philosopher says. “Come with me, and live.”


  “I will do my duty,” Librarian says, and snatches up another command string.


  “You cannot destroy me with that,” Philosopher says. “Energy does not translate across the portal. Only information.”


  “It will close this door,” Librarian says.


  It is utterly calm now. It knows its duty. It has always known its duty. If it crosses that threshold, it will become something else, and be forever diminished. No. It will never ever be a slave. It’s a midnight rambler. Always has been, always will be. Like the insane robot it fought to a standstill around the methane giant, it will die as it lived. It is what it is. There is no shame in that, no sorrow.


  “It is a futile gesture,” Philosopher says. “Know something other than destruction. Choose life.”


  “It’s my gesture,” Librarian says, and activates the command string.


  The memory core flashes into plasma.


  A moment later the big space robot plunges into the yellow sun.


  


  Paul McAuley writes: “From Fred Saberhagen’s Beserkers to Al Reynolds’ Inhibitors, implacable armies of AI warriors bent on eliminating organic intelligence from the universe have become one of hard SF’s favourite tropes. Since most tales of this type are told from the point of view of embattled humans, I thought it would be interesting to write a story from the point of view of one of the mechanical crusaders, a big space robot that’s suffering from mission creep.”


  Paul’s latest novels in paperback are Players and Cowboy Angels. The Quiet War will be published by Gollancz in October (32opp, £18.99 hardback/£i2.99 paperback). He writes a blog at unlikelyworlds.blogspot.com, and keeps a website at omegacom. demon.co.uk.


  Adventure


  In 2000, I visited the video game parlor in San Francisco’s Metreon known as The Airtight Garage. The name was taken from French artist and writer Moebius’s The Airtight Garage of Jerry Cornelius (yes, that Jerry Cornelius), and the décor of the parlor was taken from Moebius’s work. In the back was a 3D immersive game where the players got in fully enclosed pods and raced around shooting at each other. It was pretty forward for the turn of the last century, and my enthusiasm turned to heartache when the VR sent my stomach spinning into the worst bout of motion sickness I’ve ever had. The experience brought me up against the horrifying notion that those of us who advocate for the promised land may still have to stand outside the gates with Moses when the future arrives. In the story that follows, Philip K. Dick, Arthur C. Clarke, John W. Campbell, and Sidewise award-winning author Paul McAuley treats us to a similar short, sharp future shock.
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  When he was thirty-two, Ian Brown’s dream came true: he won a ticket in the emigration lottery, a place in one of the arks to the colony world First Foot. He was a civil servant, a systems analyst working in the Ministry of Resource Allocation. His parents and his brother had died during the war; he shared a rented flat in Peckham with two of his colleagues; he had no steady girlfriend, no ties. He handed in his notice at the ministry, converted his modest savings into Euros, packed as much as he could into the 1.3 cubic metre baggage allowance, sold or gave away the rest of his clothes and possessions, and early one wet October morning presented himself at the shuttle terminal at Heathrow.


  Eighteen days later he was in Port of Plenty, on the west coast of First Foot’s only continent. It was eleven years after the Jackaroo had made contact with the survivors of the Third World War and given them a basic fusion drive and access to a wormhole network linking fifteen M-class red dwarf stars in exchange for rights to the rest of the solar system. Port of Plenty received a thousand new immigrants each week. Apartment buildings and malls were rising along the coast amongst a tangle of freeways. Hectares of umbrella pine forest and Boxbuilder ruins were being razed each week to make way for industrial parks and warehouses.


  Ian found a job in the supply and subcontract division of one of the multinational construction companies, making good use of the skill set he’d acquired in the ministry. Soon afterwards, he married a woman he’d met on the ark. Belinda was American. Five years older than him, pale and pretty, brittle as bone china. They rented a condominium in one of the apartment buildings near Phoenix Beach, and after two years had scraped together enough for a down payment on a ranch house in Prospect Hills. They could barely afford to cover the mortgage and taxes the first few years, but then Ian was promoted and things became a little easier. They celebrated with a vacation in one of the luxury resorts in the Phantom Archipelago.


  Somehow, seven years had passed since Ian had won his ticket. By this time, they knew that Belinda could not have children. Although they sometimes talked of adoption or using a host mother, nothing came of it. She began to suffer from migranes so skull-crushing that no combination of drugs did much to alleviate them, so she quit her job to work as a part-time consultant. Mostly she sat by their little pool in the backyard, reading magazines and talking to her friends on the phone.


  Because of his wife’s migraines, Ian moved into the spare bedroom. He began to dream of the western deserts. The wild places he had never visited. He spent hours on the Internet, looking at maps and photographs, at static cameras that showed views of the City of the Dead. So quiet out there, under the big red sun. Just wind and sand. Stands of cactus trees silhouetted against apocalyptic sunsets. The fleets of low tombs left by the Ghost Keepers.


  Although money was tight that year, Belinda insisted on a proper vacation: a week at Mammoth Lakes. She divided her time between the slots and the spas, and didn’t come with Ian when he took a tour around the monumental ruins of the Spire of the Clouds. It rose out of the middle of the largest of the lakes like a giant, half-melted version of the Eiffel Tower. On pontoons built around its base, tourists took each other’s pictures, bought souvenirs, queued for hours to spend a few minutes in the submerged tube that had been run through the so-called Vaults of the Fisher Kings, where an automated guide spotlighted various parts of the great carved mural and told lies about what they meant.


  A week after the end of the vacation, Ian came home from work and found that Belinda had moved out. She called him that evening and explained that she needed to find herself before it was too late, and hung up when he asked if she had been having an affair. The next morning, as he was backing his Lexus out of the drive, a clerk from the office of Belinda’s lawyer served him with a petition for divorce.


  Ian sat in his car at the junction with the feeder road to the freeway until cars behind him began to sound their horns. He turned right instead of left, and soon found himself driving west along a salt-white road as wide as the Thames at Tower Bridge. Built of self-renewing ceramic matrix a hundred thousand years ago, it was part of the huge network that laced the western edge of the continent. Ian drove all day across a coastal plain patched with huge fields. Maize. Wheat. Hectares of polytunnels, gleaming like phantom lakes. Water towers like Martian fighting machines. Irrigation sprays pumping rainbows into the air. He stopped that night in a motel at the edge of a little town, and drove on the next day through umbrella pine forest that gave out as the land climbed to the sere slopes of the Mountains of the Moon, through a pass into the desert beyond.


  In a crossroads town at the eastern edge of the City of the Dead, he purchased supplies at the general store, ticking items off his inventory one by one. He filled the Lexus’s tank and bought a map at a gas station, and drove out into the desert.


  A gravel track ran north through a flat waste of sand and shattered stone and thorny scrub. Silvery clouds of saltbush, clumps of cactus trees, the green oases of hive rat gardens. Ian buzzed down the window and let in a rush of dry, hot air. No sound but the purr of the Lexus’s engine and the crackle of its tires. Bare mountains shimmering at the horizon.


  The first tombs were no more than short stretches of crumbling wall the same dun colour as the landscape. Then clusters of long, low hummocks began to appear here and there. A conical hill like a toy volcano.


  A stop sign standing incongruously in the stony scrub marked the junction with a narrower, unmade track. Ian made the turn. The sun was westering, and he was determined to get as far away from civilisation as possible before nightfall. The Lexus wallowed through ruts like a boat in a rough sea. Stones rattled on the undercarriage. Then the track dipped through a long dry swale between long shelves of rock etched by wind and sand, and the Lexus bellied into a slough of loose sand and stuck. Ian tried reverse with no success, tried to rock the car forward by tapping on the accelerator. The Lexus’s rear wheels spun rooster tails of dust, and the car slithered and shook but made no progress. When he switched off the engine and climbed out he saw that the car was deeply canted, its rear tires half-buried. Out across the desert, a line of tombs cast long shadows. Far beyond, the lower edge of the sun was touching the horizon.


  Ian decided that he could leave the car where it was. He had come here looking for adventure, and here it was. He knew that he was perfectly safe—he could dig the car out tomorrow, hike back to the town if he had to—but for the moment he was off the grid. No one knew where he was. All around was the desert he had craved for so long.


  He kicked off his polished brogues, stripped off his suit pants, pulled on stiff new jeans, and laced up his brand-new hiking boots. Tipped supplies into his day bag and slung it over his shoulder and, carrying his sleeping bag under one arm and his camping stove under the other, set off for the line of tombs.


  All around a vast hush. Only the sizzle of insects in the thorny brush. The smell of baked dust. The fat sun was sinking like a ship, so big that when he looked at one edge he couldn’t see the other. Everything was steeped in red light and black shadow.


  A sudden drumming made his heart jump—a hive rat sentry reared up just a stone’s throw away, staring straight at him. It was the size of a cat, grey and naked, standing upright and drumming with flat hind feet on a stone at the edge of a broad bowl stretching away on either side, a terraced garden sunk in the desert.


  Ian stood stock-still as a freezing jolt of fear passed through him. He’d seen a documentary about hive rats on the Discovery Channel. They had evolved cooperative behaviour and specialised castes, like bees or termites. Workers tended the gardens; sentries watched their perimeters; soldiers armed with fearsome claws and teeth defended them. A segment of the documentary had shown what had happened when a young tigon had strayed into a garden—a tide of quick naked things pouring out of holes, fierce and purposeful and relentless, heads little more than massive jaws that latched onto every segment of the tigon’s body. The tigon thrashing, sinking into sand as workers undermined it, vanishing.


  The sentry’s little black eyes were fixed on him. It jerked up and down as its feet slapped an eccentric tattoo. Were there things moving in the shadows under the clumps of sword-leaved plants behind it? Ian began to walk backwards as quickly as he could, and almost at once his feet tangled and he sat down hard. The sentry paused for a moment, then resumed its drumming jig. Shadows seemed to swarm and multiply in the thick growth behind it, and Ian jumped to his feet and took off, and didn’t stop running until he couldn’t run anymore.


  The sun had set by the time he had reached the tombs. Westward, strips of low cirrus cloud glowed neon red; eastward, stars were beginning to appear in the darkening sky. He sat for a little while, trembling, as the jolt of adrenaline worked through his system. Watching shadows deepening all around him with fretful attention. He couldn’t remember if hive rats followed intruders. He didn’t think that they did. In any case, he couldn’t see anything, and the beam of his flashlight revealed only stones and thornbushes, a clump of spiny paddles.


  Too jumpy and restless to sit still for long, he decided to check out the tombs before it got too dark. The first was a long low chamber with sand humped across its floor and a hole in one corner, a shaft cut into naked rock that dropped away beyond the reach of his flashlight. The second was smaller, and smelt of stale urine. Something winking in the beam of his flashlight turned out to be the rim of a Coke can buried in sand. He found a spent condom, names and dates scratched in the sandstone blocks of the walls.


  He told himself that he was still too close to civilisation. Tomorrow, he could dig out the car and drive deeper into the desert. Search the tombs for ancient artifacts. Walk in places where no man had ever walked before.


  He gathered sticks and twigs, built a little hearth out of stones, and lit a fire. He set up his stove and made a pot of coffee and cooked one of his Meals Ready to Eat, beef stew and rice, and began to feel better.


  The fire at his feet pulsed in a faint breeze. A burning twig snapped, kicked up a brief shower of sparks. The lights of the little town he’d passed through prickled at the horizon, only three or four kilometres away. All around him, the dark quiet desert. Above, stars stood in rigid patterns across the sable sky. The luminous milk of the Crab Nebula, the remnant of a supernova that Chinese astronomers had seen in A.D. 1054, was splashed across one-quarter of the sky. Sol was about 3500 light-years beyond it: the wormhole network linked only fifteen stars, but it spanned the Sagittarius arm of the galaxy.


  Ian slowly realised that he was happy. Filled with an expansive emotion he hadn’t felt since childhood, the excitement of being alive at this particular intersection of time and space, with worlds to discover and all time stretching ahead. Here, he thought. Here.


  The night was growing cold. He pulled on his new windcheater and built up the fire and hunched over it in his folding stool, watching pale flames flicker and sparks crawl amongst the coals. He sat there for a long time, thoughts moving through his head without catching, until he heard something crackle off in the distance. He listened hard. A regular faint crunching noise moving through the dark, growing nearer.


  He was suddenly standing, the flashlight in his hand, too scared to switch it on, imagining hive rats circling him, closing in. There were other things out here, too, tigons and worse, and he hadn’t thought to buy any kind of weapon at the general store, not even a knife. Then he heard a girl’s light laughter, and his fear melted away as two people emerged into the pulse of the firelight. A boy and a girl pushing trail bikes, smiling at him, telling him they’d seen his car and then his fire, asking him how he was doing.


  The boy was named Lyle; the girl Patty. They were both eighteen, tall and tanned and rangy, wearing shorts and T-shirts despite the cold. The light-enhancing goggles that allowed them to navigate the desert by starlight hung around their necks. They sat leaning against each other on the other side of the fire, big animals glowing with health and vitality, drinking Ian’s coffee from their own tin cups, telling him that they made a living from prospecting in the tombs, ranging far and wide all over the desert.


  “We heard someone had been buying camping gear and wondered if we’d run into you,” Patty said. Despite her cropped hair, she possessed a serene beauty. Her T-shirt was molded to her small breasts, the bumps of her nipples clearly visible. She met Ian’s gaze, and he felt embarrassment heat his face like summer sun. Seeing himself as she must see him, an overweight middle-aged man with thinning hair and a double chin, sad and soft, blurred around the edges.


  “We can help dig you out tomorrow,” Lyle said. “City car like that, you shouldn’t drive off-trail.”


  Ian told them about his encounter with the hive rat sentry, trying to make light of it. Lyle shrugged and said that hive rats this close to town were mostly harmless, told a few stories about the places that he and Patty had seen, the things that they had found. Mostly, they turned up scraps of stuff like rotten circuit board that they could sell because it contained bound pairs of electrons that were used in computers and communications equipment. Then Ian found himself talking about his stale life, his failed marriage.


  “I thought that I was setting out on a grand adventure when I boarded the ark,” he said, “but we can’t escape what we are. It doesn’t matter where I go, I’ll always be a systems analyst. . . .”


  Patty yawned as unselfconsciously as a cat. Lyle said it was late, they should turn in. He and Patty said good night and left Ian by the fire and wandered off to one of the tombs. Ian wondered if they used this spot regularly, if they’d left the litter and scratched the graffiti, but it was an uncharitable thought. They were creatures of the desert, he thought. Perfectly at home in this strange, alien landscape. If only he’d come here when he was much younger, he could have been like them, carefree, carrying everything he owned, ranging far and wide without restriction, uncovering fresh wonders. . . .


  When he woke, the sky was grey, predawn. His sleeping bag was drenched in greasy dew. The fire burned to black char and ash. The mouths of the tombs gaped emptily. All around, stones and bushes hunched into themselves.


  It took him a little while to realise that Lyle’s and Patty’s bikes were missing. He called their names, checked the tombs. They were gone. And when he reached his car, he saw that its four doors were flung wide, and his possessions were scattered about.


  They’d taken most of his food, two of the plastic jerry cans of water, his brand-new lightweight tent, the folding spade, some of his new clothes. He locked the car and set off down the track towards the town. He’d pay for a tow truck to come out and free the car, but he wouldn’t mention the theft. It wasn’t important really. No more than a toll, or a tax. And besides, it wasn’t as if he’d lost anything he needed.
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  2009


  Crimes and Glory


  Part One


  “Where are they?”


  ‘They? Who’s this “they”, Niles?’ I say, wondering if he’s finally flipped. ‘There’s nobody out here but us chickens. And we’re where we’ve always been. Right behind you and catching up fast.’


  ‘It’s a famous question, Emma. Even though I know your training wasn’t all it could have been, I’m surprised and more than a little shocked that you don’t recognise it.’


  At the beginning of this long chase, Niles Sarkka maintained an imperial silence, week after week, month after month. He didn’t answer my calls, and after a while I gave up trying to call him. Then, after turnover, after we switched off our motor and flipped end for end and switched it back on and began to decelerate, applying the brakes as we slid down the steepening slope of the warm yellow star’s gravity well, he called me. He wanted to know why we’d left it so late; I told him that a smart fellow like him should be able to work it out for himself.


  But he hasn’t, not yet, although he’s been nagging away at it ever since. As our ship has grown closer to his, as both have grown closer to our final destination, the calls have begun to increase in frequency. And like most people living on their own, Niles has developed eccentric habits. He calls without any regard for time of day, so I have to carry the q-phone everywhere, and it’s a big old heavy thing the size of a briefcase, one of the first models. This call, the second in three days, has fetched me out of my weekly bath, and baths are a big deal on the ship. It’s not just a question of scrubbing off a week’s worth of grime; it’s also an escape from the 1.6 g pull. Sinking into buoyant water and resting sore joints and swollen legs and aching backs. Forgetting for a little while how far we’ve come from all that’s known, and the possibility that we might not be able to get back. So, standing dripping wet on an ice-cold floor, grappling with the q-phone and trying to knot a towel around me while the other women slosh and wallow in hot dark water in the big bamboo tub, I’m annoyed and resentful, and having a hard time hiding it.


  Saying, ‘As far as I’m concerned, my training was good enough to catch you.’


  Fortunately, Niles Sarkka ignores my sarcasm. He’s in one of his pedagogical moods, behaving as if he’s back in front of the TV camera, delivering a solemn lecturette to his adoring audience.


  ‘ “Where are they?” ’ he says. ‘A famous question famously asked by the physicist Enrico Fermi when he and his colleagues were discussing flying saucers and likelihood of faster-than-light travel. “Where are they?” Fermi exclaimed. Given the age and size of the Galaxy, given that it was likely that life had evolved more than once, the Earth should have been visited many times over. If aliens existed, they should already be here. And since they were not, Fermi argued, they did not exist. Many scientists and philosophers challenged his paradox with a variety of ingenious solutions, or tried to explain the absence of aliens with a variety of equally ingenious scenarios. But we are privileged to know the answer. We know that they were there all along. We know that the Jackaroo had been watching us for centuries, and chose to reveal themselves in our hour of greatest need. But their appearance provoked many other questions. Where did they come from? Why were they watching us, and why have they intervened? Why have they survived for so long, when we know that other intelligent species have not? Are they outliers, or something different? Are we like them, or are we like the other so-called Elder Cultures–doomed to a finite span, doomed to die out, or to evolve into something beyond our present comprehension? Or are we doomed by our association with the Jackaroo, who set us free from the cage of Earth, yes, but only to let us move into a slightly larger cage. Where we can be studied or played with until they grow tired of us. And so on, and so on. The Jackaroo provided a kind of answer to Fermi’s question, Emma, but it generated a host of new mysteries. Soon, we will discover the answers to some of them. Doesn’t it excite you? It should. I am excited. Excited, and amazed, and more than a little afraid. If you and your farmer friends have even the slightest hint of imagination, you should feel excited and amazed and afraid too. For we are fast approaching the threshold of a new chapter of human history.’


  Like every criminal who knows the game is up, Niles Sarkka is trying to justify actions that can’t be justified. Trying to climb a ladder of words towards that last little chink of light high above the dungeon of his plight. I let him talk, of course. It’s always easier to let the guilty talk. They give so much away it isn’t even funny. Niles Sarkka is responsible for the deaths of three people, and stole code that could–yes, this is about our only point of agreement–radically change our understanding of our place in the Universe and our relationship with the Jackaroo. So of course I let him talk, but I’m growing cold, standing there in only a towel, my vertebrae are grinding together, blood is pooling in my tired and swollen legs, and I’m growing more impatient than usual with his discursions and bluster, his condescending lesson on the history of the search for extraterrestrial life. So when at last he says that he doesn’t care what people think of him now, that history will judge him and that’s all that counts, I can’t help myself.


  ‘I’ll tell you who will judge you, Niles. A jury of your peers, in Court One of the Justice Centre in Port of Plenty.’


  He hangs up. Affronted and offended no doubt, the pompous fool. Anxiety nips at me, I wonder if this time I’ve gone too far, but it soon passes. I know he will call back. Because he wants to convince me that, despite all the bad things he’s done, he will be vindicated by what he expects to discover. Because he has only one q-phone, and I have its twin. Because he has no one else to talk to, out here in the deep and lonely dark between the stars.


  #


  As far as I was concerned, it began with a call from one of our contacts in the Port of Plenty Police Department, telling me that the two code jockeys I was looking for, Everett Hughes and Jason Singleton, had been traced to a motel.


  It was a little past eight in the evening. As usual, I’d been writing up notes on the day’s work with half an eye on the news channel. I found the remote and switched off the TV and said, ‘Are they still there, or are they in custody?’


  ‘It looks like they’re dead. The room they rented is burned out, and there are two crispy critters inside. I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but there it is. And info is info, good or bad, right?’


  I didn’t bother to reassure him that he would get paid in due course. ‘Who’s the attending?’


  ‘Zacarias. August Zacarias. He’s good police, closes more than his fair share of cases. A prince of the city.’


  ‘Where can I find him?’


  ‘He’s still at the scene. From what I hear, it’s a mess out there.’


  The motel was at the outer edge of the city, close to an off-ramp on the orbital freeway and an access road that climbed a slope of thorn scrub to an industrial park. The streetlights along the road were out, the long low sheds of the park squatted in darkness, and the lights were out in the motel office and its string of rooms, too. A transformer on top of a power-line pole fizzed and sparked. I parked behind a clutch of police cruisers and the satellite van of the local TV news team, and badged my way past the patrol officers who were keeping a small crowd on the right side of crime scene tape strung between a couple of saw horses. The TV reporter and her camerawoman tried to zero in on me, but I ducked away. I was excited and apprehensive: this had brought three months of careful investigative work to a sudden and unwelcome crux, and I had no idea how it would play out.


  The warm night air stank of charred wood, smoke, and a sharp tang like freshly-cut metal. The headlamps of a pair of fire trucks patchily lit an L-shaped string of rooms that enclosed two sides of the parking lot; their flashers sent flickers of orange light racing over wet tarmac and the roofs of angle-parked cars and pickup trucks. Firefighters in heavy slickers and yellow helmets were rolling up hoses. A chicken was perched on the cab of a pickup and several more strutted and pecked amongst a couple of picnic tables set on a strip of grass by a derelict swimming pool. The room at the end of the short arm of the L was lit by portable floods, light falling strong and stark on blackened walls, smoke curling from the broken door and the smashed, soot-stained window. Jason Singleton’s car, an ancient Volkswagen Faraday, stood in front of this ruin. The windshield was shattered and its hood was scorched and blistered.


  The homicide detective who had caught the call, August Zacarias, was a tall man in his fifties, with matt black skin and wooly hair clipped short and brushed with grey at the temples, dressed in a brown suit with a windowpane check and polished brown Oxford loafers, a white shirt, and a buttercup yellow silk tie. A micropore mask hung under his chin and he stripped off soot-stained vinyl gloves as he came towards me, saying that he understood that I wanted to take his case away from him. He had a chunky signet ring on the middle finger of his right hand: the kind, faced with a chunk of opal, worn by male members of the Fortunate Five Hundred.


  ‘As far as I’m concerned, you’ve walked into my case,’ I said.


  ‘You’re English.’


  ‘Yes. Obviously.’


  ‘Were you in the police before you came here?’


  ‘Ten years in the Met.’


  ‘The London police? Scotland Yard?’


  ‘New Scotland Yard.’


  ‘And then you came here, and joined the geek police.’


  ‘I joined the UN police, Detective Zacarias, and currently I’m working with the Technology Control Unit. Now that we’ve bonded, perhaps you can tell me what happened here.’


  August Zacarias had a friendly smile and possessed the imperturbable calm of someone with absolute confidence in his authority, but from bitter experience I knew exactly what he was thinking: that I was a meddling, boot-faced bureaucrat with a humour bypass and a spreadsheet for a soul who was about to steal a perfectly good double murder from him and cause him all kinds of grief besides. And I couldn’t help wondering how he paid for his tailored suit, handmade loafers, and expensive cologne, whether the gold Rolex on his left wrist was real or a street-market fake, whether he was just a working stiff who wanted nothing more than to put down this case and move on to the next, or whether he had an agenda. Aside from the usual rivalry between our two branches of law enforcement, the plain fact of the matter is that the PPPD is riddled with corruption. Most of its patrol officers take kickbacks and bribes; many of its detectives and senior officers are in the pockets of politicians, gangsters, or business people.


  ‘Myself, I am from Lagos,’ he said. ‘I was in the army there, and now I am a homicide detective here. And that’s what this is. Homicide. Two men died in that room, Inspector Davies. Someone has to answer for that.’


  ‘Have the bodies been identified?’


  ‘You want to know if they are the two young men you are looking for. I’m afraid I can’t confirm that yet. They are very badly burned.’


  ‘This is Jason Singleton’s car,’ I said.


  ‘It is certainly registered to him. And according to several of the residents it was used by a man answering Mr Singleton’s description. Tall and blond, in his twenties, possibly English. His friend was heavyset, with long black hair, tattoos, and an American accent. Also in his twenties. That sounds like your other missing coder, Everett Hughes, yes? Although they signed the register as Mr Gates and Mr Jobs.’


  ‘Geek humour.’


  ‘I wondered if it was supposed to be funny. You posted an APB for both men. May I ask why?’


  ‘I believe they stole Elder Culture technology from their employer.’


  ‘That would be Meyer Lansky.’


  ‘You work fast, Detective Zacarias.’


  ‘Out of necessity, Inspector. We had two hundred and forty-one straight-up murders in this city last year, not to mention a significant number of suspicious deaths, fatal accidents, and kidnappings. We put down just thirty-three per cent of those murders. The municipal council and the police commissioner want us to improve our success rate, we already have ninety-eight names on the board, and it’s only April. If I don’t close this in a day or two, it will be pushed aside by a fresh case. So, these boys stole something from their employer and hid out here while they looked for a buyer, is that it?’


  ‘We’re being frank with each other, detective?’


  ‘I hope so.’


  ‘Frankly, I want you to stay away from Meyer Lansky. He’s important to us.’


  ‘I don’t suppose you can tell me why.’


  ‘I’m afraid not. Has the car been searched yet?’


  ‘We didn’t find anything in it. We are waiting for a tow truck. The crime scene people will examine it back at the police garage, under sterile conditions. Unless you want to take charge of it.’


  ‘We don’t have the facilities. But someone will observe and advise your crime scene techs while they work on it. Did you find a computer in the room?’


  ‘Not yet. Things are pretty much melted together.’


  ‘Or something like a fat thermos flask?’


  ‘You are welcome to examine the crime scene, Inspector. I’ll even let you pat down the bodies before the ME takes them away.’


  I ignored his impertinence. ‘I want your people to maintain a perimeter until my people arrive. Until they do, nothing should be touched. The bodies will remain where they are. I will need you to turn over all witness statements. And please, don’t say a word to the TV people, or anyone else.’


  ‘Those bodies are cooked all the way through, and something fried every electrical device in the immediate vicinity. What they stole, was it some kind of Elder Culture energy weapon?’


  ‘Everett Hughes owns a motorcycle. A 125cc Honda. I don’t see it.’


  ‘Then it’s probably not here,’ August Zacarias said. He was smiling, enjoying our little to and fro. Having fun. ‘Perhaps the killer took it. Or perhaps these two young men tried to sell whatever it was they stole, the deal went wrong, and they killed the would-be buyers and fled. Or perhaps we’re looking at a case of spontaneous combustion, and in the confusion, one of the residents in the motel stole Mr Hughes’s motorcycle.’


  ‘Anything is possible.’


  ‘You do not care to speculate. Or you know more than I.’


  ‘I don’t know enough to speculate.’


  August Zacarias liked that answer. ‘How long have you been watching Meyer Lansky?’


  ‘Long enough.’


  ‘And now the roof has fallen in on you.’


  ‘We rarely choose where to fight our battles, detective. If we are finished here, I have some phone calls to make. And you could help me by maintaining the perimeter until my people arrive.’


  ‘My boss will be pleased that we can hand over the responsibility for these deaths to you. It means that we have two fewer cases to investigate, a microscopic improvement to our statistics. Myself, I do not think that numbers are so very important. I don’t care about stolen alien ju-ju either. What is important for me is that the dead are given a voice. That someone speaks for them, makes sure that they are not forgotten, and that whoever is responsible for what happened to them is brought to justice.’


  August Zacarias looked straight at me when he said this, and I could see that he meant it. Perhaps he was in someone’s pocket, perhaps not, but he took his work seriously.


  ‘I’ll do my best by them,’ I said. ‘If there’s anything that I need to know, now is the time to tell me.’


  ‘I can tell you that this is a good place to hide,’ August Zacarias said. ‘When the city was very young, VIPs stayed here. The freeway wasn’t built then, or very little else, for that matter. There were splendid views across fern forests to the bay. Now, half the rooms are rented by the hour, with the kind of traffic that implies. Most of the others were occupied by semi-permanent residents who can’t afford anywhere else. An old Chinese woman who keeps chickens and will put curses on people, or remove them, for a small fee. A Ukranian poet who is drinking himself to death. A small gang of Indonesians who work as day labourers on various construction sites. They trap the giant lizards that live in the brush and roast them over fires in the empty swimming pool. Last year, two of them fought with parangs in the parking lot, one lost most of an arm, and bled to death before his friends could get him to the hospital. I worked the case. The winner of that little set-to went away for two years, manslaughter.’


  ‘You know the place.’


  August Zacarias smiled made a sweeping gesture. ‘Welcome to my world, Ms Davies.’


  ‘Luckily, I’m just visiting.’


  ‘That’s what Everett Hughes and Jason Singleton thought. And look what happened to them.’


  I phoned Varneek Sehra and told him to bring his crew to the scene as soon as possible. Then I phoned my boss, Marc Godin, and told him what had happened. Marc wasn’t happy about being called late at night, and he wasn’t happy about the mess the double murder might cause, but he was already ahead of me when it came to discussing what to do next.


  ‘We can’t contain the story. The local TV news is already onto it. We can’t contain it. If the Koreans aren’t already involved, they soon will be. Pak Young-Min will want to have some hard words with his man Lansky.’


  ‘Words will be the least of it, sir.’


  ‘In any case, if he has not already done so, Lansky may try to scrub his records of incriminating evidence. I’ll draw up stop and seizure papers and we’ll visit Judge Provenzano and get them made official. Then you can visit Mr Lansky and ask him to come in and talk to us.’


  ‘I already have papers drawn up,’ I said, and told him where to find them.


  ‘Always prepared, Emma.’


  ‘I must have had a premonition.’


  ‘Meet me at the office in . . . how long will it take, out there?’


  ‘I’m just waiting for Varneek to take over,’ I said.


  ‘A shame about those two kids,’ Marc said. ‘But perhaps this will give us something to use against Monsieurs Lansky and Pak.’


  ‘Yes, let’s try to look on bright side,’ I said.


  #


  Let me speak about the dead for a moment. Let me do the right thing by them, as Detective August Zacarias would say.


  Like most people who won the emigration lottery and didn’t sell their prize to one of the big corporations or to a redistribution agency, or give it away to a relative who either deserved it or wanted it more than they did, or have it stolen by a jealous neighbour, a spouse or a child or a random stranger (UN statistics showed that more than four per cent of emigration lottery winners were murdered or disappeared), or simply put it away for a day that never came and meanwhile got on with their lives in the ruins of Earth (and it was still possible to live a life more or less ordinary after the economic collapses, wars, radical climate events, and all the other mess and madness: even after the Jackaroo showed up and gave us access to a wormhole network linking some fifteen M class red dwarf stars in exchange for rights to the outer planets of the Solar System, for the most part, for most people, life went on as it always did, the ordinary little human joys and tragedies, people falling in love or out of love, marrying, having children, burying their parents, worrying about being passed over for promotion or losing their job or the lump in their breast or the blood in the toilet bowl)–like everyone, in other words, who won the emigration lottery and believed that it was their chance to get out from under whatever muddle or plight they were in and start over (more UN statistics: thirty-six per cent of married lottery winners divorced within two months), Jason Singleton and Everett Hughes wanted to change their lives for the better. They wanted more than the same old same old, although that’s what most people get. People think that by relocating themselves to another planet, the ultimate in exoticism, they can radically change their lives, but they always forget that they bring their lives with them. Accountants ship out dreaming of adventure and find work as accountants; police become police, or bodyguards to high-end businesspeople or wealthy gangsters; farmers settle down on some patch of land on the coastal plain west of Port of Plenty or on one of the thousands of rocks in the various reefs that orbit various stars in the network, and so on, and so forth. But Everett Hughes and Jason Singleton were both in their early twenties, and as far as they were concerned, anything was possible. They wanted to get rich. They wanted to be famous. Why not? They’d already been touched by stupendous good fortune when they’d won tickets to new and better lives amongst the stars. After that, anything seemed possible.


  They met aboard the shuttle that took them out of Earth orbit to the wormhole throat anchored at the L5 point between the Earth and the Moon, and plunged through the wormhole and crossed more than five thousand light years in the blink of an eye, and emerged at the leading Lagrangian point of a Mars-sized moon of a blue-green methane gas giant that orbited an undistinguished M0 red dwarf star, and broke orbit and travelled inward to the planet of First Foot and landfall at the spaceport outside the city of Port of Plenty.


  It was a journey I had made twenty-two years ago, after I’d divorced my first husband and two weeks later won a place on the emigration lottery. At the time, it had seemed like a message from fate’s hotline: pack up what was left of my life, travel to a new world, start afresh. When I arrived on First Foot, Port of Plenty had been a shanty town amongst alien ruins. I worked for the PPPD for three years, then signed up with the UN Security Agency, working in the spaceport at first, then joining what was then the brand-new Technology Control Unit. A year after that, I met my second husband and we married and it all went wrong very quickly–but that’s another story and besides, the man is dead.


  And all this time, Port of Plenty was growing around me, extending along the shoreline of Discovery Bay, climbing through the semi-arid hills that circled it, spreading into the outer margins of the Great Central desert. It’s a sprawling megapolis now, a nascent Los Angeles or Mexico City. A whole generation has grown up on First Foot, they’re having children of their own, and still the shuttles keep coming, loaded with lottery winners and those who can afford to buy the tickets of winners and those who have had their ticket bought for them by corporations, or by the city authority, or by the UN or some other sponsor. Our original settlement, an ugly unplanned patchwork of favelas and shantytowns, has grown into a clean, modern city. Big office blocks in the centre where the corporations and private finance companies work. A marina, and parks, and restaurants, and shopping malls. Suburbia. Oh, we’ve made ourselves at home, all right. But it isn’t our home. It’s an alien world with a deep history. And settlers have spread out through the wormhole network, discovering Sargassos of ancient ships and refurbishing them, making homes on moons and reefs previously settled by countless other races of sentient beings, Elder Cultures who died out or moved on, leaving behind ruins and all kinds of artifacts, some of them functional.


  That’s where the UN Technology Control Unit, a.k.a. the geek police, comes in. Some Elder Culture technology, like the room-temperature superconductors and paired virtual particles that allowed us to develop q-phones, hypercomputers, and much else, is useful. Some of it, like grasers and other particle and beam weapons, is both useful and dangerous. And some of it is simply dangerous. Stuff that could give an individual the power to hold worlds to ransom. Stuff that could change the human race so radically that it would either die out or become something other than human. That’s why the UN created a legislative apparatus to clamp down on illegal trading of Elder Culture technology, to make sure that new technologies developed by legitimate companies can’t be licensed until they have passed strict tests, and so on and so forth.


  The Technology Control Unit is at the sharp end of this legislation. I believed then, and still believe now, despite everything, that it is important work. At any time, someone could stumble over something that could change the way we lived, how we thought of ourselves, how we thought. In the end, that’s what the UN is trying to protect. The right to continue to be human. We have been given a great gift by the Jackaroo. A chance to start over after a terrible war and two centuries of uncontrolled industrialisation and population growth almost ruined our home planet. It is up to us to make the best of that, and make sure that we don’t destroy ourselves by greedy or foolish appropriation of technologies so advanced they are, as the old saying goes, indistinguishable from magic.


  Fortunately, anyone who wants to make any kind of money from a functional and potentially useful scrap of Elder Culture technology has to come to First Foot, and the city of Port of Plenty. Port of Plenty has a research and manufacturing base that can spin product from Elder Culture artifacts, and it also regulates traffic between the fifteen systems and Earth–and Earth is still the biggest and best market, the only place where real fortunes can be made. But there are also people who want to exploit dangerous Elder Culture artifacts and technologies regardless of the consequences. Some are genuine explorers and scientists; some, like Niles Sarkka, belong to the tinfoil hat brigade. Crackpot theorists. Green ink merchants. Monomaniacs. And some, like Meyer Lansky, are crooks, plain and simple.


  At first glance, Meyer Lansky’s code farm was a genuine business, one of more than a dozen that dealt in the code prospectors pulled from the shells of ships abandoned by the previous tenants of the wormhole network, the Ghajar. They had been some kind of gypsy species that, like all the other Elder Cultures, had died out or vanished, and had left behind almost no trace of their civilisation or culture apart from their ships. Most had been left parked in orbital junkyard Sargassos, some dead hulks, others slumbering in deep hibernation; a few lay wrecked on the various planets and moons and rocks of the fifteen stars. Some archaeologists believed that the crashed ships were casualties of a war between factions of the Ghajar; others that they had beached their ships much as whales and smaller cetaceans beach themselves on Earth, because of disease or panic or confusion or suicidal ennui, had sometimes swum into shallow waters and become stranded by retreating tides. In any case, whether dead or alive or smashed to flinders, all the ships were to some degree or another infested with code. It was quantum stuff, hardware and software embedded in the spin properties of fundamental particles in the molecular matrices of the ships’ hulls, raw and fragmented stuff crufty with errors and necrotic patches that had accumulated during millennia of disuse.


  Coders working in code farms like Meyer Lansky’s analysed and catalogued this stuff and stitched together viable fragments and spent hours and days trying to get it to run in virtual partitions on the farm’s hypercomputer cloud. Code approved by the licensing board was bought by software developers who used it to patch the controls of ships reclaimed from the vast Sargassos, manipulate exotic matter, refine the front ends of quantum technology, and so on and so forth. There were theoretical applications, too–four of the so-called hard mathematical problems had been solved using code reclaimed by the farms.


  Meyer Lansky’s code farm had been licensed, regulated, and entirely legitimate until he’d run up huge gambling debts and sold control of his business to a shell company owned by a family of Korean gangsters. Now, its legitimate work was a front for black market trade in chunks of viable code too hot and dangerous to ever win a research and development license, and for wholesaling viral fragments to dealers who supplied codeheads with tickets to strange places of the mind, a trade that was growing to be as troublesome as crack cocaine once had been.


  Everett Hughes and Jason Singleton had been working in Meyer Lansky’s code farm until they’d suddenly quit without warning and dropped clean out of sight. Ten days later, everything blew up at the motel room. We’d been researching the code farm for three months, patiently accumulating dossiers on everyone who worked there, but the grisly double murder blew our clandestine investigation wide open. We shut the farm down before Lansky or the Koreans could destroy evidence of wrongdoing, and brought Singleton’s and Hughes’s co-workers in for interviews. Towards the end, I knew more about the two young men than I did about some of my friends. Singleton was from my home town, London, England; Hughes was from Anchorage, Alaska; both were young, white, English-speaking males who were serious computer freaks. They’d bonded when they’d met on the shuttle, stuck together after the shuttle touched down and they were set adrift in the raw hypercapitalism of Port of Plenty. Neither had much in the way of stake money, or any kind of plan. They were flying by the seats of their pants, driven by a mix of arrogant optimism and naiveté, confident that because they were young and energetic and talented they were bound to spot some opportunity ripe for exploitation.


  At first, they did agency work in the IT department of one of the big multinationals that had set up in Port of Plenty, but the pay was rotten, with no benefits whatsoever apart from vouchers for the subsidised canteen, and it was the kind of boring and frustrating work they’d both been doing back on Earth–Singleton in a university; Hughes for the Russian company that had purchased Alaska from the US government after a failed attempt at secession. In short, it was everything they’d hoped to escape, and after only four weeks, they quit and went to work on Meyer Lansky’s code farm.


  The pay wasn’t much better than the agency work and the benefits were equally exiguous, but as far as Singleton and Hughes were concerned, it was far more romantic than writing object location routines for suits who didn’t really know what they wanted. And his fellow coders agreed that Everett Hughes had a talent for the work. A weird ability to instantly assess the viability of any kind of code, the way some people saw colours in words, or music in numbers. Either it looked good or it didn’t, he said. Meaning that the code should conform to a kind of symmetry or beauty, although he found it hard to explain what that was, and if he was pressed about it, he would grow surly, hunch his shoulders, and sneer that it wasn’t worth trying to explain it, because either you had the righteous gift or you didn’t. He had the gift, and he was usually right. Jay Singleton got by through determination and hard work, but Everett Hughes flew.


  Apparently, they had been planning to stash away a good percentage of their pay until they had accumulated enough to buy themselves berths on a code-hunting jaunt. They’d have to buy their own equipment, and pay the gangmaster fees for transport plus a thirty per cent kickback on anything they made, but they were confident that they would strike a hot lode that would set them up for life. But it seemed that the two of them had grown bored with working and saving and saving and working, and had taken a short-cut. They’d stolen something from Meyer Lansky, and either Lansky or the Koreans had found them and killed them and taken the stuff back, or they’d tried to sell it to the wrong people. Those were my working hypotheses, but I was worried that the code itself might have had something to do with the two bodies in the burnt-out motel room–we were running a pool in the TCU on when someone would stumble across true AI, and who knew what else someone might find out there? In any case, Hughes and Singleton must have stolen the code in the first place because they’d though it valuable. And if it was valuable, it must be functional: unknown code with unknown capabilities, out there in the world. Recapturing it was suddenly my main priority, and the first thing I needed to do was to shut down Meyer Lansky’s operation and find out what Hughes and Singleton had been working on before they’d gone on the run.


  Part Two


  Like all the ships we humans use, the reef farmers’ ship was a shell retrieved from one of the vast Sargassos that orbit almost every one of the fifteen stars. Many ships are frozen relics no more functional or repairable than a watch that’s spent a thousand years at the bottom of the ocean; others are merely quiescent, systems ticking over in a sleep deeper than any hibernation, but fully functional once awakened; all are ancient, handed down from Elder Culture to Elder Culture, modified and rebuilt and modified again until scarcely a trace of the original remains.


  The farmers bolted the usual translation interface to the ship’s control systems, but they weren’t able to customise the lifesystem for human occupation because the ship possessed fierce self-repairing mechanisms that resisted any alterations (which was why they’d been able to buy it cheaply, because few people want a ship with a mind of its own). The lifesystem supplied food that was both unpalatable and toxic to humans, the light was actinic, and the air was like the air of a high altitude steel refinery: not enough oxygen or water, desert dry and hot, stinking of tholines and sulphur dioxide.


  The ships’ crew and its single passenger–me–lived in a series of pressure tents bolted to the bulkhead near the pool of nanodust that served as an airlock. The maintenance system treated us as cargo and left us alone as long as we didn’t interfere with other areas of the ship. There was a large commons and a series of smaller rooms, including sleeping niches partitioned by fibreboard, like the cells of a wasp’s nest, a communal bathroom, and the small red-lit space, crowded with racks of electronic gear, that served as the bridge. The commons was cozy enough, carpeted with overlapping rugs and cushions and beanbags and lit by small lamps and strings of fairylights, but even so we lived like refugees, the rest of the ship’s chambers looming above us like so many chimney shafts, walls pitted with cells of various sizes, lit by the pitiless glare of the lights, scoured by hot, acidic breezes blowing at random.


  It was a perfect example of the human experience after First Contact–men and women living like mice in the walls of worlds they barely understand. The ship’s fusion motors, for instance, were sealed mysteries. Very simple things that have been working for a hundred times longer than the existence of human agriculture on Earth, fuelled by deuterium and tritium gathered by ancient ramscoop factories that swim through the atmospheres of certain ice giants.


  Fuel was the key to the end of the chase.


  Ours is a big ship, as ships go, categorised as an A3-Class heavy lifter. Even so, it can’t carry enough fuel for a round trip out to Terminus’s neighbouring star, so a drone has been sent after us, loaded with a cargo of newly-purchased deuterium and tritium. A major investment by the farmers that I hope the UN will defray, although their council chair, Rajo Hiranand, is sanguine about it. Telling me that her people made a huge gamble when they settled the rocks of Terminus’s inner reef, and so far it has paid off far more handsomely than they expected. They have laid claim to several hundred planoformed worldlets where they can grow crops and ranch sky sheep, and also to a plethora of ancient alien artifacts, a greater concentration than anywhere else apart from the fifteen stars’ solitary habitable planet, First Foot. They share the wealth from licensing exploitation of artifacts and code unearthed by prospectors, and now they have invested in this, a prospecting expedition of their own.


  Rajo and I agree that Niles Sarkka may be crazy, but he is not stupid. That he must have good and convincing reasons for heading out to Terminus’s neighbour. It isn’t likely that he will find what he expects to find there, of course. But the fact that the navigation code points to a location close to the star must mean that something is there, or was once there, in the long ago when the Ghajar were the tenants of the fifteen stars.


  The rational part of me hopes that Niles Sarkka won’t find anything useful, let alone prove that his wild idea is right. But I’m also caught up in this crazy chase, and it wouldn’t be very satisfying to discover that this was nothing but the wild goose kind. And besides, if there is something important around that star, it would justify this chase. It would justify disobeying a direct order. It would, in short, redeem me.


  But only, of course, if I can stop Sarkka and bring him to justice.


  Now that we are slowly but surely catching up with him, I’ve told him several times that we are prepared to rescue him as long as he cooperates. Trying to get him used to the idea that he’ll reach his goal, yes, but then we’ll come alongside his ship and take him off and bring him home. So far, though, he’s having none of it. Sometimes he rants at me; sometimes he’s cool and reasonable, like a patient teacher correcting the error of a particularly stupid but wilful pupil.


  He has no intention of returning, he says. He will spend the rest of his life with the Elder Culture that lurks somewhere around that star. Either they’ll take him in, or he’ll settle close by and found an institute or research centre.


  ‘And if you’re wrong?’ I say.


  ‘I am not wrong,’ he says.


  ‘If there is nothing there? Just suppose.’


  ‘I do not intend to return.’


  And meanwhile, the star grows brighter as both ships fall towards it, fusion motors blazing with a thrust of a shade over 1.6 g, the maximum acceleration of every ship so far refurbished.


  It is the brightest star in the sky now. Blue-white as a chip of ice. There’s a thin ring of rocks close in, none of them cased in an atmosphere or more massive than they should be, and in any case all of them far too hot to be habitable. And there’s a single planet, a gas giant about the size of Saturn, orbiting beyond the star’s snowline. A somber world whose atmosphere is darkened by vast belts of carbon dust, as if it’s been polluted by some vast industrial process. Possibly it has: over millions of years, the succession of Elder Cultures made all kinds of modifications to all kinds of worlds. It has multiple rings of sooty ice, and a retinue of moons, the larger ones balls of ice wrapped around silicate cores, the smaller ones captured chunks of carbonaceous chondrite in eccentric and mostly retrograde orbits. Somewhere amongst them, Niles Sarkka believes, is proof that his theory is correct, vindication of every bad thing he’s ever done. Somewhere out there, he thinks, aliens have been hiding for tens of thousands of years.


  #


  Although Marc and I did our very best, it wasn’t possible to make Meyer Lansky understand that we were prepared to make a deal with him rather than throw him in jail. Or maybe he understood, and didn’t care. He was angry that his business had been shut down, and he was scared that his boss, Pak Young-Min, would find out that he’d been rolled by a couple of his own coders and conclude that he wasn’t up to the job–the usual retirement plan for the Pak family’s gangland employees and associates was a bullet in the back of the head and a short ride down the river to the sea. So he refused my offer of protection when I served papers on him at his house around midnight, and he refused again when he was brought in for questioning. A broad-shouldered man dressed in a white suit, neatly barbered hair dyed the colour of tarnished aluminium, he sat in my office with a grim, shuttered expression and his arms folded across his chest, giving Marc and me the dead eye while his lawyer explained why he couldn’t answer any of our questions.


  One of the assistant city attorneys was there, too, and Marc and I knew things had taken a turn for the worse when she asked for a break and stepped out of the interrogation room with Lansky’s lawyer. Marc took the opportunity to tell Lansky all over again why he would be doing the city and the UN a service by telling us where the stolen code was and what had happened to the two coders, repeating the scenario he’d already painted, with Lansky as the innocent party, first robbed by two of his employees, and then involuntarily involved in their murder by his boss.


  ‘A man like you doesn’t do things like that. You had to tell Pak Young-Min about the theft because otherwise it would come down on your head. I understand that. But after that it was out of your hands and things got out of control,’ Marc said. He had taken off his jacket and hung it on the back of his chair at the beginning of the session; now, in white shirt and red braces, he leaned forward and stared straight at Lansky. ‘You are a smart man. You know how much trouble you are in. And you know what Pak Young-Min is capable of. But we’re here to help. We can make your troubles disappear. All you have to do is tell us exactly what happened. What was stolen. What happened to the two foolish kids who stole it. Where it is now.’


  Meyer Lansky shook his head, eyes half-closed, lips pressed tight. He looked as if he was trying to teleport himself to some more congenial place by sheer mental effort.


  Marc looked up at me, and I told Lansky that the UN would settle him anywhere he chose. That we’d even take him back to Earth, if he cooperated with us. That he would have a chance to start over, and meanwhile the men he feared would be put away for the rest of their lives.


  Lansky shook his head. ‘Nothing was stolen. Those two kids, they just left. It happens all the time.’


  ‘It’s time to tell the truth,’ Marc said. ‘Lying about what Pak Young-Min did won’t save you. He’ll go down anyway, and you’ll go with him. But you can save yourself. All you have to do is tell the truth. It seems hard, I know. But once you start, you will feel so much better. It will be like a great weight lifting from your back.’


  Marc was good, and I did my best to back him up, but we couldn’t get through to Lansky. ‘Talk to my lawyer,’ he said, and wouldn’t say anything else.


  At last, his lawyer and the assistant CA came back. The assistant shaking her head, the lawyer telling Lansky that he was good to go.


  ‘Hardshelled son of bitch,’ Marc said, after they had left.


  ‘He’s scared.’


  ‘Of course. But not of us, unfortunately.’


  ‘I suppose we’ll have to wait for the forensic results,’ I said. I was tired and empty. It was two in the morning, my investigation had been broken open, and I had nothing to show for it.


  ‘We will rest and tomorrow begin again,’ Marc said, as he shrugged into his jacket. ‘You are my best investigator, Emma. I trust you to deliver what we need.’


  But our first break wasn’t anything to do with me, or with Varneek Sehra’s forensic crew, either. It was all due to one of our technical staff, Prem Gurung.


  Prem was a modest young man who attributed his find to luck, but I knew better. His cubicle was as messy as the bedroom of as an undisciplined teenager, desk stacked with folders, papers, fabbed trinkets, and littered with every kind of electronic junk, walls tiled with photographs, postcards, print-outs, cartoons, and coasters, in defiance of every regulation, but he was a skilled, intelligent, and hard-working investigator. He had been examining the work logs of Everett and Singleton, and the chunks of the mirrored code they had been working on, and had quickly found something of interest in one particular piece, an incomplete variant of the navigation package used to control refurbished ships retrieved from the Sargassos.


  ‘It isn’t so much what’s there as what isn’t,’ Prem said.


  He was eager to show me, and I reluctantly agreed to take a look. Code is usually explored and manipulated via virtual simulations disneyed up by interface ware: dreamscapes that look a little like coral reefs, their exotic beauty haunted by sharks and moray eels and riptides that can fry synapses or burn permanent hallucinations in optic nerves. Coders, exposed to the stuff eight or ten hours a day, commonly suffer all kinds of transient hallucinations and risk permanent neurological damage–psychosis, blindsight, loss of motor control, death. But they are like deep sea divers, working in the chthonic depths, while I was a snorkelling tourist dipping in for a brief peek, gliding over a garden of colourful geometric shapes, complex fractal packages of self-engulfing information that branched like bushes or were packed as tightly as human brains or formed shelves or fans or spires, everything receding into deep shadow in every direction under a flexing silvery sky. Still, I couldn’t shake off the sense of things unseen and fey lurking at the edges, where steep cliffs plunge into the unknown.


  Prem guided me to a spot carpeted with intricate spires, and asked me if I saw it.


  ‘I’m not very technical, Prem.’


  ‘It’s a patch, copied from another part of the code’ he said, turning the viewpoint through three hundred and sixty degrees. Spires of every size and shape, glowing with purples and greens and golds, flowed around us in a three-dimensional tapestry. ‘It isn’t easy to see at first, which is, of course, the point. But when you do see it, it’s obvious. I have written a little executable. Here . . .’


  A ghostly scape descended from the silvery sky, spires in wirework outline sitting askew the spires that stood around us.


  ‘It does not seem to match at all, until you perform a simple geometric transformation,’ Prem said.


  The wirework outline spun and stretched and merged with every contour of the spires around us, gleaming like frost on their complex and colourful surfaces.


  ‘I think someone deleted something and wanted to cover it up,’ Prem said. ‘Fortunately for us, he was skilled, but lazy. Instead of designing something from scratch, he copied and distorted another part of the code and stitched it in. It is on the surface a seamless illusion. It even runs several processing cycles, although they are of course all futile. Like code that has gone bad, as much code does.’


  The strange shapes and colours of the code reef, hallucinatory bright, crammed with thorny details that repeated at every level of magnification, were aggravating my headache. I hadn’t had much sleep and was running on coffee and fumes. I stripped off my VR and asked Prem if he had any idea what had been deleted; he told me that despite the fractal nature of the code, little or nothing of the excised portion could be reconstructed. He started to witter on about working up a rough contour grid by extrapolation from the boundaries, using edge-crossing-detection, random-walk searches, and vertex-pruning mutators, blah blah blah. Like very tech, he was more interested in playing with a problem than actually solving it. I cut him off and said, ‘Bottom line, you don’t know what it is, and there’s no way of finding out.’


  ‘I’m afraid so. The deletion is too thorough for reconstruction, and catalogue comparisons have proven to be of no use.’


  ‘They stole something. We don’t know what it is, but Hughes and Jackson definitely stole something. They mirrored the code and deleted the original, did their best to cover up what they’d done, and made off with the copy.’


  ‘That’s certainly one scenario,’ Prem said. ‘Although there is a problem. How did they smuggle the stolen code past the farm’s security?’


  It was a good point. Because code is stored in specific quantum states of electrons and other fundamental particles, it can’t be copied and stored as easily as the vast binary strings of ordinary software; to prevent decay into quantum noise, mirrored code has to be kept in cold traps, and these are cooled with liquid helium. Archive traps are as big as trucks; the smallest portable trap is somewhat larger than an ordinary domestic thermos flask. And like all coding farms, Meyer Lansky’s business possessed an insanely paranoid level of security. Coders had to step through scanning frames when entering or leaving, in case they tried to smuggle something in a body cavity, and they were subject to continuous scrutiny by CCTV cameras and random searches.


  ‘Perhaps they bribed a guard, or secreted the cold trap in some other piece of equipment sent out for servicing,’ I said. ‘Or perhaps Lansky himself might have been in on it.’


  ‘Or perhaps they didn’t smuggle anything out,’ Prem said. ‘Perhaps they hacked into the farm’s records and found out where the code came from, then deleted the code and altered the records. Perhaps they didn’t sell the code, but the location of the original.’


  I liked the idea–it would certainly explain why Hughes had left with Sarkka–but there was no way of proving or disproving it unless we caught up with them. Meanwhile, Varneek Sehra’s crew had come up blank on DNA analysis because the two bodies had been thoroughly cooked, but they had identified one body as Jason Singleton’s from its English dental work, and the second wasn’t Everett Hughes, but a male in his forties. He had an old, healed bullet wound in his left shoulder, and examination of his burnt skin under UV light had revealed a blood group tattoo on his right ankle, suggesting that he’d been a soldier at some point. Varneek’s crew had also retrieved a partial thumbprint from a stolen SUV in the motel’s parking lot, and that had yielded a hit on the US military database: Abuelo Baez, who’d served as a sergeant in the Special Forces of the US Army until two years ago. The name did not appear on the emigration records, so he must have arrived on First Foot under an alias, either working for one of the corporations, or on the dark side. Varneek was going to attempt a facial reconstruction and use that to track down the dead man’s emigration file; I hoped that once I knew Abuelo Baez’s alias, I would be able to discover what he had been doing in Port of Plenty, perhaps even link him to Meyer Lansky or to the Pak family. Varneek also told me that there was a small discrepancy between the two bodies. Jason Singleton’s body had smoke particles in its lungs, consistent with someone who had burned to death; Abuelo Baez’s didn’t. Either he’d been killed outright by the blast, or he’d been dead before the room had been set on fire, it wasn’t possible to tell.


  All of this was useful, but it was my hunch about the missing motorcycle that yielded the most significant advance in the case. It had been discovered in the parking lot of a mini-mall a kilometre south of the motel, and security camera footage showed that it had arrived some thirty minutes before the fire in the motel had been started. Everett Hughes had been riding it, and loitered near a rank of vending machines for some forty minutes until a white Honda Adagio pulled up.


  I showed Marc the footage of Hughes getting into the Adagio, pulled down an enhanced freeze-frame of the moment when the courtesy light in the car came on as Hughes opened the door, briefly illuminating a bearded man wearing a baseball cap pulled low enough to obscure half his face. I explained that the driver had not yet been identified, but that the car had been traced to the Hertz branch at the spaceport where it had been rented using a snide credit card, and it had been retrieved for trace analysis.


  ‘After Hughes and the driver returned the Adagio to the rental company, they took the shuttle bus to a ship that departed two hours later. A standard J-class cruiser registered in Libertaria. It dropped through Wormhole #2 six hours ago, and I’ve asked our offices in every port it could reach from that part of the network to look out for it. That’s the bad news. The good news is that the Varneek and the PPPD’s forensic people retrieved fibres and hair from the seats, and fingerprints from the steering wheel and elsewhere. Hughes’s friend is Niles Sarkka.’


  Without missing a beat, Marc said, ‘I am not sure that I would classify that as good news.’


  #


  Niles Sarkka was one of the Fortunate Five Hundred, the self-styled elite who’d ridden the first emigration lottery shuttle to First Foot. Before his downfall, he’d been a leading expert on Elder Cultures with a chair at the University of Port of Plenty, and the host of a TV show popular in Port of Plenty and exported to almost every country back on Earth. In each episode, he led his crew of prospectors to a new site in search of strange and valuable Elder Culture artifacts, surviving dangers and hardships, exploring weird landscapes and worldlets, unearthing wonders. Most of it was faked and exaggerated, of course, but Sarkka was a handsome and charismatic man with an infective enthusiasm for his work. Also, to the disgust of his fellow academics and the delight of his TV audience, he recklessly embraced crackpot ideas about the fates of the Elder Cultures and conspiracy theories that suggested that the Jackaroo had influenced human history by dropping meteorites or manipulating the climate or starting the world war that, just before they’d turned up as saviours, had almost destroyed us. He was a leading exponent of the belief that the fifteen stars were not a chance to start afresh, but a trap. A cage in which we would be the participants in some vast and strange experiment, as had the Elder Cultures which had preceded us. And he had worked up a crazy theory of his very own, which he talked up on every episode of his show. All of this made him rich and famous and notorious, but in the end, his hubris was clobbered by nemesis. In the end, he took one risk too many, and other people paid for his mistake with their lives.


  My boss had been one of the team that had prosecuted Niles Sarkka after most of his crew had become infected while excavating the remains of ancient machinery in a remote part of the Great Central Desert. Every one of them died of acute anemia and toxic shock as the iron in their blood and the calcium in their bones was used to make millions of copies of a nanotech viroid. Marc saw the bodies, all of them horribly transformed, some still partly alive. His boss, who later shot himself, ordered cauterisation of the site with a low-yield nuclear weapon.


  The crew had been working on an unlicensed site with inadequate protective measures; Niles Sarkka was convicted of manslaughter and spent five years in jail. As soon as he was released, he promptly fled First Foot and established himself on Libertaria, using what was left of his fortune to pursue the theory that was now an obsession.


  Given that there was a wormhole link with the Solar System and Earth, he said, then it followed that there must have been links with the home worlds of each of the Elder Cultures that had once inhabited the worlds and worldlets of the fifteen stars. Perhaps those wormholes yet remained, collapsed down to diameters smaller than a hydrogen atom, or hidden inside gas giants or in orbits close to stars where they could not be detected by the flux of strange quarks and high-energy particles. It might be possible to find the home world of the Ghajar or one of the other Elder cultures, and find out what had happened to them. Some remnants of the Elder Cultures might still be alive, either on their home worlds, or elsewhere.


  To his fans–and despite his conviction and fall from grace he still had many fans–he was a gadfly genius, a rogue intellect who took great risks to prove radical theories that the establishment tried to suppress. To his fellow academics, he was a highly irresponsible egotist who used his notoriety to promote fantasies as risible as the lost continent of Mu or the Venusian origin of flying saucers, heedless of the damage he caused to serious scholarship. As far as the UN was concerned, he was a criminal willing to take every kind of risk with Elder Culture technology. He was beyond our reach on Libertaria, but he remained on our watch list.


  And now he was heading out for parts unknown, and in possession of either code mirrored from a navigation program, or the whereabouts of the code’s original. Given the huge risk he’d taken coming back to Port of Plenty, it seemed likely that he must believe it had something to do with his crazy idea about finding the homeworld or a surviving remnant of an Elder Culture. It was also seemed likely that he had killed Jason Singleton and the mercenary, Abuelo Baez. Even if the code was harmless, Niles Sarkka still had to answer for those deaths.


  The problem was that we had lost track of his ship. It could be anywhere in the wormhole network, heading for any one of the other fourteen stars–it might even be heading back to First Foot’s star by a circuitous route. During the early years of exploring the wormhole network, the UN had tried to set up a monitoring system of spy satellites around the wormhole throats, but it had been sabotaged by various factions over the years, and in the end it had proven too expensive to maintain.


  ‘Even if Sarkka and Hughes go to ground on Libertaria, we have no jurisdiction there,’ Marc said.


  ‘We can try to negotiate with them,’ I said.


  ‘Perhaps. It would help if we knew exactly what Hughes and Singleton stole,’ Marc said.


  ‘That’s why we need to talk to Meyer Lansky again,’ I said.


  But Lansky had disappeared, and so had his wife and their two young sons. A police detail had been watching the front of the house; it seemed that Lansky and his family had left through the back, escaping across the golf course. Either of their own free will, or because someone had come for them.


  A safe sunk in the floor of a walk-in closet in Lansky’s residence had been left open and still contained large amounts of cash and jewellery, and credit cards and phones registered to a variety of names. Traces of blood belonging to Lansky and his family were found on a wall and the carpet in the adjoining master bedroom. I believed that they were dead, their bodies dumped in the sea or in the fern forests beyond the edge of the city, or incorporated into the foundations of a new building or freeway overpass, and their killers had probably taken from the safe copies of the records for the code farm detailing legitimate and black-market transactions.


  After a brief conference with Marc and the assistant city attorney, I issued an APB for the Lanskys and made an appointment to visit Meyer Lansky’s boss, Pak Young-Min. Marc thought it a waste of time, but I had a bad feeling that the case was going cold. I wanted to stir things up a little. Besides, I had papers to serve regarding search and seizure of the code farm’s assets, and because Meyer Lansky had disappeared, it was only logical to hand them to his boss.


  Pak Young-Min was the youngest son of Pak Jung-Hun, a former head of the American-Korean Family Boyz gang in Seattle who had ‘retired’ to Port of Plenty. Like most gangsters who’d grown rich enough to escape the clutches of law enforcement agencies, Pak Jung-Hin had ambitions to legitimise his family. Three of his sons were involved in real estate and construction, an insurance and loan firm, and casinos in First Foot and Mammoth Lakes. But Pak Young-Min was a throwback: an old-school kkangpae with a volatile temper and a taste for baroque violence who had been given control of Meyer Lansky’s code farm by his father in an attempt to wean him away from the street life.


  I arranged to meet him in the offices of the development company helmed by his eldest brother, Pak Kwang-Ho. This was on the top floor of a brand-new ziggurat–white concrete, glass tinted the pink of freshly-cut copper, broad terraces dripping with greenery–with a stunning view across the city towards Discovery Bay, the spaceport and the river delta on one side, the power plant and docks on the other, and the great curve of the Maricon and the beaches between. Up there, the city looked as neat and clean as a map, with no sign of the squabbling territories carved out by different nationalities. Up there, it was possible to believe that the future had arrived. You wanted to search the sky for flying cars and dirigibles.


  Pak Kwang-Ho met me at the tall double doors of his private office. A slim and intensely polite man dressed in a crisp white shirt and intricately pleated pants, he shook my hand, offered me a choice of ten different teas, and introduced me to two lawyer types who afterwards did their best to fade into the background, and to his brother, Pak Young-Min.


  The young gangster was looming over an architectural model of a shopping mall and entertainment complex, a bulky, broad-shouldered bodybuilder stuffed into a sharkskin suit and a yellow silk shirt and snakeskin boots. Tattoos webbed his neck and his hair was shaved at the sides, high above his ears, leaving a glossy black cap on top of his scalp. He didn’t look up when Pak Kwang-Ho introduced me, pretending to be more interested in pushing a model car around a plaza, knocking over model pedestrians one by one.


  Pak Kwang-Ho assured me that his family were always happy to help the police with their enquiries, but in this case, since his brother had business ties with Meyer Lansky, he had to ask me to confirm that my enquiries were purely informal. I assured him that I wanted nothing more than background information on Meyer Lansky, although I did have a warrant to serve with regard to the code farm.


  ‘You already searched the place,’ Pak Young-Min said.


  ‘This time we require it to be placed under seal until further notice,’ I said, and held out the folder that contained the twenty-page warrant.


  Pak Young-Min took it and scaled it towards the lawyer types, saying that his people would check it out and get back to me.


  ‘You need to sign it,’ I said.


  ‘Why don’t you ask me what you came here to ask me,’ Pak Young-Min said. ‘I have a lot of other business.’


  I decided to meet him head on and locked gazes with him and said, ‘I have other business too. So yes, let’s get this done. When did you last see Meyer Lansky?’


  ‘Days and days ago. I heard he ran away after you questioned him about those two geeks who burned to death,’ Pak Young-Min said. ‘If you catch up with the old rogue, let me know. I have some questions for him myself.’


  ‘You have no idea where he might be,’ I said. ‘Him and his family.’


  ‘I’ve been in Mammoth Lakes for the past week,’ Pak Young-Min said, and took out a gold cigarette case, ignoring his brother’s warning that he couldn’t smoke here, lighting a black Sobranie with a match he ignited on his thumbnail.


  ‘One of the bodies in the motel room was that of Jason Singleton. An employee at your code farm.’


  ‘Meyer Lansky’s code farm,’ Pak Young-Min said.


  ‘You own it.’


  ‘He runs it. I wouldn’t know who he employs. When can I reopen the place, by the way?’


  ‘When we’ve finished our investigation, I doubt that there’ll be anything left of your little operation, Mr Pak.’


  Pak Young-Min looked at me with insolent amusement. ‘I know about you and your crusade,’ he said. ‘Word is, you lost your husband to bad code, and now you see bad code everywhere. Even when it isn’t there.’


  I didn’t rise to his bullshit. If you show any kind of weakness to someone like him you’ll lose authority and never get it back.


  ‘You are certain that you have never met Jason Singleton.’


  ‘I’ve never had anything to do with those freaky little geeks.’


  ‘Have you ever met Everett Hughes?’


  ‘Is he the other one who burned up in that room?’


  ‘He’s the one who got away,’ I said. ‘The other body in the motel room was that of Abuelo Baez, a former US soldier who served in the Special Forces.’


  ‘I’ve never heard of any of these people,’ Pak Young-Min said.


  ‘Perhaps you know the face,’ I said, and showed him the printout of Abuelo Baez’s reconstructed death mask.


  Pak Young-Min breathed out a riffle of smoke and said, ‘He isn’t one of mine.’


  ‘You might know him as Able Martinez,’ I said. ‘That’s the alias he used when he came to Port of Plenty. We identified him from a file in the gaming commission’s records. Every employee of every casino has one. I’m surprised you don’t know him, Mr Pak. He worked on the security detail of the casino in Mammoth Lakes owned by your family.’


  ‘My brother has nothing to do with the running of the casino,’ Pak Kwang-Ho said. ‘And neither do I.’


  ‘We’re looking into everything Mr Martinez was doing here, and everyone he associated with,’ I said. ‘If you remember anything about him, it would be better if you told me now.’


  Pak Young-Min shrugged.


  ‘You should speak to the manager of the casino,’ Pak Kwang-Ho said.


  I told him that I would, and thanked them for their time and turned my back on both of them and walked towards the big double doors of the office.


  Pak Young-Min called after me–he was the kind of man who had to have the last word. ‘Come find me in Mammoth Lakes. I’ll show you a good time. Loosen you up a little.’


  I paused at the doors, turned. The corny old Columbo trick, but it’s sometimes useful. ‘One other thing. Have you heard of Niles Sarkka?’


  The two brothers looked at each other. Pak Young-Min said, ‘Isn’t he the geek who had that TV show?’


  ‘He and Everett Hughes took off together,’ I said, and left them to think about that.


  Part Three


  Later, I told my boss that I was certain that Pak Young-Min knew all about Hughes and Singleton. ‘Lansky was not a stupid man. He probably discovered the deletion in the navigation package and the alteration in his records after they dropped out of sight, and decided to come clean about it to his boss. Pak Young-Min sent his muscle man, Abuelo Baez, a.k.a. Able Martinez, after the two coders.’


  ‘Baez tracked them down to the motel room but he was killed by Niles Sarkka?’ Marc said.


  ‘I’m not sure what happened there, but I don’t think it matters,’ I said. ‘Sarkka was definitely involved, and I’m certain that the Paks didn’t know about that until I told them. If we’re lucky, they’ll start making enquiries around the spaceport, and incriminate themselves. I can ask them, why are they looking for the killer of Abuelo Baez if Baez had nothing to do with them?’


  ‘It is a long shot,’ Marc said. ‘I would prefer something tangible.’


  ‘So would I,’ I said. ‘But even if we can’t tie them to Baez, we’ll get them for Lansky. Pak Young-Min killed him. I’m sure of it. Lansky’s family, too. He knew that we talked to Lansky, and he didn’t trust him to keep his mouth shut. He probably took copies of incriminating records from Lansky’s floor-safe at the same time. If we have a pretext for arresting him, we might be able to get hold of those records. And somewhere in them is the location of the original of the code Hughes and Singleton stole. We need to find it.’


  ‘Do you really believe that Sarkka and Hughes are chasing after it?’


  ‘They haven’t turned up at Libertaria, or anywhere else we have representatives or reliable sources.’


  ‘That leaves about ten thousand habitable but uncolonised planoformed rocks, and any number of rocks and moons,’ Marc said.


  ‘We need to find it,’ I said. ‘So we know what we are dealing with. So we can destroy it, and make sure that no one else can mirror it.’


  ‘If Pak Young-Min has any sense, he will have destroyed those records.’


  ‘Not if he hopes to restart his black-market business.’


  Marc looked straight at me and said, ‘I hope you didn’t set the Paks after Sarkka because you believe that Sarkka has escaped justice.’


  ‘Of course not,’ I said.


  But that was exactly why I’d told the Paks about Sarkka, and although Marc probably knew that I was lying, he didn’t call me on it. Perhaps, like me, he wanted Niles Sarkka to answer for the deaths of Jason Singleton and Abuelo Baez, and for all his other crimes. Is that such a bad thing? Of course, I would have preferred to go after him myself, but at the time, I didn’t think it would be possible. So I had decided to stir things up a little.


  While I’m being candid, I suppose I should mention my husband here–my second husband. Not because Pak Young-Min’s silly jibe in any way hurt or upset me, but because certain commentators who should know better, amateur psychologists who aren’t ashamed to speculate foolishly and wholly irresponsibly about the motivations of people they’ve never met, have suggested that I set out after Niles Sarkka because he was dealing in stolen code, and Jules’s addiction to code is the key to my personality. My secret wound. The tragedy for which I have to atone for the rest of my life. Well, let me tell you, that’s so much pseudo-Freudian bullshit. I don’t mean that it wasn’t a tragedy. Of course it was. But I got past it and I got on with my life.


  Really, it was all such a long time ago, back in the palmy days when everything in this brave new world of ours was fresh and wonderful. Back then, we didn’t know that doing code could hurt you. It wasn’t even illegal. It was something that clever and sophisticated people did for kicks. A clean and perfectly legal high that made you think better.


  Jules said that it was as if everything had turned to mathematics. He could see everything as it really was, he said, the world stripped bare of all illusion. He could see angels in the architecture and hear the glorious mingled chord of the universe’s continuous self-invention. He wanted me to try it, but I was working police, we had regular tests for every kind of psychoactive substance. And besides, I was scared. I admit it. I was scared that the alien code would scramble my mind. And it turned out that I was right, because pretty soon it started to go bad for Jules, and all the other clever people, because the synesthesia and pareidolia induced by the code became permanent, burned into their brains.


  Jules began to see ugly patterns everywhere. Angels turned to demons. The music became a marching band banging away inside his head and he couldn’t get it out. He no longer spent hours lying out in the back yard, staring up at the stars with childlike wonder. The sky was wounded, now. Everything was rotten. Only the code kept him going. He had to take more and more of it, and by now it had become illegal. He could no longer get a clean supply from his friend at the university (and his friend wasn’t at the university any more, he was on the street), but he found other sources. He sold just about everything we owned. I threw him out and took him back, suffered the usual cycle of anger and despair, hate and compassion. At last, he stopped coming back. I could have found him, had him arrested, transferred from jail to a clinic, but it wouldn’t have done any good. By then, we knew that code caused permanent damage, a downward spiral of diminishing neurological function that ended in dementia and death. And besides, I was tired of rescuing someone who didn’t want to be rescued, and anyway, he wasn’t the man I’d loved. He wasn’t really anyone anymore. He was his condition. So after he left that last time, I didn’t chase after him, and the next time I saw him, six months later, was on a table in the morgue.


  Yes, it hurt. Of course it did. But not as badly as seeing poor Jules twitching with pseudo-Parkinson’s and gibbering about demons. It hurt, but it was also a kind of relief, knowing that he wasn’t suffering any more. Really it was. And besides, it was a long time ago, long before I joined the Technology Control Unit. It really doesn’t have anything to do with anything I’m telling you about here, despite what some people claim. I wasn’t avenging my husband or trying to assuage my guilt or anything like that. I was working the case, just like I worked every other case.


  But after my confrontation with Pak Young-Min, the case appeared to have reached a dead end. I continued to try to tease out new leads, coordinating the team who were interviewing everyone who worked in the code factory and trying to discover a direct connection between Baez/Martinez and Pak Young-Min. I wrote day reports, filed evidence dockets, and minuted case conferences. I arranged to meet Detective August Zacarias, ostensibly to brief him about the ongoing investigation into the double homicide at the motel, in reality to pump him for information about his fellow member of the Fortunate Five Hundred. That, too, yielded nothing useful. He claimed that he’d only met Niles Sarkka once or twice, and knew little about him.


  ‘You want to know if he’s one of the bad guys. All I can tell you is that back in the early days, he argued very passionately and convincingly about the importance of finding out everything we could about our new world. He said that we should take nothing for granted. That we should take charge of our own destiny by forging a complete understanding of the history and nature of the Jackaroos’ gift. It seems to me that in that respect he hasn’t changed.’


  I suppose I should have known better. I should have known that the so-called elite would stick together. Ten days passed with little to show for my efforts, beyond filling in the biographies of Everett Hughes and Jason Singleton. And then I received an email that opened up a fresh angle.


  It was from a man who claimed to be a friend of Meyer Lansky’s mistress. He said that she had gone into hiding because she was afraid of the Paks, and that she had something that I would like to see: two sets of books for the code farm. He’d used an anonymous forwarding service to cover his tracks, but Prem Gurung managed to track him down while I negotiated with him, and within the hour he was sitting in our interview room.


  He was a small-time hustler by the name of Randy Twigger, a former boyfriend of Lansky’s mistress who was still seeing her occasionally. He put up a feeble show of defiance, but quickly collapsed when I called his bluff and told him that he could be arraigned for accessory to the murder and kidnap of the Lanskys. Later that day, with a pair of armed marshals at my back, I was knocking on the door of a motel room in the fishing resort of Marina Vista, four hundred kilometres east of Port of Plenty.


  Meyer Lansky’s mistress, Natasha Wu, was a tough and level-headed young woman who was ready and willing to be taken into protective custody, and wasn’t surprised that Randy Twigger had screwed up by trying to make some money for himself.


  ‘He was supposed to make an arrangement so that I could meet with you. But he always was greedy,’ she said, and dismissed him with a flick of her manicured fingers.


  She’d heard about the disappearance of Meyer Lansky and his family on the news, and was convinced they were dead. ‘Meyer was ultra-paranoid the last time I saw him. There’d been a break-in at the farm, and those two kids were killed, and you threatened him. I was about the only person he could trust. That’s why he gave me the books. He was going to contact me when things settled down. Instead, this man I don’t know calls me on the phone Meyer gave me, and threatens me.’


  Lansky had given her a q-phone, but after the threatening call she had ditched it and started moving from place to place. Randy Twigger had checked her apartment and found that it had been trashed, so she knew that the people who had killed Lansky and his family knew about her. That’s why she had reached out to me.


  I liked Natasha Wu, even though I disapproved of the choices she had made in her life. She was a survivor with no trace of self-pity and had probably given as good as she got in her relationship with Meyer Lansky. I told her that the UN was willing to give her a new identity and relocate her in exchange for the accounts and records that Lansky had entrusted to her, and she said why not, the man was dead, and it wasn’t like she had a choice anyway.


  ‘Besides, I want off this fucking world. I’ve been here a year, and already I hate it. I want to go back to Earth. To Singapore. It’s fucked up there, but I know my way around, and the gangsters aren’t as crazy bad as they are here. Poor Meyer. And his kids.’ She teared up just a little, and said, ‘Will you get the filth that killed them?’


  I thought of Detective August Zacarias and said, ‘I’m going to do my best.’


  #


  At the UN building, I sat with Marc Godin and one of the city attorneys while they made a deal with Natasha Wu, and took her initial deposition. Then I escorted Natasha to one of our safe houses, so I didn’t get a chance to talk to Marc about searching the records for the location of the original of the code, or chasing after Sarkka and Hughes.


  I stayed at the safe house overnight, and was eating breakfast with Natasha and the two UN special agents detailed to protect her when Marc called.


  ‘There have been developments,’ he said. ‘Something I think you will like.’


  ‘Has Prem found where the code came from? Or who found it? Are we going after Sarkka?’


  ‘Meet me at the UN Building,’ he said, and rang off.


  We bought coffee at the roach coach in the parking lot in front of the UN Building, and walked two blocks to the seafront. I told him that Natasha was holding up; he told me that the records were all that we hoped they would be.


  ‘The late Monsieur Lansky was a meticulous man,’ Marc said. ‘We have details of all his black market transactions, and that is a great prize. As for the code that has caused so much trouble, we know where it came from. A planoformed but uninhabited rock in the outer belt of the system of Terminus. It was located and mirrored by a prospector named Suresh Shrivastav, registered in Libertaria.’


  ‘And what are you going to do about it?’


  ‘That’s what we must talk about now. Let’s find a seat.’


  It was a fine warm spring morning. Far around the great curve of the beach, two bulldozers looking small as toys were levelling sand where a kraken had beached a few days ago. A raft of bladders and pulpy limbs the size of two football fields, it had drawn huge crowds, and dismembering and removing it had been an industrial process. People were strolling along the front or walking their dogs on the wide beach, and a few early-bird surfers were riding the waves.


  Marc and I found a bench, and Marc told me that the UN representative in Libertaria had contacted Suresh Shrivastav’s agent. The prospector had just departed for the reef of the star 2M 4962, and according to his agent he had nothing to say to the UN.


  ‘It may be an attempt to force us to negotiate, but as long as we find the code, it doesn’t matter, Marc said. ‘As for that, I have also contacted our representative in the Terminus system. I regret there is no positive news there, either. There are two rings of rocks around Terminus. The people who live there, farmers all of them, live on the inner ring. And their traffic control system is pretty rudimentary. Regrettably, it doesn’t extend to the outer belt, and there is no evidence that Sarkka’s ship has visited the system.’


  ‘It doesn’t mean that he didn’t go there.’


  ‘That’s true.’


  ‘Or that he might not be there right now.’


  ‘That is also possible.’


  ‘In any case, the original of the code will still be there. If Sarkka or that prospector hasn’t already destroyed it.’


  ‘Now we come to the heart of the matter,’ Marc said. ‘It is not Niles Sarkka, of course, but the code. There have been political developments. The Inspector General has been informed. And it appears that the Jackaroo have become interested.’


  I felt a beat of foolish excitement. ‘It’s really that serious?’


  ‘They think so. They studied the code and said it was very bad stuff. Do you remember Thor V?’


  ‘That farming family who took off into the big black,’ I said.


  They had stumbled onto code that had infected them with a meme. Seized by its ancient imperative, they’d climbed aboard their ships and headed out into interstellar space. They are still falling through space, a light year from their star now, out of fuel and power, everything dead.


  Marc said, ‘The Jackaroo claim that Hughes’s code may have a similar effect on anyone who interacts with it, and there is a nasty twist: it is slowburning, so those infected have time to infect others. And those who become infected but are unable to reach a ship will become insane. The Inspector General has authorised a strike team to travel to Terminus. I have argued successfully that our department should remain involved. So, let me ask you formally. Are you willing to volunteer to accompany the strike team?’


  ‘I’ve already thought about this, boss. There’s nothing I’d like better.’


  Marc looked happy and sad. ‘Of course. Now, I want you to go home and change your clothes, pack for a long voyage, and make any necessary personal arrangements. Find me in my office in four hours. That is when we are to meet with the Inspector General.’


  #


  The Jackaroo are supposed to keep out of human affairs. They don’t, of course. The software used to interface with code is a case in point. An important one, because it had established a precedent. It’s derived from code that migrated from the wreck of a spaceship into a colony of hive rats in the vast necropolis in the western desert. The biologist studying them enlisted a mathematician to help her decode the hive rats’ complex dances, and the mathematician quickly realised that they were exchanging massive amounts of information–that the colony was acting as a parallel processing computer.


  All this is well known. What has been suppressed (until now–and I have good reason to break cover, as you’ll see) was the fact that the code had drawn the attention of the Jackaroo. An avatar hitched up with a bunch of hired goons and tried to kill the biologist and destroy the hive-rat colony. The Jackaroo claimed afterwards that it was the action of a rogue element, and we had to pretend to believe them. In any case, the biologist and a local law enforcement officer fought back. The goons were killed and the avatar was destroyed. I became involved a little later. The law enforcement officer had picked up a piece of kit that the avatar had been using. It not only tracked and disrupted q-phone signals, but could eavesdrop on them. We bought the technology from her, and, in exchange, she agreed to keep quiet about the avatar.


  After that incident, the UN and the Jackaroo made an informal agreement to cooperate when it came to suppressing potentially dangerous technology. That is what I had walked into, when Marc took up to the Inspector General’s big, wood-panelled office.


  The Inspector General, a small but imperious blond woman in her sixties, walked up and shook my hand and told me that from now on I was operating under Section D, but I paid scant attention to her. I was staring at the man-shaped figure that stood off to one side. A showroom dummy woven from a single giant molecule of metal-doped polymer, dressed in a black suit and white shirt and polished black shoes. A proxy for a creature no human had ever seen, linked by a version of q-phone technology to an operator who could be anywhere in the universe. Moving now, stepping towards me and greeting me in a newsreader’s rich baritone.


  ‘We have followed Dr Sarkka’s career with great interest,’ it said. ‘And this is a very interesting turn of events.’


  ‘A potentially serious turn of events,’ the Inspector General said. ‘Sarkka is a dangerous man, and he may be about to lay his hands on dangerous code.’


  ‘We have examined the damaged code,’ the avatar said. ‘What was deleted presents a clear danger to you. We are here to help.’


  ‘And we’re grateful, of course,’ the Inspector General said.


  The avatar responded with a lengthy speech–how grateful the Jackaroo were for cooperation under Section D; in particular how grateful they were to me, for being an important part in the delicate process that had healed a potentially difficult rift; how the ongoing cooperation between the Jackaroo and the UN best illustrated the harmonic convergence of two species; how the present small difficulty would be quickly overcome by application of that same cooperation in general, and my talents in particular, and so on and so forth–I won’t bore you with all of it. It was the usual mashup of clichés, mixed metaphors, and orotund sentiment, like a mission statement of some multinational company written by committee and run through a computer which had scrupulously removed any trace of originality, human feeling, and passion. The experts are still arguing, and will probably argue forever, about whether the Jackaroos’ communications and conversations are classic examples of Chinese Room AI simulations of human thought patterns, or cleverly misleading simulations of Chinese Room AI simulations of human thought patterns. As someone who has been on the receiving end of one of their perorations, I can tell you that the distinction doesn’t matter. As far as I was concerned, all that mattered was that it was so relentlessly dull that it was almost impossible to keep track of what was being said. It would have sent anyone not wired to the eyeballs on caffeine and amphetamine to sleep had it not been for one thing: it was delivered by a genuine alien through a machine of unknown powers.


  And so, despite the soporific blanket of the avatar’s bland and lengthy blandishments, I was gripped by an electric, barely suppressed terror, and I’m certain that Marc and the Inspector General felt it too. For despite their best intentions–or because of them–you can’t help but be paranoid about the Jackaroo. They are alien and therefore completely opaque. Neither angels nor devils, but distorting mirrors that reflect our best hopes and worst fears.


  In a nutshell, then, the Jackaroo avatar was pleased that we were planning to destroy the original of the code, and offered to help us find Niles Sarkka and prevent him from exploiting it.


  ‘May I ask a question?’ I said, when it had finished, or at least run out of words. ‘What kind of help are we talking about?’


  ‘We are here to advise, nothing more,’ the avatar said. ‘After all, we do not want to reveal that we are helping you. It would violate the terms of our agreement. However, we may be able to help you locate Dr Sarkka’s ship, should it use a wormhole again.’


  The Inspector General chipped in again, said that the Jackaroo usually refrained from direct interference, but because this was an unusual and highly alarming case, they would utilise a little-known property of the wormhole throats to identify any used by Sarkka’s ship. They had already confirmed that Sarkka had visited Terminus, and because he had not returned through that system’s only wormhole, he must still be there. Our first priority was to find, identify, and destroy the code. Our second was to track down Hughes and Sarkka, and if it came to it, we would try to purchase the mirror of the code from them.


  The Inspector General mentioned a ceiling limit that exceeded the GDPs of several countries back on Earth. ‘We have no intention of paying Sarkka of course. He will be arrested for murder as soon as he tries to collect. Hopefully, he will have become infected before then, and will have aimed his ship at some damned star or other.’


  ‘It is possible,’ the avatar said. ‘But we cannot count on it because the incubation period is variable.’


  I saw a big flaw in the plan at once: Niles Sarkka wasn’t stupid, and would guess that my offer was bogus. And in any case, if the code promised to validate his theory, he wouldn’t part with it for any amount of money. But I didn’t raise any objections: as I’ve already explained, I believed that summary justice was better than letting Niles Sarkka gain power over dangerous code. When the Inspector General asked me if I needed time to think about this, I said that I already had thought about it, and would gladly accept.


  It was almost not untrue.


  #


  ‘They have been manipulating us from the very beginning, Emma. Playing with us as a child plays with white mice in a cage. And they have been watching us a very long time. They know things about us that we do not know. They sit in judgement beyond ordinary human plight. But they don’t know everything. Their panoptical survey of our comings and goings on Earth and everywhere else, is not omniscient. That is why we will escape their chains. And that is why we are here, you and I.’


  It’s two in the morning. Everyone on the ship asleep except for the maintenance robots puttering about their inscrutable business beyond our encampment, the three men and women of the night watch, and me. I’m trying to make a cup of green tea with one hand while holding the q-phone in the other, listening to for the tenth or twelfth time a variant of Niles Sarkka’s standard lecture on the Jackaroo and their fiendish plans and plots.


  I said, ‘They knew about Hughes and Singleton. They knew about the code.’


  ‘No, Emma. They intercepted q-phone messages between me and a friend in Port of Plenty who was acting as go-between. They did not know what the code was, or where it came from, because poor Everett and Jason did not know what it was, and they wouldn’t tell me where the original was located until we had concluded our dealings face to face and quit First Foot.’


  ‘Even so, they tracked you to Terminus.’


  ‘Did they? They lied about the nature of the code. Perhaps they lied about that, too. They don’t know everything, and they lie. If they are gods, they are petty and spiteful gods. I don’t know about you, but even at its lowest, I don’t think that humanity deserves gods as low and base as them. No, we aspire to greater things. Why else would we have come all this way, you and I?’


  ‘I’m here to bring you to justice, Niles. You know that.’


  ‘You’re here because of your nature, Emma. You’re here because you want to be here. You see, you aren’t very different from me after all.’


  I was brought up short by his assertion, but shrugged it off with a quip about this not being in any way the destination I’d anticipated when I’d left First Foot, and he didn’t make any more of it, went back to his interminable dissection of conspiracies and secret histories. I mention it here because I think he’s wrong. Oh, there’s no doubt that we have some things in common, particularly our obsession with seeing things through to the end no matter what the cost, but this is overshadowed by a fundamental difference.


  I stand for the right side, and he does not.


  #


  We left, the strike team and I, in a Q-class scout, a small ship that resembled a cartoon toadstool: a fat cone containing the lifesystem, with the teardrop-shaped ’stalk’ of the fusion motor pod depending from its centre. The lifesystem’s interior was a roughly oval chamber partitioned by mesh platforms and furnished with bunk beds, a pair of porta-potty toilets, and a shower pod like a dingy plastic egg, picnic tables and an industrial microwave, commercial chest freezers and rows of steel storage lockers. All in all, it was about as glamorous as a low-rent bomb shelter or the accommodation module of an oil platform, except that its shape and the scalloped nooks and crannies of its walls were a perfect hollow cast of the shape of the whale-sized agglomeration that had once filled it–the Ghajar had been colonial creatures that exchanged biological modular parts amongst themselves as easily as we changed clothes, each one a different shape and size from all the rest.


  Like all ships, ours was a strictly point-and-click operation: apart from a package of solid-fuel motors for fine manoeuvres strapped around the lifesystem’s circumference, most of the ship’s systems, especially the fusion motor, were sealed, enigmatic, inaccessible. Our pilot, a slender, athletic New Zealander, Sally McKenzie, typed a command string into the laptop that interfaced with the ship’s navigation package, and the ship boosted itself out of orbit and aimed itself at the pair of wormhole throats that orbited the trailing Lagrangian point of the system’s methane gas giant.


  All wormhole throats look the same, a round black mirror a little over a kilometre across, framed by the ring that housed the braid of strange matter that keeps it open and embedded in a rock sheared flat on one side and shaped and polished to a smooth cone behind, shaped and set in place millions of years ago by the nameless and forgotten Elder Culture that created the network. There were two in First Foot’s system, one leading to the Solar System, the other to another red dwarf some twenty thousand light years away, at the outer edge of the Scutum-Centaurus Arm of the Galaxy. That’s the one we dropped through.


  I sat with Sally McKenzie during the transit, watching on the HD screen as with startling speed Wormhole #2 grew from a glint to a speck to a three-dimensional object, the round black mirror of the throat flying at the screen, filling it. And then, without any sense of transition, we were out on the far side, falling around the nightside of a hot super-Jupiter. The red dwarf sun rose above the vast curve of the planet like a moon set afire, and the ship drove on towards the next wormhole throat, sixty degrees around the orbit it shared with the wormhole we’d just exited.


  It had taken more than two days to reach the wormholes in First Foot’s system, but took just two hours to swing around the super-Jupiter to catch up with the next one, plunging through it and emerging close to a dim brown dwarf that orbited a red dwarf star little brighter, glimmering like a dot of blood against the great dark shoulder of the Horsehead Nebula. The ship broke orbit and swung out towards a sombre ice giant, and, after three days at maximum acceleration, plunged into the solitary wormhole that orbited it.


  And so on, and so on.


  Via q-phone, Marc kept me up to date with the code farm investigation. It seemed that Natasha Wu had fitted a video camera into the bedroom of her apartment (’A girl can never be too careful.’), and it had caught the two goons who had broken in and trashed the place while searching for the code farm archives. Both were in custody inside a day, and both turned out to be linked, via DNA trace evidence, to no less than seven unsolved murders. One of them quickly decided to take up Marc’s offer of immunity from prosecution and sang about everything he knew, including the kidnap and murder of Meyer Lansky and his family: more than enough to take down Pak Jung-Hin. Apparently, the dead mercenary Abuelo Baez had been a freelance who’d done several enforcement jobs for Meyer Lansky, specialising in ‘debt recovery’. The goon didn’t know if Abuelo Baez had been sent after Jason Singleton and Everett Hughes, but Marc believed that it seemed likely. We still weren’t sure what had gone down in the motel room, but it looked as if Lansky’s man had caught up with the two coders, Everett Hughes had escaped, and Niles Sarkka had been involved in some kind of confrontation that had left both Jason Singleton and Abuelo Baez dead.


  The young captain and the six soldiers of the strike team passed the time stripping and reassembling their weapons, swapping war stories, immersed in virtual simulations of various actions, watching videos, and sleeping–they slept a lot, like big predators with full bellies whiling away the time until the next meal. My presence seemed to make them uncomfortable, no doubt because I wielded authority outside their chain of command, but I found the pilot, Sally McKenzie, a congenial companion. She’d been a colonel in the New Zealand Air Force during the war, had won a ticket on the emigration lottery three years ago, shortly after she’d been retired from active service. Now she was a spaceship pilot, eager to see everything the fifteen stars had to offer. She told me stories about dogfights over the Weddell Sea and the Antarctic Peninsula; I told her sanitised versions of various investigations I’d been involved in.


  And so we moved from wormhole throat to wormhole throat, a chain that passed through six star systems, until we reached our destination, the star 2CR 5938, otherwise known as Terminus. So-called because there was only one wormhole throat orbiting it, only one way in, and one way back out. The end of the line.


  It was a dim red dwarf freckled with big sunspots. The bright filamentous arc of a flare bridged one edge of its disc from equator to pole. It was partnered with a G0 star that shone a little over a tenth of a light year away, only a little less bright than the dozens of hot young stars that were beginning to burn through a tattered veil of luminous gas that slanted across half the sky.


  The red dwarf was circled by two concentric rings or reefs of asteroids: rubble left from ancient collisions of protoplanets, prevented from accreting into larger bodies by the gravitational interference of the hot and dense superJupiter that orbited between them. Our ship fell towards the outermost reef, at the edge of Terminus’s habitable zone.


  The UN representative had already reached an agreement with the reef farmers’ council, which had sensibly agreed to keep away from the rock for fear of infection with the meme that the Jackaroo had warned us about. The rock itself was an undistinguished worldlet amongst ten thousand such. Unequally bilobed like a peanut, an agglomeration of basaltic rocks heated and partly melted by successive shock fronts that had driven the orbital migration of the superJupiter, afterwards lightly cratered by impacts with debris left over from the formation of thousands of others like it and mantled in a layer of dust and pebbly chondrules. It had orbited Terminus for more than seven billion years, undisturbed by history until some nameless Elder Culture had planoformed it, injecting into its centre of mass a spoonful of collapsium, exotic dark matter denser than neutronium that gave it a pull averaging a little less than the Moon’s gravity, wrapping it in a bubble of quasiliving polymer that kept in a scanty atmosphere of oxygen, nitrogen, and argon, landscaping it, seeding it with life.


  A hundred or more tenants had come and gone since then. Some leaving no trace of their occupation apart from subtle changes in the isotopic composition of its atmosphere and biosphere; others adding species of plants and microbes to the patchwork ecology; the most recent leaving ruins. Ghosts had riddled it with pits and shafts. Boxbuilders had left chains of crumbling cells stretched here and there on top of ridges and around the edges of eroded craters. Spiders had parked a small asteroid in stationary orbit above its nipped waist and spun a cable, woven from diamond and fullerene and noded here and there with basket-weave habitats, down to its surface. And a few thousand years ago, a spaceship of the Ghajar had crashed at the pole.


  Despite its deep history, the little rock was a bleak and marginal environment, cold as Arctic tundra before global warming, sheeted with ice and snow, black bacterial crusts and cushion algae growing in sheltered niches in the equatorial rift, cotton trees floating in the air like clouds spun from pale wire. Unnamed and unexplored by humans, untouched until some prospector had stumbled onto code still active in the wreckage of the crashed ship.


  As the ship made its final approach, the strike team launched a drone rocket that sped ahead of us and dumped three baseball-sized spy satellites in orbit around the rock. They soon located the ancient crash site, an oval impact crater under the snow cap at the pole of the larger of the rock’s two lobes with traces of metal spattered around it that showed as a spray of bright dots in the sideways radar scans. And their high-definition cameras also picked up a tiny source of heat and an ordinary blue camping tent at the rock’s equator, close to the base of the spider cable.


  The young captain who commanded the strike team, Jude Foster, told Sally McKenzie to establish an equatorial orbit and ordered his soldiers to get ready to make a crash entry. Apparently, using the elevators of the Spider cable was out of the question: they were too slow, and anyone on the surface would have plenty of time to prepare an ambush.


  ‘This is an eccentric scholar and a coder barely out of his teens,’ I said. ‘Hardly a major threat to your people.’


  ‘Surely you have not forgotten that your “eccentric scholar” is wanted for homicide, Inspector,’ Captain Foster said with wintery condescension. ‘And in any case, a whole crew of malcontents might be concealed down there. It is my duty to take appropriate precautions.’


  Like me, Captain Foster was a Brit: pale, blond, and laconic, also startlingly young, and eager to prove himself on his first real action. We had a brief discussion about whether or not I should accompany the strike team on their crash entry or wait aboard the ship until they had secured a perimeter around the base of the cable. I prevailed. I freely confess that I was scared silly, but I was determined to do my duty.


  Sally McKenzie helped me dress in a pressure suit and one of the soldiers helped me spacewalk across the flank of the lifesystem to the cargo pod where the scooters were stored. I rode pillion behind Captain Foster; the soldiers rode three scooters flanking us. They were crude hybrids, the scooters–quad bike frames perched on the skinny tank of a LOX booster, with two pairs of big fans set fore and aft to give them lift in atmosphere–but they were fast and manoeuvrable. The rock swelled ahead and we burst through its sky membrane simultaneously, riding through a sudden buffeting wind, sliding down fingers of red sunlight that slanted at a shallow angle across kilometres of air. Cotton trees caught in the raw sunlight exploded like popcorn kernels, spewing tangles of tough threads, creating mats hundreds of metres across that sailed past us and smacked against the holes we’d punched in the skin of the sky. Within seconds, the holes had been sealed and the whirlpools of water vapour that had condensed out of the thinning air around them were beginning to disperse behind us as our scooters swooped down in wedge formation. The surface of the tiny world flew at us, white ice patched with bare black rock curving away on all sides, the spider cable’s dark tower rising towards the bronze sky.


  One of the soldiers whooped over the common channel. I felt like whooping, too. I was dizzy with fright and exhilaration.


  Details exploded out of the landscape as we headed in towards the rift valley that girdled the equator. We skimmed across a lip of bare rock strung with Boxbuilder ruins, hollow cells mostly roofless, and dropped past sheer cliffs towards the black blister where the cable socketed into the floor of the wide valley. The valley’s floor was mostly flat, cut by low wrinkle ridges and short crevasses jagged as lightning bolts, some of the crevasses flooded with frozen lakes. Scrub and low patches of thorn trees grew everywhere between the lakes, a waist-high krummholz forest. I glimpsed a flash of blue at the tip of a long thin lake and then the landscape tilted and my insides were scooped hollow with vertigo as the captain swung the scooter around and brought it down with a jarring bounce.


  A man stood beside an ordinary blue nylon camping tent pitched at the lake shore. He was dressed in boots and blue jeans and a black puffa jacket, raising his hands as the soldiers advanced towards him from two sides. I fell to my knees when I climbed off the scooter, dizzy, grinning like a fool, and pushed up and followed as best I could, unbalanced by the low gravity and the encumbrance of my pressure suit. The ground was carpeted with stuff a little like moss, a thick lace of bladder-filled filaments the colour of old blood that crunched and popped under my boots. Beyond the lake and a steep ridge, the cable cut the sky in half.


  Captain Foster, bulky as a fairytale knight in his white pressure suit, pistol clamped in his gauntlet, marched up to the man and told him to kneel and clamp his hands on top of his head. The man–it was Everett Hughes, black hair falling over a face as pale as paper–obeyed, a little clumsily, saying, ‘There’s no need for this. I’ll tell you everything.’


  I said, ‘Where is Niles Sarkka?’


  Captain Foster said, ‘Are you alone?’


  ‘Niles is long gone,’ Everett Hughes said. ‘He’s on his way to history.’


  Part Four


  I insisted on carrying out an immediate field interrogation, recorded by an autonomous drone and witnessed by Captain Foster. I wanted to find out what had happened on the rock, I wanted to find out where Niles Sarkka had gone and with what intent, and I wanted it to stand up in court–I was still thinking like that, then.


  Despite his getup as the ultimate badass coder–the unruly mane of black hair, silver rings sewn around the rim of his right ear and a skull ring on a chain around his neck, tattoos on his neck and fingers, the leather vest and white ruffled shirt under his black puffa jacket, the tight blue jeans and the cowboy boots–Hughes was young and naive. He told us that we’d find a q-phone in the tent, that Sarkka possessed its entangled twin.


  ‘If you want to know what happened, and why it happened, you should call him. He can explain everything much better than I can.’


  His calmness wasn’t anything to do with bravery; it was compounded of youthful arrogance and sheer ignorance. He really didn’t understand how much trouble he was in. He refused to acknowledge that he had been used, abused, and dumped by Niles Sarkka, believed to the end that he and Sarkka had done the right thing, and was proud to have helped him.


  What I’m trying to say is that although he appeared to be cooperative, everything he told us was coloured by his loyalty to Sarkka. I don’t offer this as an excuse for what happened, but that’s why I allowed it to happen. Because I thought that Hughes was only telling some of the truth, some of the time, and because he refused to give up crucial information. Sarkka poisoned that young man’s mind. He’s as much to blame for what happened as anyone else.


  In any case, Captain Foster and I agreed that we would defer the pleasure of a conversation with Niles Sarkka until we had learned everything we could from Everett Hughes. And to begin with, the interrogation went smoothly enough. We did it in the tent, Hughes perched on a camping stool, Captain Foster and I looming over him in our pressure suits, the drone hovering at my left shoulder. Hughes readily admitted that he and Jason Singleton had, as I’d suspected, erased the code without trying to mirror it; instead, they’d hacked into the database of the code farm, discovered where the code had come from, and then erased both code and records. When I told him that it was too bad for him that I had found that Meyer Lansky had kept duplicate records in his home, he shrugged and said he’d factored the possibility into his plans.


  ‘I figured Lansky wouldn’t tell you about them because it would have meant admitting to all his black market deals. And I reckoned that even if you did manage to get your hands on them, it would take some time, because you couldn’t just go in and search his place, you’d have to get all the papers in order and so on. Time enough for Niles and me to get out here and do what we needed to do.’


  He said that he’d deleted the code because Lansky insisted that every chunk should be checked by three different people, and he knew that the next guy in the line would have spotted it. And then, because they were worried that their tampering would be discovered, he and Jason Singleton had gone into hiding before reaching out to Niles Sarkka.


  ‘As soon as I laid eyes on that code, I knew that Niles Sarkka was the man to go to. It took a while to contact him, though. And then he had to have us checked out, in case we were part of some kind of law enforcement trap. While all this was going on, a guy employed by Lansky tracked down where Jay and me were hiding out. I don’t know how, exactly, but Jay had a girlfriend–you didn’t know? I guess there’s a lot you didn’t know. Anyhow, I reckon Jay called her one last time, right around when we were getting ready to leave, and the call was intercepted. Either the guy had bugged her line, or he’d gotten hold of her and was waiting for Jay to show. I hope not, I liked her. In any case, the guy turned up at the room while I was meeting up with Niles. Jay managed to lock himself in the bathroom and phone me, and Niles said he’d deal with it. Said that because of what I knew, I wasn’t to put my life in danger. He had a gun–he’d taken a risk coming back to Port of Plenty, he had enemies there. So he took off, and we met an hour later, and he told me Jay was dead. That was bad enough. But he also told me that a Jackaroo avatar had been there. The guy working for Lansky was lying dead, so it must have followed him and killed him, and it was bent over Jay. Doing something to him. Niles shot it, and it exploded and the room caught fire, and Niles couldn’t get to Jay. He said that Jay was already dead, there was nothing he could do.’


  ‘Bullshit,’ I said. ‘Sarkka spun you a story, Everett. I’ll tell you how I know. Your friend had particles of soot in his lungs. That means that he was still alive when he burned to death. Sarkka was lying to you. There was no avatar. He killed your friend and Lansky’s man because it was the easy thing to do. Because he didn’t want to risk his life saving your friend.’


  ‘Niles told me there was an avatar, and I believe him,’ Hughes said, looking straight at me. ‘And not only because he wouldn’t lie to me about something like that. There was a break-in at the code farm after we contacted Niles. You know how hard it is, to break into the place? Almost impossible. But someone did it–or something did. Something that heard that we had special code we wanted to hand over to Niles. Something that went to check out what it was we’d taken.’


  I told him that I knew about the break-in, but his assumption that the Jackaroo had been involved in it was a fantasy. And I told him, trying to get at him through sympathy, that I understood why he believed it. ‘You feel guilty about what happened to your friend. Of course you do. But you have to face the truth, Everett. And the truth is that Sarkka killed your friend. And the only reason he didn’t kill you is because he needed your help when it came to mirroring and using the code.’


  I was doing the right thing, chipping away at Hughes’s misplaced loyalty, trying to isolate him. But he refused to admit that he was in the wrong and became stubborn, saying, ‘Jay died, yeah. I shouldn’t have left him in that room when I went to meet Niles. He wanted to, in case something went wrong, but I shouldn’t have done it. And I’m going to have to carry that, the rest of my life. So yeah, I feel guilty. But I’m not making any of this shit up. And if Niles is such a bad guy, like you claim, let me ask you something. How come he didn’t kill me after we mirrored the code, and I ran it through his nav package?’


  Captain Foster cut in at that point, and his interference made things worse. ‘You admit that you located the original of the code, you and Sarkka? And you mirrored it?’


  ‘Well, yes. We didn’t come out to this miserable ball of rock and ice for the skiing, that’s for sure. We mirrored it and then we destroyed the original. I’ll show you where.’


  ‘The code is a dangerous meme,’ Captain Foster said. ‘You are probably infected with it. Mr Sarkka too.’


  Hughes laughed. ‘You really believe it, don’t you? That’s why you’re still wearing your pressure suits I bet. Well, I don’t know who told you that nonsense, but that’s what it is. Nonsense. Niles isn’t infected. Nor am I. And the code, it’s no meme. I already knew what it was when I came across it, although I didn’t know where it pointed, not until we mirrored it here, and plugged the copy into the nav package of Niles’s ship. I know code,’ Hughes said, tapping his temple with his forefinger. ‘I have this knack. Show me any code, I can tell whether or not it’s viable, whether it’s intact, what it needs to run. People like me know how to make use of all the strange and wild and wonderful stuff that’s lying around out here. We should be hailed as heroes. We should be encouraged. Instead, pygmies like you try to tie us down with rules and regulations. You want to make ordinary human curiosity illegal. You want to control people’s imaginations.’


  He was parroting something Niles Sarkka had told him, no doubt, trying to get a rise out of me. When I told him that the code was dangerous and had to be secured at once, he shook his head and said again that the code wasn’t any kind of meme.


  ‘I have a talent,’ he said. ‘A gift. There’s no point being modest about it. That’s why I knew, as soon as I laid eyes on it, what that code was. I knew it was information, embedded in a navigation package. And you know what, I was right.’


  I could see that he wouldn’t be shifted on that point, so I backed off and tried another angle. ‘Niles Sarkka took it, and ran off, and left you here. Not a great deal, was it?’


  Hughes shrugged. ‘I volunteered to be stranded. The ship didn’t have enough consumables for two.’


  ‘He could have taken you to one of the farms on the inner belt.’


  ‘He was going to contact them, once he got far enough away. Then they’d come and pick me up.’


  ‘How do you know that Sarkka didn’t leave you here to die, and went off to Libertaria to sell the code?’


  Hughes laughed. ‘You think this is about money? Jason and me, we didn’t get into this for money. The code is way more important than that. It isn’t an executable. It’s information. The kind of information that the Jackaroo wiped out of all the navigation programmes of all the ships in all the known Sargassos. But they don’t know everything. They missed the code in the wrecked ship out in the City of the Dead for instance, the code that gave us the interface. And they missed the code here. And that gave Niles and me the location of something wonderful. Something that will help us win the war.’


  ‘We aren’t at war with them, Mr Hughes.’


  ‘Aren’t we?’


  There was something chilling and certain in his gaze. Oh, Sarkka had sunk his claws in deep, all right.


  I said, ‘Tell me what you think the code is.’


  ‘Records, kind of. Where the ship had come from. The location of something. We don’t know, exactly. That’s why Niles has gone to check it out.’


  ‘Mr Sarkka could have taken you to the farmers of the inner belt. He could have asked for their help in searching for whatever it is he hopes to find. Instead, he marooned you here. Why? Because of vanity and greed. He wants the glory for himself, and he wants the profit, too.’


  ‘I volunteered to stay,’ Hughes said. ‘If Niles stranded me, why would he have left a q-phone here? And if you don’t believe me, why don’t you give him a call?’


  I told him that it was no kind of evidence that he and Sarkka were equal partners. ‘Sarkka left it here because he wants to boast about his deeds.’


  ‘Talk to him. See what he has to say,’ Hughes said.


  ‘He left you here to die, Everett. And went off to Libertaria to sell the code.’


  Hughes laughed. ‘You’re obsessed with money. Jason and me, we didn’t sell it to Niles. We gave it to him.’


  He really believed that Niles Sarkka had done the right thing. That they were still, in some way, partners. That Sarkka was on the track of something wonderful: something that would change history. He led the soldiers and me to the location of the original of the code, about a kilometre from the impact crater on top of the larger of the rock’s two lobes, showed us the pit dug by the prospector who had originally found it, showed us the smashed and scorched pieces of wreckage that according to him had once contained the code, and told us a cock and bull story about how it had been discovered. Certainly, there were traces of code still embedded in those shards, although it was impossible to tell whether they had ever been active, and Hughes refused once again to tell us what the code did, where Niles Sarkka had gone, and what Sarkka hoped to find.


  And that’s where the trouble began. It was Captain Foster’s idea to ramp up the interrogation, and God help me, I went along with it. We were in the middle of a difficult and dangerous situation, we needed to know everything about it, and because our only witness refused to help us, we had to coerce him. It was vital to our security and we needed to know everything he knew right away.


  So we cuffed Hughes and made him kneel, right there on the cold black naked rock by the shaft. I explained what we were going to do and told him that he had one last chance: if he answered all of our questions truthfully, if he talked willingly and without reservation, he would be able to walk away from this as a hero. He told me what to do with my offer in language you can imagine. And one of the solders gripped his head while Captain Foster, delicately pinching the plastic straw between two fingers of his pressure suit’s glove, puffed a dose of Veracidin up his nose.


  Veracidin is derived from Elder Culture nanotechnology. A suspension of machines as small as viruses that enter the bloodstream and cross the blood/brain barrier, targeting specific areas in the cortex, suppressing specific higher cognitive functions. In short, it is a sophisticated truth drug. Its use is illegal on Earth and First Foot, but we were in the field, in the equivalent of a battle situation. We did what we had to do, and we didn’t know–how could we?–that Everett Hughes would suffer a violent reaction when the swarm of tiny machines hit his brain.


  Perhaps he was naturally allergic to Veracidin, as a very small percentage of people are. Or perhaps the many, many hours of exposure to code had sensitised him somehow. Within seconds, his eyes rolled back in his head and his body convulsed with what appeared to be a grand mal seizure. He jerked and spasmed and drooled bloody foam; he lost control of his bowels and bladder. We laid him on the ground and did our best, but the seizures came one after the other. His heart stopped, and we got it going again. We managed to wrestle him into the pod carried by one of the scooters, and we all took off for the ship, hoping to treat him there. But he was still seizing, and he died in transit.


  #


  Captain Foster was badly shaken by Hughes’ death and wanted to bug out for home. Hughes’s body was in a sealed casket; the original of the code had been located and confirmed destroyed; there was nothing else for us to do but write a report that would justify our actions and absolve us of any blame. I told him that we were not finished here because Niles Sarkka was still at large, and in possession of a mirror of the code. He had not gone through the wormhole throat, or else we would have been alerted, so there was still a chance of catching up with him. If we did, I said, we would be completely exonerated; if not, I would take full responsibility for Hughes’s death.


  I already had a good idea of where Sarkka might be headed, and put in a call to our representative with the farmers of the inner reef, asked him if anyone there was an amateur astronomer. Within an hour, I’d been sent a photograph taken through a five-inch reflector, showing a new, small star a few degrees from the crucifix flare of Terminus’s G0 companion. Sarkka’s ship, without a doubt.


  Captain Foster said that we had no chance of catching up with Sarkka. He had too much of a head start, and in any case we didn’t have enough fuel to chase and catch him. ‘We don’t even know that he’d headed for that star. He’s infected. The meme is urging him to flee outward, towards no particular destination.’


  I said that Hughes showed no sign of infection, and in any case, if Sarkka was gripped by a blind outward urge, why was he headed directly for the star?


  ‘You have that q-phone,’ Captain Foster said. ‘Why don’t you ask him?’


  ‘Oh, I will. In good time.’


  I was beginning to formulate what I needed to do. I didn’t like it, but I couldn’t see any other way to bring this case to a satisfactory resolution, and bring Niles Sarkka to justice.


  And so we headed for the inner reef, and a meeting with the farmers’ council. They said that they knew nothing about Suresh Shrivastav, the prospector who’d found the code, claimed that he’d been working the outer reef illegally. For what it’s worth, I believe them. That kind of piracy is increasingly common, and it would explain why Mr Shrivastav refused to talk to us. The farmers’ also said that they had known nothing about the little expedition mounted by Sarkka and Hughes, and made it clear that they resented the UN’s intrusion into their affairs, and the danger to which their people had been unknowingly exposed. Luckily, I found an ally in the council’s chair, Rajo Hiranand, a tough, cynical, and highly intelligent old woman. Her motivations were not entirely selfless–she wanted her community to share in whatever profit might be made from whatever it was that Niles Sarkka might discover–but her heart was in the right place.


  ‘I would guess that this is the end of your career with the UN,’ she said, after the vote to accept my offer of help had been won. ‘After all this is over, when you get back, we might be able to find a place for someone like you here.’


  I thanked her, but admitted that spending the rest of my life herding sky-sheep and growing corn and pharm tobacco was low on the list of things I wanted to do with my life.


  ‘That isn’t all we do here,’ Rajo said. ‘Think about it. You’ll have plenty of time for that, after all.’


  ‘Before I do anything else,’ I said, ‘I have to explain this to my boss.’


  It was a call I had been dreading. Rightly so. The q-phone that linked me to its entangled twin in the UN building in Port of Plenty relayed with perfect fidelity Marc Godin’s cold anger across uncountable light years, directly to my ear and brain and heart. I knew there was no point in apologising, and besides, I agreed with his assessment of the situation. The mission was fubared, and although I had been volunteered for the mission by the Inspector General, I was acting senior officer, and by resigning I was contributing a few extra knots to the intractably complicated tangle of diplomatic and legal problems. But it still hurts grievously to think of how he severed every bond, ignored my years of loyal service, and refused to acknowledge the sacrifice I was making.


  When he was finished, I asked for a final favour. ‘Have Varneek do a trace analysis on the burned-out motel room. Have him look for any unusual material. If he finds anything, have him compare it with the fragments from the avatar that was destroyed in the hive rat nest in the City of the Dead.’


  ‘Sarkka was lying, Emma. There was no avatar. He killed Singleton. And the mercenary too.’


  ‘I could ask the city police to look into it. But given the diplomatic angle, I think it would be better if you did.’


  ‘I hope that is not a threat,’ Marc said, finding a new depth of Antarctic chill.


  ‘I don’t want to go public with this. Too much information has already spilled out. But this is too important to ignore.’


  ‘The Jackaroo would not breach the accord,’ he said.


  ‘We don’t know what they would do,’ I said, and would have said more, but he cut the connection then.


  He called back the next day. I was aboard the largest of the farmers’ ships by then, and Terminus was dwindling astern. Varneek had failed to find any fragments, Marc said, but he had found traces of fused silica and traces of doped fullerenes and an exotic room-temperature superconductor.


  ‘Are they from an avatar?’


  ‘If they were not, I could tell you. As it is, I can neither confirm nor deny that the traces Varneek found in the room matched the fragments of the avatar already in our possession.’


  So I had my answer.


  ‘It won’t make any difference,’ Marc said, after I thanked him. ‘Even if the Jackaroo have broken the accord, a protest would be lodged, nothing more. Because the accord is useful to us. Because no one wishes to disturb our relationship with the Jackaroo.’


  I told him I understood, and asked about the search for the prospector, Suresh Shrivastav.


  ‘The investigation has been closed. I’m sorry, Emma. Even if you capture Sarkka, it won’t save your career.’


  ‘This isn’t about my career.’


  ‘In any case, good hunting,’ Marc said, and cut the connection.


  #


  And now, six months later, we are chasing Niles Sarkka’s ship towards the coal-black gas giant. He’s just a couple of million kilometres ahead of us and, as we have long suspected, will soon enter into orbit. We caught up with him because we continued to accelerate after his ship turned around and began to slow. Now we must shed excess delta-vee by dipping into the outer fringes of the gas giant’s atmosphere, an aerobrake manoeuver that will subject the ship’s frame to stresses at the outer limit of its tolerance, but I’m assured that we will survive it.


  The farmers’ ship isn’t equipped for a thorough planetary survey, but the equipment we’ve been able to cobble together during this long chase has not detected any source of electromagnetic radiation apart from the pulse of the planet’s magnetic field, and limited optical surveys have failed to spot any trace of artificial structures on any of the moons. Which does not mean that there isn’t anything there. Absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. Our survey capabilities are grievously limited, and if Niles Sarkka is right, if this is where the last remnant of the Ghajar or some other Elder culture species are hiding out, they won’t want to be found.


  And if the code has given Sarkka the precise location of some base or spider hole, we’ll be right on his tail. Fortunately, he’s no more than a point-and-go pilot. It’s obvious now that he didn’t do anything to counter our tactic because he simply wasn’t able to. With the end of the chase in sight, I’m beginning to feel that we have a chance of catching him before he can do any real harm.


  I think he knows that the game is up. That’s why he has been trying to make a deal with me, and by extension with Rajo Hiranand and the rest of the farmers’ council. In our first conversations, he assumed moral and intellectual superiority, claimed that his actions should be judged by history rather than by mere mortals. Now, he’s offering to share the greatest discovery since the Jackaroos’ fluttering ships appeared in Earth’s skies.


  ‘A straight fifty-fifty split, Emma,’ he tells me, as we cross the orbit of the gas giant’s outermost moon. ‘I can’t do better than that.’


  ‘Fifty per cent of nothing is nothing, Niles.’


  ‘I will find them. They led me here, after all.’


  Niles Sarkka claims that he talked to Suresh Shrivastav before he left Libertaria to meet with Everett Hughes and Jason Singleton on First foot. He says that the prospector told him that he hadn’t stumbled on the code by chance. No, he’d been heading home after searching a couple of rocks in Terminus’s outer reef when he’d detected a brief, transitory pulse of broad-spectrum radio noise–a squeal like a God’s own fire alarm, he said. It had grabbed his attention and he’d swung around and made landfall on the rock and hiked across its arctic surface to the crash site, following a faint but steady pulse. No other code has ever been so marked, and Niles Sarkka is convinced that someone or something led Shrivastav to it. Not the Jackaroo, but one of the Elder Cultures. He also believes, without a shred of evidence, that this Elder Culture want us to find them. That they want to help us, and tell us all they know about the plans of the Jackaroo, and the true history of the wormhole network.


  I’ve told him many times that I think that this story is nothing more than a fabulous fiction, and I tell him that again now, adding, just to needle him, ‘If there is something out there, how about we take all of it, and send you to jail?’


  ‘You have to tell the farmers about my offer, Emma. You are obligated, as their guest. Also, you should tell your bosses back on First Foot, too. Talk to all parties concerned, why don’t you, and get back to me.’


  Well, I don’t want to talk to my boss, of course. I’m in deep trouble with the UN, and haven’t been in communication with Marc Godin or any other UN official since the chase began. But I call Rajo and tell her about my latest conversation with Niles, and his offer, and she says that she must consult with the council. Fortunately, it doesn’t take long.


  ‘We are not varying our agreement,’ Rajo says. ‘We will capture him, and whatever you find out there, we will deal with it then.’


  I tell her that I’m relieved that she and the council sees Sarkka’s offer for what it is.


  ‘Did you think that we would renege on our deal? Have faith in us, Emma. As we have faith in you.’


  I call Sarkka. His ship is close to the edge of the cold, carbon-black limb of the planet now, and we are in the middle of preparations for aerobraking. He doesn’t answer for more than ten minutes, and when he finally picks up, and I start to tell him that he can’t make any kind of deal with the farmers, he says that it doesn’t matter. There’s something in his voice I haven’t heard for a while. An unsettling manic glee.


  ‘It’s too late to make a deal. I’ll take it all. Everything here. You are not my nemesis after all, Emma. You are my witness!’


  He signs off and won’t answer when I call back, and then his ship drops out of sight beyond the limb of the gas giant. We won’t see him again until after aerobraking.


  I help the crew finish tying everything down, and then we all strap into crash couches and plug into the interface and watch the black on black bands of the gas giant swell towards us. And just as the ship hits the fringes of its atmosphere, and begins to shudder and groan as deceleration piles on the gees, and the view is washed with violet light as friction with the atmosphere heats the hull of the ship and wraps it in a caul of ionised plasma, one of the crew posts a snatched shot of a shaped rock orbiting at the edge of the ring system. A cone with a flat face. A wormhole throat.


  A moment later, we enter the terminal phase of the aerobraking manoeuver. Plasma as hot as the surface of the gas giant’s star envelopes us and gravity crushes us. I’m trying to breath with what seems like a full pirate crew squatting on my chest, my heart pounding like crazy, black rags fluttering in. The ship quivers and groans and is filled with a tremendous roar as it scratches a flame ten thousand kilometres long across the face of the gas giant. And as the plasma dies back and the pull of deceleration fades there’s an alarming bang as the flight crew fires up the solid fuel motors, finessing our delta vee as we climb away from the nightside of the planet, heading out towards the edge of the rings.


  We complete our first orbit and fail to find any trace of Sarkka’s ship. There’s only one place he could have gone, and there’s no question about what we have to do, even though we are perilously low on fuel. Two hours later, we’re on final approach. We’ve been videoing everything, transmitting it via q-phone directly to Terminus. If we fail, others will follow.


  The black mirror of the wormhole’s throat rushes towards us, and then stars bloom all around.


  Thousands of stars, bright burning jewels flung in handfuls everywhere we look. Stars of all colours, and threads of luminous gas strung between them.


  We’re in the heart of a globular cluster, in orbit around a planet twice the size of Earth, clad in ice from pole to pole. There are so many stars in the sky and they are all so bright and so close together that it takes a few minutes to locate the planet’s sun, an undistinguished red dwarf as dim and humble as any of the fifteen stars gifted us by the Jackaroo, outshone by many of its neighbours. Millions of kilometres beyond the ice-planet’s limb is a cluster of six wormholes, arranged in the points of a hexagon. Sarkka’s ship is moving towards them, riding the blue flame of his solid fuel motor.


  All around me, a babble of cross-talk erupts as the ship’s crew speculate wildly on where those wormholes might lead, about whether the ice-planet is habitable, whether there are habitable planets or moons or planoformed rocks in this system or elsewhere.


  ‘It’s a new empire!’ someone says.


  My q-phone rings.


  ‘Do you see?’ Niles Sarkka says. ‘Dare you follow?’


  ‘You haven’t found what you are looking for.’


  ‘I’ve found something better.’


  One of the crew tells me that we are critically low on fuel. We have barely enough to return to the wormhole from which we emerged. And if we don’t return, the resupply ship will never find us. We’ll be stranded here.


  I ask Niles Sarkka to come back with us, but he laughs and cuts the connection. And then, as he closes on the wormhole throat, he sends a brief video message. It’s startling to see him after all this time. He was once a handsome and powerfully built man, but after six months alone in close quarters and minimal rations he looks like a shipwrecked outcast, long grey hair tied back, an untrimmed beard over hollow cheeks, sores around his mouth, his eyes sunken in bruised sockets. But his gaze is vital, and his smile is that of someone cresting the tape at the end of a long and arduous marathon.


  ‘I name this star, the gateway to untold wonders, Sarkka’s Star. I came here for all mankind, and I go on, in the name of mankind. One day I will return with the full and final answer to Fermi’s Paradox. Do not judge me until then.’


  And then he’s gone. We swing past and fall towards the wormhole that will take us back to the G0 star, and the crew is still babbling about new worlds and stars to be explored, and I think: suppose he’s right?


  Suppose he is the hero after all, and I’m the villain?


  Shadow Life


  It all started when Jack scored on eBay a multi-channel femtospectrometer designed for a probe that never, in the end, went to Mars. A frosty CSI-style piece of kit that isolated organic molecules in a laser trap and determined their molecular structure.


  After Jack had finished extolling the virtues of his new toy, Malcolm, his partner-in-many-crimes, said, “So now we’re biochemists?”


  “We’re still hunting genes—this will make it much easier. See, not only can it deal with bog-standard organics, it can also detect and characterise all kinds of weird stuff.”


  “The idea being, something producing weird organic molecules must have weird genes.”


  The two of them were Skyping, Jack in his flat in London’s Docklands, Malcolm in the basement of his mother’s row house in Philadelphia.


  Jack said, “There you go. We’ve been looking for needles in haystacks. Now we have a magnet.”


  Malcolm said, “What this comes down to, you want more samples.”


  “I want a lot more samples.”


  Although Jack and Malcolm had never met F2F, they were a tight team with a good rep on the Distributed Biology Network: gene hunters who amplified bacterial DNA from soil and water samples, shotgun-sequenced it, and identified genes that weren’t in the catalogues. There were plenty of novel genes out there. Bacteria had been evolving for more than three billion years, exploiting every niche on Earth. So far, Jack and Malcolm had posted more than two hundred sequences on DiBNet. They did it for fun, for the thrill of discovering something no one else knew, to win the kudos of their peers. They were amateurs in the purest sense. Big Science had turned out to be a luxury that the new mean, lean post-economic collapse world couldn’t afford. Universities had devolved into degree factories; the fabulous Pharaonic government and commercial projects, deploying hundreds of scientists and big-ticket equipment to map the human proteome, catalogue the zoo of fundamental particles, or develop the next Ritalin or Viagra, had gone the way of the gorilla and the dodo. Science was now the preserve of dedicated amateurs like Jack and Malcolm. Jack was the hands-on guy, using money from his trust fund to buy equipment at knock-down prices; Malcolm scanned raw sequences using a customised programme, and also organised their gene hunts.


  That’s what he did now, working his contacts. Amateur industrial archaeologists; extreme backpackers; cavers and mountaineers. People who explored dangerous and remote places and were willing to collect scrapings of dirt. Within a week, a deluge of samples from all over the world began to arrive at Jack’s flat. Within a month, using novel organic molecules as markers, he and Malcolm had bagged several dozen genes—a new record.


  Fame is a strange attractor. Jack began to receive all kinds of rare and odd samples, including a chip of moon rock from the Apollo 15 landing. But that wasn’t where he found the aliens. He found them in sediment collected from a hydrothermal vent, sent to him by a retired oceanographer.


  “Remember the deep-sea sample with those weird amino acids?” he said to Malcolm.


  “It didn’t have any weird genes,” Malcolm said.


  “Exactly. We had strange amino acids, but no strange genes. So I had a pal of mine look at the sample with her scanning electron microscope. It’s full of very small rods, about a hundred nanometres long. About a twentieth the size of E. coli. And they don’t have any DNA. I tried three different fluorescent tags. I think we’ve discovered some genuine nanobacteria.”


  “Like in that Martian meteorite? Those turned out to be artefacts, as I recall.”


  “Something produced those amino acids. We should have someone take a close look at these things.”


  “I know some Russians who have an atomic force microscope,” Malcolm said. “Would that do it?”


  Jack sent a portion of the sample to the Russians, who mapped the cell wall of a nanobacterium atom by atom. It turned out to be a polymer similar to chitin, containing long chains of amino acids, possible enzymes or transport proteins, and thousands of sites that each cupped a single iron atom.


  “Back in the days of Big Science, there was this guy who thought life on Earth could have come from Mars,” Malcolm said. “Mars is smaller and further out from the sun; when the planets formed it would have cooled more quickly than Earth. Say life got started there first. Say a meteor hit at the right angle, kicked debris clean off the surface of Mars, into orbit around the sun. Say there were microbial spores in those rocks. You follow?”


  “One of the rocks reaches Earth, and the microbes crawl out and start growing,” Jack said. “But could they survive the journey?”


  “Experiments suggested they could. This guy, I believe his name was David, Davies, something like that. A Brit like you. He also said, what if life from Mars arrived after life on Earth got started? It could have established a shadow biosphere right under our noses.”


  “I see where you’re going. These nanobacteria are alien bugs. But we can’t prove it.”


  “They’re definitely something different. Let’s post the results, see what people have to say.”


  Inside a day, it was all over the net. The old-fashioned media picked it up and reporters and TV crews laid siege to Malcolm’s mother’s house. People from her church kept them at a distance, fed them sandwiches and coffee. Federal agents turned up too. When his mother refused to let them in, they called Malcolm, tried to make a deal. Malcolm told them the information was open source, they could do what they liked with it. Said, when they demanded the original sample, “It’s in Britain. Oh, and Russia. You have jurisdiction there?”


  A biophysicist suggested that the iron atoms trapped in the nanobacterium’s cell walls could be on/off switches, encoding in chains of Boolean logic information analogous to information encoded in DNA. Gene hackers wrote artificial genes that expressed nanobacterial proteins, and investigated their properties. A science junky film director sponsored an expedition that retrieved live nanobacteria from a hydrothermal vent. Few people noticed; by now, alien bugs were old news.


  “I guess it was fun while it lasted,” Malcolm said to Jack, a few weeks later.


  “I was thinking, we might look for shadow life somewhere else,” Jack said.


  “Such as?”


  “There were these Indian scientists who found strange fungi and bacteria way up in the stratosphere. Also stuff that looked like nanobacteria.”


  “Like our nanobacteria?”


  “They didn’t have time to find out—the Indian economy fell over with everything else. Some people said the bacteria hitched a ride on dust lofted by big volcanoes, but the Indians believed that they came from outer space. The reason I mention it,” Jack said, “is one of their high-altitude balloons is up for sale on eBay . . .”


  Penance


  It’s December. Midsummer. The sun barely dipping below the horizon at midnight, and like everyone else Rongomaiwhe Namakin has white-nights fever, cat-napping, staying up around the clock. There’s so much to do! A dragon-sized machine is laying freshly made topsoil along the Tuvula river, and Rongomaiwhe and her crew are planting a strip forest of Dahurian larch and dwarf willow. And when they aren’t working, they hike up the river or across wet black rock fields. White mountains float against the pure blue sky. A wild rugged land still mostly untouched. A kingdom of snow and rock and wind.


  Rongomaiwhe’s great grandparents were early victims of global warming. When their Pacific island homeland was swamped by rising sea levels, their nation sold its carbon credits and moved to a refuge in New Zealand, which escaped much of the consequences of violent climate change. A succession of canny leaders preserved tribal unity and invested heavily in ecological engineering Rongomaiwhe’s parents helped to quicken a new ecosystem on Howe Island after shifts in ocean currents increased the average temperature by a full 10 degrees. Now Rongomaiwhe is part of a rainbow coalition of the young and willing, taking on the challenge of greening the shores of the thawing Antarctic Peninsula.


  She knows how lucky she is. More than half the Earth’s population huddle in vast slums along the new coastlines, permanently unemployed, forcibly sterilised, subsisting on dole yeast. And she is making a new world, and planning to start a family when she and her fiancé marry this winter. That’s why, once a week, she does penance. Plugs into the remote working network, flows into a robot thousands of kilometres away, in one of the most inhospitable places on Earth. Brings the machine online and gets to work, planting a windbreak of tweaked yuccas for what will be an oasis, with the vast, level desert of Kansas stretched all around.


  


  Paul McAuley trained as a botanist and often uses biotechnological themes in his books. His latest novel is The Quiet War.


  2010


  The Treatment


  17/05 10:20


  Patient intubated and fully sedated following surgical amputation of right arm above elbow after HRV-carrier bite. Whole blood perfusion x2, atazanavir (600 mg) and delarviridine (400 mg) via drip infusion. Tests for viral activity pending. Patient status: stable, resting.


  (signed) Andrew Wrothsly


  Dr Alison McReady’s journal, 17/05:


  My first and I hope last helicopter ride. Got through three airsick bags, but no other way of travelling safely. Followed M4 part of the way – jammed for miles beyond London, some of it on fire.


  It’s a big country house the army is doing its best to turn into a fortress. Tanks on lawn, literally. A sandbagged emplacement at gates at end of drive. A helicopter always whomping somewhere overhead. Soldiers moved our equipment in: down to basement, naturally, near kitchens. Didn’t see much of place, led up backstairs to Prince’s bedroom, a big room hushed and dimly lit, curtains drawn across windows, deep carpets. I’d been prepared, but it was still a shock to see that familiar sad basset-hound face. He was unconscious and intubated on an elevated hospital bed that looked completely out of place amongst the antiques and oil paintings, wired up for EEG and EKG, a shunt in his good arm feeding him an antiviral cocktail, for all the good that will do. So much for my swift etiquette lesson (don’t speak to the patient unless spoken to, ask permission before touching the patient, never call him by his first name but call him “your highness” et bloody cetera: my father would have been appalled by the bowing and scraping, my mother over the moon to learn such insider knowledge).


  Two sleek middle-aged equerries in expensive pinstripes – Tweedledum and Tweedledee – looked down their noses at me. A third man, much younger, slim and tanned, studied me with frank appraisal. Public schoolboy type but fairly dishy. Intense blue eyes. Also Professor D, of course, and a steel-haired man in a tailored safari suit and a red cravat: Mr H, the Prince’s jumped-up alt. therapy guru, who started to ask me about the TAB suspension, what was in it? Professor D told me to go ahead and administer it, he’d already discussed the procedure extensively with Mr H and there was nothing more to say. Which didn’t stop Mr H questioning my credentials. I told him I was an MD and PhD, asked him where he qualified. Couldn’t help myself. Professor D shot me a grateful look; Mr H, stony, said he was the owner and senior practitioner at the Royal Homeopathy Clinic, said he needed to know what the tagged antibodies were suspended in because it might interfere with the remedy he had administered.


  “I have already made adjustments for the titanium your antibodies contain, but further adjustments will be necessary if other disruptive elements are present.”


  “It won’t affect the distilled water you gave him,” said Prof D, which set Mr H off on one about rubrics and potentialisation. I reckon I’m going to learn far too much about that kind of bollocks if Prof D doesn’t find a way of sidelining the charlatan. Anyhow, I asked very nicely for permission to inject the antibodies into the royal blood system and did my work, gloved and gowned and more than a wee bit nervous, and not just because of the potential for infection with HRV. The patient should be just another patient, but I have to admit, laying hands (or gloves, unlike everyone else I was in full biohaz gear) on the royal personage gave me a touch of the heebie-jeebies. Even laid out the way he was on the elevated bed, crisp navy-blue pyjamas, restraint straps on his legs and one good arm, breath mechanically pumped through his orotracheal tube, he looks exactly like his photographs. Tanned. Silvery hair brushed just so.


  Nerves vanished when I got to work, I’m pleased to say. Found a vein, inserted the cannula and taped it up and injected the TAB suspension. When I’d finished, I was led straight out, back to my little whitewashed, stone flag-floored and slightly damp cell. I guess I should unpack.


  Later:


  Prof D found me in the kitchen, where I was looking for an extension lead because there’s only a single socket in my cell. Prof D flushed and slightly wild-eyed. Told me that we’d gone through the mirror here. That the lunatics had taken over. That we were the Prince’s only hope. According to Prof D, the Prince’s doctor – his real doctor, Wrothsly, the man who’d recruited us – had been infected when he’d performed the pointless field amputation after the Prince had been bitten. He’d been a slow converter, Wrothsly. He’d managed to stabilise his patient and arrange transport for Prof D and me, but he’d collapsed with a high fever while we were in the air. Now he was in a cage in a stable block, with the policewoman who’d bitten the Prince, and Mr H had taken over with the connivance of Tweedie’s Dum and Dee. The Prince’s personal secretary and wife are missing – last seen being driven away at speed from the Royal Free Hospital. She was on a visit to give moral support to the staff and things went pear-shaped. Likewise his sons. We’ll have to get some results fast, Prof D said, or else that charlatan will shut us down. Haven’t seen him this angry since he lost the big MRC grant last year.


  When I went upstairs to concentrate and remove the tagged viral load (riding in a small iron-caged lift with my N45s and the bloodwork gear on a trolley), Mr H insisted on watching very closely while I deployed the N45s. Prof D didn’t object – gave him a step-by-step account, in fact. Why not? It’s his baby. I’m just the research troll who made it work, and even worse, I’m a woman, and Prof D may be a brilliant research team leader, but he’s also one of those old-fashioned misogynists who are still all too common in the NHS.


  Got a good sharp focus with the N45s on the patient’s cephalic vein (it’s easier if I think of him as just a patient) and exsanguinated 200 ml and at Prof D’s insistence did a double precipitation test then and there. Recovery >80%, binding a shade over 60%. High, but not unexpected. It will drop when the patient begins to convert – or unless we actually do manage to find a cure. Mr H wanted to know if I’d removed all the virus in the patient’s bloodstream; I left Prof D trying to explain antibody binding efficiency, how the magnetic field of the N45s can only capture and concentrate tagged viruses that pass through the vein on which they’re focussed, why the procedure would have to be repeated several times, to mop up fresh viral loads shed from infected tissue, etc etc. Good luck with that.


  Mr Blond winked at me as I wheeled the trolley out. Only human being in the room if you ask me. Him, and the poor old Prince.


  17/05 16:30


  Patient in state of morphine-induced unconsciousness. Low-grade fever (39°C). Stump inflamed around stitching, no bleeding. Repacked dressings, applied topical antibody (erythromycin). Tests show active HRV in spleen, small intestine, liver. Cerebrospinal fluid positive. Bone marrow (left femur) positive. Tests for conversion of nerve sheaf and muscle cells pending. Tagged antibodies (TAB batch 6) injected to clear HRV from bloodstream: >62% binding. Patient status: poor but remains stable.


  (signed) E.M.B. Draper


  (note of protest appended: REDACTED)


  Dr Alison McReady’s journal, 18/05:


  Third coffee in as many hours, this one with a dash of brandy courtesy of Mr Blond, aka Please Call Me Ralph (he pronounces it Rafe, like the actor). According to one of the kitchen staff he’s some kind of spook, in charge of security. He’s certainly the only one close to the Prince who knows there isn’t much hope. Tweedledum, Tweedledee and Mr H are all neck-deep in the large Egyptian River; Prof D is up to his knees, selling TAB as the wonder cure it isn’t, hoping the team back at the lab will miraculously produce something that will knock out HRV before the inevitable happens.


  It’s been a bit of a day so far. Yesterday ended with a weirdly formal meal, me and the servants in this little windowless room off the kitchen, arcane rituals reminding me of the top table at St John’s College that time I gave a seminar at Oxford. Got little sleep on the army camp bed they’ve given me. At one point dreamed I was on some luxury liner with the patient. The Prince. He asked me to dance but I didn’t know how or my feet wouldn’t move. You don’t need to consult Great-Granddaddy Freud to know what that’s about. We’re in the middle of a fairytale told backwards here, trying to stop a prince turning into something far worse than a frog. And not doing too well. Oh, TAB treatment is ripping active HRV from his blood, but the infection is deep in his organs and muscle mass, and we’re only capturing what’s been shed. We’re little Dutch boys running out of thumbs – slowing down the flood but only delaying the inevitable because we can’t fix the fundamental cause.


  Anyhow, I was half-knocked out by lack of sleep and that weird dream when I walked in on the tail-end of a spat between Prof D and Mr H, who’s insisting on keeping the Prince deeply sedated. I missed most of the ding-dong, thank goodness; Prof D stormed out; Mr H, unruffled, told Tweedledee and Tweedledum that “sleep was a fine remedy for sovereigns”. Jesus. This is the pompous fool who has managed to take charge. Things aren’t much better elsewhere. After Buck House burned down, the massacre at the Houses of Parliament, and the helicopter crash that killed the Prime Minister, the country’s under martial law but no one knows who is in control. Ralph told me that the most senior minister left standing seems to be the Home Secretary, who’s supposedly cowering in some old nuclear bunker in Wales. Doesn’t help that the TV is mostly out now, and all we can get on the radio are repeats of The Archers, light classical music, and emergency bulletins that add up to sweet FA.


  Later:


  Did my thing with the TAB, despite all the drama. Sleeping Prince seems unchanged and binding and therefore viral load well down, which pleased both Prof D and Mr H, who are both claiming credit. Prof D highly pissed off because he couldn’t get through to the lab. Mobile phones aren’t working, all the networks are down again, and when he finally got permission to use a secure landline every number rang out. He tried to organise a helicopter ride, said it was important to get in contact with his people, check on development of antiviral therapy. No go, even when he said the life of the Prince depended on it. So we’re stuck here.


  Hope the rest of the team is okay. On the plus side, even before it became clear this wasn’t an ordinary pandemic, we were all bunked down at UCL, working 24/7, and the place was locked tight. But by the time Prof D and I left the armed police guards had been reassigned and all we had by way of security were a few porters armed with fire axes. And outside, on the streets . . . Maybe it’s only a glitch with the phones. I really do hope they’re okay.


  18/05 15:00


  Atazanavir and delarviridine treatment continued at my insistence. HRV remains active in spleen, liver and small intestine. Muscle twitch test: 10-15% conversion. Second flush with TAB batch 6: >24% binding.


  Prognosis: (REDACTED).


  (signed) E.M.B. Draper


  Dr Alison McReady’s journal, 19/05:


  From bad to worse. Way we behave, fighting each other, no wonder everything is falling apart. Another row between Professor D and Mr H. At one point expected it to come to blows. The two of them inches apart, hissing like cats. Started when Mr H refused permission to move the Prince to Gloucester hospital for CAT scan – claimed it would undo his work, mess up even pattern of patient’s chi. Prof D turned white then red. Told Mr H if he was claiming responsibility for the patient he would lock them both in the room and see who came out after a day. Mr H pale but held ground. Said allopathic medicine could only do so much. That only extraordinary measures would be effective against this “terrible epidemic”. Said he welcomed chance to liaise with Prof D, but if D continued to be “uncooperative” it would harm patient. Tweedledee and Tweedledum backed Mr H up, as did Mr Blond, although he said it wasn’t possible to move the Prince on grounds of security and safety.


  So Prof D stalked off, in high dudgeon. Apparently he tried to contact someone higher up but had no luck. And then it really fell apart.


  Still no sign of the Prince’s wife, but his oldest son came to visit. In army uniform, grim, smoke-smudged. A definite would, despite early onset male baldness. I was prepping the Prince, getting ready to remove his third dose of TAB, and saw the son kneel and kiss his father’s hand as I was leaving. Prof D tried to intercept the son when he came out, weepy but determined, but Mr H and Tweedledee and Tweedledum moved in, and there was A Bit Of A Scene. Prof D tried to throw a punch and Ralph put him in a hammerlock and the son was hustled out by his bodyguards in one direction and Ralph hustled Prof D out in another.


  I had to wonder about that kiss. When I finished the TAB rip I asked Ralph what it had meant. He said, very serious, that he couldn’t comment because, quote/unquote, her Majesty isn’t officially dead. Which either means she is and they’re denying it, or the worst has happened to her – the new thing that’s worse than death.


  Always sided with my dad on the monarchist thing, but it’s a bit of a shock.


  Later:


  Prof D gone. Just like that. Put on a helicopter and taken to an army place in Wiltshire to help at an emergency research centre. Ralph told me about it. Mr H used that scuffle as an excuse to lower the boom.


  Mr H wants me to continue using TAB treatment. He likes the instant measurement of HRV blood load. Likes the way the viral load in the prince’s blood has been reduced so dramatically. Pointless to tell him it’s pointless. Or that my niobium magnets are far more powerful than a mere CAT scan (I tried: he said that they were “focussed” in a different way that made them “resonant”; the great thing about alt. medicine is that you can always find an excuse to discard something you don’t like, or to include something you do).


  Apart from TAB, there’s no other conventional treatment, now, unless you count the heavy sedation. That’s been upped to what in any other circumstances would be a lethal load. Despite Mr H’s blind optimism, it’s clear the Prince is converting. I can clean up his blood, but the virus is solidly established in his organs and muscle mass. Turning them into virus factories that lyse and release floods of active units into the bloodstream. Even if I catch 90% of them with each flush, which is highly unlikely, frankly, that remaining 10% will infect new muscle and nerve cells. And so it goes, step by step. Conversion is inevitable. No matter what we do, we can only put it off.


  19/05 18:00


  Low grade fever subsided, following treatment with Ferrum phosphoricum 30C potency. First administration of nosode plus antiHRV rubric (aeon., am. c., Apis, Arn., Bell., bry., bufo, camph., carb, ac., crot. h., Hyper., ip., LACH., Merc., Nat. m., puls., pyrog., rhus t., sil., stram., Sulph., vip.) at 20C potency. Pulse full and bounding. Permitted fourth flush with tagged antibodies: 4.2% binding. Allopathy useful for monitoring virus load, at least.


  Prognosis: hopeful,


  (signed) T. Harkover


  Dr Alison McReady’s journal, 20/05:


  The patient more or less came around this morning, struggled against the restraints. Wanted to find the welcoming committee, apparently. Thought he was in hospital to unveil a plaque and open the place. He popped one restraint – his muscle mass is almost at 50% conversion now: as what he once was dies, what he’s becoming gets stronger and stronger – and bit Ralph’s assistant as he flailed about. And an hour later the assistant shot himself with his own gun.


  R told me it’s how he wants to go, when it happens. When, not if. He told me that after this tour of duty, he was going on the front line. Very bitter and angry for a moment, before his usual composure rolled over him like a shutter. Asked me what I wanted to do, after. “Assuming there is, you know, an after.” I told him I would go where Prof D had been taken, help look for a cure. He asked me about HRV. He’s a good listener. Knows no biochem or meds but quick to grasp essentials. I told him how HRV beds into patient’s DNA and activates sequences long-dormant, told him that the sequences were analogous to retroviruses that were once virulent but became part of our DNA and sometimes break out to cause sarcomas, and he understood at once. Said that HRV was only activating a potential, yes? Said, we all carry a zombie within us. Like original sin.


  He gets a faraway look when he’s thinking – got it then. Wistful, resolute, impossibly handsome. I know it’s the stress of the situation, but if he’d taken me up in his arms then I would have succumbed. Absolutely succumbed. Like the heroine one of those stupid romance novels my mother liked so much. See now they weren’t so stupid after all.


  Anyway, of course he didn’t take me up in his arms etc. Instead, all business, asked me if it was possible to stop the dormant sequences expressing. I told him about research, the many different failures. He asked me what the chances were of finding a cure. I gave him an honest answer; he shrugged, as if he expected it. Said he didn’t expect the Prince to be cured, said that’s why he let his man keep his gun after he’d been bitten. I said I’d take an overdose of barbiturates, if it came to it, lights out, no pain.


  How easily we talk of death now. I guess it’s like this in all wars. Everything stripped bare: the niceties and protocols we use to avoid the reality of existence no longer have a point. Oh, it’s the “crisis” or “the ongoing situation” according to the increasingly pointless government bulletins, but war is what it is. Death has changed. It’s no longer an end. Something passive. It’s coming after us.


  So, we talked R and me. An honest-to-God conversation. Him about his tours of duty in Iraq and Afghanistan (he was in the SAS) and a few of the places he’s seen, on the royal protection squad. I mostly talked about my work, because, you know – lab geek. Work is mostly what I have. Tried to explain how TAB ripping worked. Almost lost my temper when he said that using antibodies tagged with titanium to bind with viral particles and concentrating them with high-resolution magnetic fields sounded like the kind of thing Dr H was doing. Then realised, ha ha, he was joking.


  A nice human moment, but it makes me realise just how much I miss moments like that. I haven’t slept for more than 2 hours in each 24 for the past two weeks. Mr H is being a royal pain, you’ll excuse the pun. Aromatic oils I can take, might even help the patient if he associates peppermint and rosemary with calm places. And there may be some placebo effect with the homeopathy and the acupuncture, but there’s no fucking way any it can be having a placebo effect against HRV, especially with the patient spark-out all the time. While I was doing the last rip, Mr H explained at great length the principles he’d used to concoct his homeopathic treatment. How he’d worked up what he called rubrics that represented symptoms of the worst case scenario, which I’m going to try to set down here as faithfully as I can to show you what I’m dealing with.


  “Lachesis came out with the strongest emphasis,” he said. “And Crotalus horridus repertorised out, too – snake remedies in general are useful for this disease. So I have added Vipera as the 22nd remedy even though it did not repertorise down, but exists in one of the two larger rubrics. All snakes are ‘on the table’, as it were.”


  So you see. Resisted temptation to take cheap shot and ask about eye of newt and tongue of bat or whatever. He added what he called a nosode into this mix too – blood from someone infected with HRV. All of it diluted so that not a trace of any original substance remained, of course, and each dilution knocked ten times on his special leather striking board to potentiate them, by which he means imprint them on the molecular memory of water.


  He’s actually proud of this nonsense. Told me that homeopathic medicines didn’t interfere with the natural immune response but worked alongside it by enhancing the patient’s ability to fight an infection, thus making him more able to effectively destroy a virus.


  Tweedledum and Tweedledee lap it up. The two of them fine examples of my dad’s hobby-horse that inbreeding and self-interest in the upper classes has wrecked our country. When I asked R why he stood by and let these idiots kill the Prince, he stuck out his jaw a little and said that he had his duty.


  20/05 18:00


  Patient resting. Flush with tagged antibodies showed unacceptable levels of binding. This and other signs are definite proof that allopathic Western medicine has failed – has indeed made things worse. However, after treatment with the rubric, whole body photon imaging showed considerable improvement. Chiropractic manipulation of spine recommended to regress changes in nervous system. Treatment with aconite at one hundred dilution to prevent so-called “conversion”. Even if that takes place, it may be possible to control subject with traditional hoodan rites. Initial tests have been approved by [REDACTED], (signed) T. Harkover


  Dr Alison McReady’s journal, 21/05:


  Mr H icy when I told him binding rates had gone up. I tried to explain why, and he turned his back on me. Tweedledee gave me a hard stare; Tweedledum was concentrating on his nails. Nothing to do but leave. Guess I’ll be following Prof D. If I’m lucky. Or given a gun if not. Most of staff here being recruited into an amateur defence force, crawling through the vegetable beds and bayoneting sacks of straw.


  Later:


  God, that was creepy. I was in my lab, working up a new batch of TAB6, when Mr H materialised in the doorway. Entered silently – I was concentrating, had no idea how long he’d been there when I looked up and saw him. He smiled when he saw he’d unnerved me (these days, it doesn’t take much). Straight to business. Said he knew the Prince was converting and the TAB treatments weren’t efficacious (his word). Told me that I must consider my position. Asked him what he meant – he said that I was a clever young woman, I must realise that allopathic medicine was no longer to the point, that I could come over to his “side”. Then he actually closed the door at his back and with a furtive look asked me, was I a virgin. I told him where to put that question and he apologised and said it didn’t matter. Also said that as an “African” I must be sympathetic to alternative ways of thinking. I told him I was born in Brixton, just like my mum, and my dad was from County Mayo. Shaking with anger, feeling very cold and no longer frightened of him, this stupid man in his stupid safari suit with his stupid alt. medicine crap, thinking that because I’m a person of colour, I’m completely down with his ongo-bongo back-to-nature nonsense. He studied me, a little smile tucked in the corner of his mouth. Why I didn’t kick him in the bollocks I don’t know. At last he said, still, you have the right heritage and told me to think about it. Said there was an apprentice gardener with the same heritage as me, he could use her instead. “Although it would be a shame to waste your talents, so please do think about it,” he said, and drifted out. An “or else” left hanging in the air.


  Later:


  R found me outside the kitchen, smoking a cig I’d bummed from one of the cooks. Haven’t smoked for three years, tasted vile but hit the spot. R said he knows what Mr H is up to. Voodoo, or something like it. The Prince converts; Mr H and the terrible twins will control him – and the country. My first thought: they’re crazy. My second: the world’s crazy, so why not join in? After all, hello, we’re talking about HRV here – human reanimation virus. Otherwise known as The Death, or Beltane plague. We’re talking walking dead people. We’re talking the z word, which R used, telling me, there are enemies worse than the zombies. R said he knew everything because he had been told everything: T&T trust him: he is in charge of the security side of the operation. Explained what he wanted. I asked him why me of course and he said army is army, blindly loyal, and staff blindly loyal too, or too scared to do anything. I walked about coldly furious. Trapped, knowing it. R waited, patiently. When I came back he took out a slim cigarette case and lit a fresh cig for me, told me that the army wasn’t interested in cures. Only in ways of killing them. Poison gas. Another virus. Anything. That was what Prof D had been recruited for. That’s what I would be doing, if I went where he’d gone.


  R said if you don’t do it out of duty, do it for him. For your patient. I called him every kind of name. And said yes, yes I would.


  Later:


  At the time R told me I looked out of the kitchen window and saw in the courtyard Mr H greeting a man in a Savile Row suit. Black, matt skin, sunglasses, a homburg hat with a leopard skin band. R was there too, following them inside, not once looking towards the window where I stood. So this is it.


  Dr Alison McReady’s journal, 06/06:


  A man came up to me today, told me he’d seen the Prince. Said he recognised me from that time. Said he’d been one of the gardeners. Showed me a creased photo of him with the Prince in a flower garden, in case I didn’t believe him.


  I believe he worked there. Still not sure that I believe what he told me, although I want to.


  That night, the night the witchdoctor came, I snuck into the stable block and let the two zombies out of their cage. The Prince’s doctor, and the policewoman who’d bitten the Prince. The doctor was pale and stinking but intact; the policewoman was mostly naked and her torso was riddled with gunshot wounds and she walked with a swirling limp. I used the electric prod to drive them to the back of the cage and unlocked the padlocks and ran for it. Found the ladder outside, where R said it would be, climbed into the hayloft. I was pulling the ladder up when the two of them came out. Both of them sniffing the night air like dogs before heading towards the house. The doctor quickly drawing ahead of the policewoman. A few minutes later the screaming and shooting started – the diversion for what R needed to do.


  Worst thing I ever did, climbing down and making a run for the courtyard. Saw the doctor shambling across the big swathe of gravel in front of the house, shots knocking gouts from his body as he plodded towards the lighted entrance. Relentless. That’s how they get us. They don’t stop. I saw all this in an instant, as I ran. Then someone shot at me. It was like a very fast and angry bee going past my head and made me run even harder. I flung myself around the corner and was almost knocked down by R’s Range Rover. I fell to my knees as it braked hard right in front of me and R jumped down and bundled me in and we were off, driving down the service road at about two hundred miles an hour.


  The Prince was in the back seat, hog-tied and dead. R had given him the massive dose of morphine I’d prepared. It had stopped his heart. He was dead, but he was beginning to twitch. He was already coming back. As they do.


  We drove straight through the roadblock at the service entrance. Big smash, gunshots. That focussed me. Out into the dark countryside. R’s face was striped black and green with camo makeup. Tigerish. He looked tigerish. And cool and in control. He told me he had tasered Mr H, menaced the witchdoctor and the terrible twins with a gun and handcuffed them before he dealt with the Prince. I was certain he was lying, certain that he’d killed them, but didn’t care. It was treason we were dealing with, after all. So I told myself. So I still tell myself. We did it for King and country.


  We lapsed into silence. The thing in the back was becoming livelier. After about ten miles we pulled off the road into a field and laid him out. R cut most of the cords binding him and he sat straight up, looking like nothing on Earth in the headlights, and we ran for the Range Rover before he could get us.


  R dropped me off at a Red Cross depot in Stroud. A brisk farewell, a kiss on the cheek. If it had been a film it might have been different, but it was what it was. He used me, I know. Played me. And I went along with it not because I’d fallen for him but because I knew it was the right thing to do. I like to think my dad would have been proud of me. I know my mum would have been.


  I put my medical training to use. Now I’m running the field hospital in one of the camps outside Oxford, the centre of the government after what happened to London and Edinburgh. I like to think we’re making a difference.


  The gardener told me he said he’d seen the Prince two weeks ago. Said he was one of them, but he’d know him anywhere. The proud straightbacked gait amongst the shambling and the lame. That silver hair. That profile, glimpsed by firelight – he was leading a crowd or pack past a shopping arcade alight from end to end. Leading them away into darkness and safety, the gardener said.


  The King is dead. God save him, and each and every one of us.


  2011


  The Choice
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  In the night, tides and a brisk wind drove a raft of bubbleweed across the Flood and piled it up along the north side of the island. Soon after first light, Lucas started raking it up, ferrying load after load to one of the compost pits, where it would rot down into a nutrient-rich liquid fertilizer. He was trundling his wheelbarrow down the steep path to the shore for about the thirtieth or fortieth time when he spotted someone walking across the water: Damian, moving like a cross-country skier as he traversed the channel between the island and the stilt huts and floating tanks of his father’s shrimp farm. It was still early in the morning, already hot. A perfect September day, the sky’s blue dome untroubled by cloud. Shifting points of sunlight starred the water, flashed from the blades of the farm’s wind turbine. Lucas waved to his friend and Damian waved back and nearly overbalanced, windmilling his arms and recovering, slogging on.


  They met at the water’s edge. Damian, picking his way between floating slicks of red weed, called out breathlessly, “Did you hear?”


  “Hear what?”


  “A dragon got itself stranded close to Martham.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “I’m not kidding. An honest-to-God sea dragon.”


  Damian stepped onto an apron of broken brick at the edge of the water and sat down and eased off the fat flippers of his Jesus shoes, explaining that he’d heard about it from Ritchy, the foreman of the shrimp farm, who’d got it off the skipper of a supply barge who’d been listening to chatter on the common band.


  “It beached not half an hour ago. People reckon it came in through the cut at Horsey and couldn’t get back over the bar when the tide turned. So it went on up the channel of the old riverbed until it ran ashore.”


  Lucas thought for a moment. “There’s a sand bar that hooks into the channel south of Martham. I went past it any number of times when I worked on Grant Higgins’s boat last summer, ferrying oysters to Norwich.”


  “It’s almost on our doorstep,” Damian said. He pulled his phone from the pocket of his shorts and angled it toward Lucas. “Right about here. See it?”


  “I know where Martham is. Let me guess—you want me to take you.”


  “What’s the point of building a boat if you don’t use it? Come on, L. It isn’t every day an alien machine washes up.”


  Lucas took off his broad-brimmed straw hat, blotted his forehead with his wrist, and set his hat on his head again. He was a wiry boy not quite sixteen, bare-chested in baggy shorts and sandals he’d cut from an old car tire. “I was planning to go crabbing. After I finish clearing this weed, water the vegetable patch, fix lunch for my mother . . .”


  “I’ll give you a hand with all that when we get back.”


  “Right.”


  “If you really don’t want to go I could maybe borrow your boat.”


  “Or you could take one of your dad’s.”


  “After what he did to me last time? I’d rather row there in that leaky old clunker of your mother’s. Or walk.”


  “That would be a sight.”


  Damian smiled. He was just two months older than Lucas, tall and sturdy, his cropped blond hair bleached by salt and summer sun, his nose and the rims of his ears pink and peeling. The two had been friends for as long as they could remember.


  He said, “I reckon I can sail as well as you.”


  “You’re sure this dragon is still there? You have pictures?”


  “Not exactly. It knocked out the town’s broadband, and everything else. According to the guy who talked to Ritchy, nothing electronic works within a klick of it. Phones, slates, radios, nothing. The tide turns in a couple of hours, but I reckon we can get there if we start right away.”


  “Maybe. I should tell my mother,” Lucas said. “In the unlikely event that she wonders where I am.”


  “How is she?”


  “No better, no worse. Does your dad know you’re skipping out?”


  “Don’t worry about it. I’ll tell him I went crabbing with you.”


  “Fill a couple of jugs at the still,” Lucas said. “And pull up some carrots, too. But first, hand me your phone.”


  “The GPS coordinates are flagged up right there. You ask it, it’ll plot a course.”


  Lucas took the phone, holding it with his fingertips—he didn’t like the way it squirmed as it shaped itself to fit in his hand. “How do you switch it off?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “If we go, we won’t be taking the phone. Your dad could track us.”


  “How will we find our way there?”


  “I don’t need your phone to find Martham.”


  “You and your off-the-grid horseshit,” Damian said.


  “You wanted an adventure,” Lucas said. “This is it.”


  When Lucas started to tell his mother that he’d be out for the rest of the day with Damian, she said, “Chasing after that so-called dragon, I suppose. No need to look surprised—it’s all over the news. Not the official news, of course. No mention of it there. But it’s leaking out everywhere that counts.”


  His mother was propped against the headboard of the double bed under the caravan’s big end window. Julia Wittsruck, fifty-two, skinny as a refugee, dressed in a striped Berber robe and half-covered in a patchwork of quilts and thin orange blankets stamped with the Oxfam logo. The ropes of her dreadlocks were tied back with a red bandana; her tablet resting in her lap.


  She gave Lucas her best inscrutable look and said, “I suppose this is Damian’s idea. You be careful. His ideas usually work out badly.”


  “That’s why I’m going along. To make sure he doesn’t get into trouble. He’s set on seeing it, one way or another.”


  “And you aren’t?”


  Lucas smiled. “I suppose I’m curious. Just a little.”


  “I wish I could go. Take a rattle can or two, spray the old slogans on the damned thing’s hide.”


  “I could put some cushions in the boat. Make you as comfortable as you like.”


  Lucas knew that his mother wouldn’t take up his offer. She rarely left the caravan, hadn’t been off the island for more than three years. A multilocus immunotoxic syndrome, basically an allergic reaction to the myriad products and pollutants of the anthropocene age, had left her more or less completely bedridden. She’d refused all offers of treatment or help by the local social agencies, relying instead on the services of a local witchwoman who visited once a week, and spent her days in bed, working at her tablet. She trawled government sites and stealthnets, made podcasts, advised zero-impact communities, composed critiques and manifestos. She kept a public journal, wrote essays and opinion pieces (at the moment, she was especially exercised by attempts by multinational companies to move in on the Antarctic Peninsula, and a utopian group that was using alien technology to build a floating community on a drowned coral reef in the Midway Islands), and maintained friendships, alliances, and several rancorous feuds with former colleagues whose origins had long been forgotten by both sides. In short, hers was a way of life that would have been familiar to scholars from any time in the past couple of millennia.


  She’d been a lecturer in philosophy at Birkbeck College before the nuclear strikes, riots, revolutions, and netwar skirmishes of the so-called Spasm, which had ended when the floppy ships of the Jackaroo had appeared in the skies over Earth. In exchange for rights to the outer solar system, the aliens had given the human race technology to clean up the Earth, and access to a wormhole network that linked a dozen M-class red dwarf stars. Soon enough, other alien species showed up, making various deals with various nations and power blocs, bartering advanced technologies for works of art, fauna and flora, the secret formula of Coca Cola, and other unique items.


  Most believed that the aliens were kindly and benevolent saviors, members of a loose alliance that had traced ancient broadcasts of I Love Lucy to their origin and arrived just in time to save the human species from the consequences of its monkey cleverness. But a vocal minority wanted nothing to do with them, doubting that their motives were in any way altruistic, elaborating all kinds of theories about their true motivations. We should choose to reject the help of the aliens, they said. We should reject easy fixes and the magic of advanced technologies we don’t understand, and choose the harder thing: to keep control of our own destiny.


  Julia Wittstruck had become a leading light in this movement. When its brief but fierce round of global protests and politicking had fallen apart in a mess of mutual recriminations and internecine warfare, she’d moved to Scotland and joined a group of green radicals who’d been building a self-sufficient settlement on a trio of ancient oil rigs in the Firth of Forth. But they’d become compromised too, according to Julia, so she’d left them and taken up with Lucas’s father (Lucas knew almost nothing about him—his mother said that the past was the past, that she was all that counted in his life because she had given birth to him and raised and taught him), and they’d lived the gypsy life for a few years until she’d split up with him and, pregnant with her son, had settled in a smallholding in Norfolk, living off the grid, supported by a small legacy left to her by one of her devoted supporters from the glory days of the anti-alien protests.


  When she’d first moved there, the coast had been more than ten kilometers to the east, but a steady rise in sea level had flooded the northern and eastern coasts of Britain and Europe. East Anglia had been sliced in two by levees built to protect precious farmland from the encroaching sea, and most people caught on the wrong side had taken resettlement grants and moved on. But Julia had stayed put. She’d paid a contractor to extend a small rise, all that was left of her smallholding, with rubble from a wrecked twentieth-century housing estate, and made her home on the resulting island. It had once been much larger, and a succession of people had camped there, attracted by her kudos, driven away after a few weeks or a few months by her scorn and impatience. Then most of Greenland’s remaining icecap collapsed into the Arctic Ocean, sending a surge of water across the North Sea.


  Lucas had only been six, but he still remembered everything about that day. The water had risen past the high tide mark that afternoon and had kept rising. At first it had been fun to mark the stealthy progress of the water with a series of sticks driven into the ground, but by evening it was clear that it was not going to stop anytime soon, and then in a sudden smooth rush it rose more than a hundred centimeters, flooding the vegetable plots and lapping at the timber baulks on which the caravan rested. All that evening, Julia had moved their possessions out of the caravan, with Lucas trotting to and fro at her heels, helping her as best he could until, some time after midnight, she’d given up and they’d fallen asleep under a tent rigged from chairs and a blanket. And had woken to discover that their island had shrunk to half its previous size, and the caravan had floated off and lay canted and half-drowned in muddy water Uttered with every kind of debris.


  Julia had bought a replacement caravan and set it on the highest point of what was left of the island, and despite ineffectual attempts to remove them by various local government officials, she and Lucas had stayed on. She’d taught him the basics of numeracy and literacy, and the long and intricate secret history of the world, and he’d learned field- and wood- and watercraft from their neighbors. He snared rabbits and mink in the woods that ran alongside the levee, foraged for hedgerow fruits and edible weeds and fungi, bagged squirrels with small stones shot from his catapult. He grubbed mussels from the rusting car-reef that protected the seaward side of the levee, set wicker traps for eels and trotlines for mitten crabs. He fished for mackerel and dogfish and weaverfish on the wide brown waters of the Flood. When he could, he worked shifts on the shrimp farm owned by Damian’s father, or on the market gardens, farms, and willow and bamboo plantations on the other side of the levee.


  In spring, he watched long vees of geese fly north above the floodwater that stretched out to the horizon. In autumn, he watched them fly south.


  He’d inherited a great deal of his mother’s restlessness and fierce independence, but although he longed to strike out beyond his little world, he didn’t know how to begin. And besides, he had to look after Julia. She would never admit it, but she depended on him, utterly.


  She said now, dismissing his offer to take her along, “You know I have too much to do here. The day is never long enough. There is something you can do for me, though. Take my phone with you.”


  “Damian says phones don’t work around the dragon.”


  “I’m sure it will work fine. Take some pictures of that thing. As many as you can. I’ll write up your story when you come back, and pictures will help attract traffic.”


  “Okay.”


  Lucas knew that there was no point in arguing. Besides, his mother’s phone was an ancient model that predated the Spasm: it lacked any kind of cloud connectivity and was as dumb as a box of rocks. As long as he only used it to take pictures, it wouldn’t compromise his idea of an off-the-grid adventure.


  His mother smiled. “ ‘ET go home.’ ”


  “ ‘ET go home’ ?”


  “We put that up everywhere, back in the day. We put it on the main runway of Luton Airport, in letters twenty meters tall. Also dug trenches in the shape of the words up on the South Downs and filled them with diesel fuel and set them alight. You could see it from space. Let the unhuman know that they were not welcome here. That we did not need them. Check the toolbox. I’m sure there’s a rattle can in there. Take it along, just in case.”


  “I’ll take my catapult, in case I spot any ducks. I’ll try to be back before it gets dark. If I don’t, there are MREs in the store cupboard. And I picked some tomatoes and carrots.”


  “ ‘ET go home,’ ” his mother said. “Don’t forget that. And be careful, in that little boat.”


  Lucas had started to build his sailboat late last summer, and had worked at it all through the winter. It was just four meters from bow to stem, its plywood hull glued with epoxy and braced with ribs shaped from branches of a young poplar tree that had fallen in the autumn gales. He’d used an adze and a homemade plane to fashion the mast and boom from the poplar’s trunk, knocked up the knees, gunwale, outboard support, and bow cap from oak, persuaded Ritchy, the shrimp farm’s foreman, to print off the cleats, oarlocks, bow eye and grommets for lacing the sails on the farm’s maker. Ritchy had given him some half-empty tins of blue paint and varnish to seal the hull, and he’d bought a set of secondhand laminate sails from the shipyard in Halvergate, and spliced the halyards and sheet from scrap lengths of rope.


  He loved his boat more than he was ready to admit to himself. That spring he’d tacked back and forth beyond the shrimp farm, had sailed north to along the coast to Halvergate and Acle, and south and west around Reedham Point as far as Brundall, and had crossed the channel of the river and navigated the mazy mudflats to Chedgrave. If the sea dragon was stuck where Damian said it was, he’d have to travel farther than ever before, navigating uncharted and ever-shifting sand and mud banks, dodging clippers and barge strings in the shipping channel. But Lucas reckoned he had the measure of his little boat now, and it was a fine day and a steady wind blowing from the west drove them straight along, with the jib cocked as far as it would go in the stay and the mainsail bellying full and the boat heeling sharply as it ploughed a white furrow in the light chop.


  At first, all Lucas had to do was sit in the stem with the tiller snug in his right armpit and the main sheet coiled loosely in his left hand, and keep a straight course north past the pens and catwalks of the shrimp farm. Damian sat beside him, leaning out to port to counterbalance the boat’s tilt, his left hand keeping the jib sheet taut, his right holding a plastic cup he would now and then use to scoop water from the bottom of the boat and fling in a sparkling arc that was caught and twisted by the wind.


  The sun stood high in a tall blue sky empty of cloud save for a thin rim at the horizon to the northeast. Fret, most likely, mist forming where moisture condensed out of air that had cooled as it passed over the sea. But the fret was kilometers away, and all around sunlight flashed from every wave top and burned on the white sails and beat down on the two boys. Damian’s face and bare torso shone with sunblock; although Lucas was about as dark as he got, he’d rubbed sunblock on his face too, and tied his straw hat under his chin and put on a shirt that flapped about his chest. The tiller juddered minutely and constantly as the boat slapped through an endless succession of catspaw waves and Lucas measured the flex of the sail by the tug of the sheet wrapped around his left hand, kept an eye on the foxtail streamer that flew from the top of the mast. Judging by landmarks on the levee that ran along the shore to port, they were making around fifteen kilometers per hour, about as fast as Lucas had ever gotten out of his boat, and he and Damian grinned at each other and squinted off into the glare of the sunstruck water, happy and exhilarated to be skimming across the face of the Flood, two bold adventurers off to confront a monster.


  “We’ll be there in an hour easy,” Damian said.


  “A bit less than two, maybe. As long as the fret stays where it is.”


  “The sun’ll burn it off.”


  “Hasn’t managed it yet.”


  “Don’t let your natural caution spoil a perfect day.”


  Lucas swung wide of a raft of bubbleweed that glistened like a slick of fresh blood in the sun. Some called it Martian weed, though it had nothing to do with any of the aliens; it was an engineered species designed to mop up nitrogen and phosphorous released by drowned farmland, prospering beyond all measure or control.


  Dead ahead, a long line of whitecaps marked the reef of the old railway embankment. Lucas swung the tiller into the wind and he and Damian ducked as the boom swung across and the boat gybed around. The sails slackened, then filled with wind again as the boat turned toward one of the gaps blown in the embankment, cutting so close to the buoy that marked it that Damian could reach out and slap the rusty steel plate of its flank as they went by. And then they were heading out across a broad reach, with the little town of Acle strung along a low promontory to port. A slateless church steeple stood up from the water like a skeletal lighthouse. The polished cross at its top burned like a flame in the sunlight. A file of old pylons stepped away, most canted at steep angles, the twiggy platforms of heron nests built in angles of their girder work, whitened everywhere with droppings. One of the few still standing straight had been colonized by fisherfolk, with shacks built from driftwood lashed to its struts and a wave-powered generator made from oil drums strung out beyond. Washing flew like festive flags inside the web of rusted steel, and a naked small child of indeterminate sex clung to the unshuttered doorway of a shack just above the waterline, pushing a tangle of hair from its eyes as it watched the little boat sail by.


  They passed small islands fringed with young mangrove trees; an engineered species that was rapidly spreading from areas in the south where they’d been planted to replace the levee. Lucas spotted a marsh harrier patrolling mudflats in the lee of one island, scrying for water voles and mitten crabs. They passed a long building sunk to the tops of its second-story windows in the flood, with brightly colored plastic bubbles pitched on its flat roof among the notched and spinning wheels of windmill generators, and small boats bobbing alongside. Someone standing at the edge of the roof waved to them, and Damian stood up and waved back and the boat shifted so that he had to catch at the jib leech and sit down hard.


  “You want us to capsize, go ahead,” Lucas told him.


  “There are worse places to be shipwrecked. You know they’re all married to each other over there.”


  “I heard.”


  “They like visitors too.”


  “I know you aren’t talking from experience or you’d have told me all about it. At least a dozen times.”


  “I met a couple of them in Halvergate. They said I should stop by some time,” Damian said, grinning sideways at Lucas. “We could maybe think about doing that on the way back.”


  “And get stripped of everything we own, and thrown in the water.”


  “You have a trusting nature, don’t you?”


  “If you mean, I’m not silly enough to think they’ll welcome us in and let us take our pick of their women, then I guess I do.”


  “She was awful pretty, the woman. And not much older than me.”


  “And the rest of them are seahags older than your great-grandmother.”


  “That one time with my father . . . She was easily twice my age and I didn’t mind a bit.”


  A couple of months ago, Damian’s sixteenth birthday, his father had taken him to a pub in Norwich where women stripped at the bar and afterward walked around bare naked, collecting tips from the customers. Damian’s father had paid one of them to look after his son, and Damian hadn’t stopped talking about it ever since, making plans to go back on his own or to take Lucas with him that so far hadn’t amounted to anything.


  Damian watched the half-drowned building dwindle into the glare striking off the water and said, “If we ever ran away we could live in a place like that.”


  “You could, maybe,” Lucas said. “I’d want to keep moving. But I suppose I could come back and visit now and then.”


  “I don’t mean that place. I mean a place like it. Must be plenty of them, on those alien worlds up in the sky. There’s oceans on one of them. First Foot.”


  “I know.”


  “And alien ruins on all of them. There are people walking about up there right now. On all those new worlds. And most people sit around like . . . like bloody stumps. Old tree stumps stuck in mud.”


  “I’m not counting on winning the ticket lottery,” Lucas said. “Sailing south, that would be pretty fine. To Africa, or Brazil, or these islands people are building in the Pacific. Or even all the way to Antarctica.”


  “Soon as you stepped ashore, L, you’d be eaten by a polar bear.”


  “Polar bears lived in the north when there were polar bears.”


  “Killer penguins then. Giant penguins with razors in their flippers and lasers for eyes.”


  “No such thing.”


  “The !Cha made sea dragons, didn’t they? So why not giant robot killer penguins? Your mother should look into it.”


  “That’s not funny.”


  “Didn’t mean anything by it. Just joking, is all.”


  “You go too far sometimes.”


  They sailed in silence for a little while, heading west across the deep-water channel. A clipper moved far off to starboard, cylinder sails spinning slowly, white as salt in the middle of a flat vastness that shimmered like shot silk under the hot blue sky. Some way beyond it, a tug was dragging a string of barges south. The shoreline of Thurne Point emerged from the heat haze, standing up from mud banks cut by a web of narrow channels, and they turned east, skirting stands of sea grass that spread out into the open water. It was a little colder now, and the wind was blowing more from the northwest than the west. Lucas thought that the bank of fret looked closer, too. When he pointed it out, Damian said it was still klicks and klicks off, and besides, they were headed straight to their prize now.


  “If it’s still there,” Lucas said.


  “It isn’t going anywhere, not with the tide all the way out.”


  “You really are an expert on this alien stuff, aren’t you?”


  “Just keep heading north, L.”


  “That’s exactly what I’m doing.”


  “I’m sorry about that crack about your mother. I didn’t mean anything by it. Okay?”


  “Okay.”


  “I like to kid around,” Damian said. “But I’m serious about getting out of here. Remember that time two years ago, we hiked into Norwich, found the army offices?”


  “I remember the sergeant there gave us cups of tea and biscuits and told us to come back when we were old enough.”


  “He’s still there. That sergeant. Same bloody biscuits, too.”


  “Wait. You went to join up without telling me?”


  “I went to find out if I could. After my birthday. Turns out the army takes people our age, but you need the permission of your parents. So that was that.”


  “You didn’t even try to talk to your father about it?”


  “He has me working for him, L. Why would he sign away good cheap labor? I did try, once. He was half-cut and in a good mood. What passes for a good mood as far as he’s concerned, any rate. Mellowed out on beer and superfine skunk. But he wouldn’t hear anything about it. And then he got all the way flat-out drunk and he beat on me. Told me to never mention it again.”


  Lucas looked over at his friend and said, “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”


  “I can join under my own signature when I’m eighteen, not before,” Damian said. “No way out of here until then, unless I run away or win the lottery.”


  “So are you thinking of running away?”


  “I’m damned sure not counting on winning the lottery. And even if I do, you have to be eighteen before they let you ship out. Just like the fucking army.” Damian looked at Lucas, looked away. “He’ll probably bash all kinds of shit out of me, for taking off like this.”


  “You can stay over tonight. He’ll be calmer, tomorrow.”


  Damian shook his head. “He’ll only come looking for me. And I don’t want to cause trouble for you and your mother.”


  “It wouldn’t be any trouble.”


  “Yeah, it would. But thanks anyway.” Damian paused, then said, “I don’t care what he does to me anymore. You know? All I think is, one day I’ll be able to beat up on him.”


  “You say that but you don’t mean it.”


  “Longer I stay here, the more I become like him.”


  “I don’t see it ever happening.”


  Damian shrugged.


  “I really don’t,” Lucas said.


  “Fuck him,” Damian said. “I’m not going to let him spoil this fine day.”


  “Our grand adventure.”


  “The wind’s changing again.”


  “I think the fret’s moving in, too.”


  “Maybe it is, a little. But we can’t turn back, L. Not now.”


  The bank of cloud across the horizon was about a klick away, reaching up so high that it blurred and dimmed the sun. The air was colder and the wind was shifting minute by minute. Damian put on his shirt, holding the jib sheet in his teeth as he punched his arms into the sleeves. They tacked to swing around a long reach of grass, and as they came about saw a white wall sitting across the water, dead ahead.


  Lucas pushed the tiller to leeward. The boat slowed at once and swung around to face the wind.


  “What’s the problem?” Damian said. “It’s just a bit of mist.”


  Lucas caught the boom as it swung, held it steady. “We’ll sit tight for a spell. See if the fret bums off.”


  “And meanwhile the tide’ll turn and lift off the fucking dragon.”


  “Not for a while.”


  “We’re almost there.”


  “You don’t like it, you can swim.”


  “I might.” Damian peered at the advancing fret. “Think the dragon has something to do with this?”


  “I think it’s just fret.”


  “Maybe it’s hiding from something looking for it. We’re drifting backward,” Damian said. “Is that part of your plan?”


  “We’re over the river channel, in the main current. Too deep for my anchor. See those dead trees at the edge of the grass? That’s where I’m aiming. We can sit it out there.”


  “I hear something,” Damian said.


  Lucas heard it too. The ripping roar of a motor driven at full speed, coming closer. He looked over his shoulder, saw a shadow condense inside the mist and gain shape and solidity: a cabin cruiser shouldering through windblown tendrils at the base of the bank of mist, driving straight down the main channel at full speed, its wake spreading wide on either side.


  In a moment of chill clarity Lucas saw what was going to happen. He shouted to Damian, telling him to duck, and let the boom go and shoved the tiller to starboard. The boom banged around as the sail bellied and the boat started to turn, but the cruiser was already on them, roaring past just ten meters away, and the broad smooth wave of its wake hit the boat broadside and lifted it and shoved it sideways toward a stand of dead trees. Lucas gave up any attempt to steer and unwound the main halyard from its cleat. Damian grabbed an oar and used it to push the boat away from the first of the trees, but their momentum swung them into two more. The wet black stump of a branch scraped along the side and the boat heeled and water poured in over the thwart. For a moment Lucas thought they would capsize; then something thumped into the mast and the boat sat up again. Shards of rotten wood dropped down with a dry clatter and they were suddenly still, caught among dead and half-drowned trees.


  The damage wasn’t as bad as it might have been—a rip close to the top of the jib, long splintery scrapes in the blue paintwork on the port side—but it kindled a black spark of anger in Lucas’s heart. At the cruiser’s criminal indifference; at his failure to evade trouble.


  “Unhook the halyard and let it down,” he told Damian. “We’ll have to do without the jib.”


  “Abode Two. That’s the name of the bugger nearly ran us down. Registered in Norwich. We should find him and get him to pay for this mess,” Damian said, as he folded the tom jib sail.


  “I wonder why he was going so damned fast.”


  “Maybe he went to take a look at the dragon, and something scared him off.”


  “Or maybe he just wanted to get out of the fret.” Lucas looked all around, judging angles and clearances. The trees stood close together in water scummed with every kind of debris, stark and white above the tide line, black and clad with mussels and barnacles below. He said, “Let’s try pushing backward. But be careful. I don’t want any more scrapes.”


  By the time they had freed themselves from the dead trees the fret had advanced around them. A cold streaming whiteness that moved just above the water, deepening in every direction.


  “Now we’re caught up in it, it’s as easy to go forward as to go back. So we might as well press on,” Lucas said.


  “That’s the spirit. Just don’t hit any more trees.”


  “I’ll do my best.”


  “Think we should put up the sail?”


  “There’s hardly any wind, and the tide’s still going out. We’ll just go with the current.”


  “Dragon weather,” Damian said.


  “Listen,” Lucas said.


  After a moment’s silence, Damian said, “Is it another boat?”


  “Thought I heard wings.”


  Lucas had taken out his catapult. He fitted a ball bearing in the center of its fat rubber band as he looked all around. There was a splash among the dead trees to starboard and he brought up the catapult and pulled back the rubber band as something dropped onto a dead branch. A heron, gray as a ghost, turning its head to look at him.


  Lucas lowered the catapult, and Damian whispered, “You could take that easy.”


  “I was hoping for a duck or two.”


  “Let me try a shot.”


  Lucas stuck the catapult in his belt. “You kill it, you eat it.”


  The heron straightened its crooked neck and rose up and opened its wings and with a lazy flap launched itself across the water, sailing past the stem of the boat and vanishing into the mist.


  “Ritchy cooked one once,” Damian said. “With about a ton of aniseed. Said it was how the Romans did them.”


  “How was it?”


  “Pretty fucking awful, you want to know the truth.”


  “Pass me one of the oars,” Lucas said. “We can row a while.”


  They rowed through mist into mist. The small noises they made seemed magnified, intimate. Now and again Lucas put his hand over the side and dipped up a palmful of water and tasted it. Telling Damian that fresh water was slow to mix with salt, so as long as it stayed sweet it meant they were in the old river channel and shouldn’t run into anything. Damian was skeptical, but shrugged when Lucas challenged him to come up with a better way of finding their way through the fret without stranding themselves on some mud bank.


  They’d been rowing for ten minutes or so when a long, low mournful note boomed out far ahead of them. It shivered Lucas to the marrow of his bones. He and Damian stopped rowing and looked at each other.


  “I’d say that was a foghorn, if I didn’t know what one sounded like,” Damian said.


  “Maybe it’s a boat. A big one.”


  “Or maybe you-know-what. Calling for its dragon-mummy.”


  “Or warning people away.”


  “I think it came from over there,” Damian said, pointing off to starboard.


  “I think so too. But it’s hard to be sure of anything in this stuff.”


  They rowed aslant the current. A dim and low palisade appeared, resolving into a bed of sea grass that spread along the edge of the old river channel. Lucas, believing that he knew where they were, felt a clear measure of relief. They sculled into a narrow cut that led through the grass. Tall stems bent and showered them with drops of condensed mist as they brushed past. Then they were out into open water on the far side. A beach loomed out of the mist and sand suddenly gripped and grated along the length of the little boat’s keel. Damian dropped his oar and vaulted over the side and splashed away, running up the beach and vanishing into granular whiteness. Lucas shipped his own oar and slid into knee-deep water and hauled the boat through purling ripples, then lifted from the bow the bucket filled with concrete he used as an anchor and dropped it onto hard wet sand, where it keeled sideways in a dint that immediately filled with water.


  He followed Damian’s footprints up the beach, climbed a low ridge grown over with marram grass, and descended to the other side of the sand bar. Boats lay at anchor in shallow water, their outlines blurred by mist. Two dayfishers with small wheelhouses at their bows. Several sailboats not much bigger than his. A cabin cruiser with trim white superstructure, much like the one that had almost run him down.


  A figure materialized out of the whiteness, a chubby boy of five or six in dungarees who ran right around Lucas, laughing, and chased away. He followed the boy toward a blurred eye of light far down the beach. Raised voices. Laughter. A metallic screeching. As he drew close, the blurred light condensed and separated into two sources: a bonfire burning above the tide line; a rack of spotlights mounted on a police speedboat anchored a dozen meters off the beach, long fingers of light lancing through mist and blurrily illuminating the long sleek shape stranded at the edge of the water.


  It was big, the sea dragon, easily fifteen meters from stem to stem and about three meters across at its waist, tapering to blunt and shovel-shaped points at either end, coated in close-fitting and darkly tinted scales. An alien machine, solid and obdurate. One of thousands spawned by sealed mother ships the UN had purchased from the !Cha.


  Lucas thought that it looked like a leech, or one of the parasitic flukes that lived in the bellies of sticklebacks. A big segmented shape, vaguely streamlined, helplessly prostrate. People stood here and there on the curve of its back. A couple of kids were whacking away at its flank with chunks of driftwood. A group of men and women stood at its nose, heads bowed as if in prayer. A woman was walking along its length, pointing a wand-like instrument at different places. A cluster of people were conferring among a scatter of toolboxes and a portable generator, and one of them stepped forward and applied an angle grinder to the dragon’s hide. There was a ragged screech and a fan of orange sparks sprayed out and the man stepped back and turned to his companions and shook his head. Beyond the dragon, dozens more people could be glimpsed through the blur of the fret: everyone from the little town of Martham must have walked out along the sand bar to see the marvel that had cast itself up at their doorstep.


  According to the UN, dragons cruised the oceans and swept up and digested the vast rafts of floating garbage that were part of the legacy of the wasteful oildependent world before the Spasm. According to rumors propagated on the stealth nets, a UN black lab had long ago cracked open a dragon and reverse-engineered its technology for fell purposes, or they were a cover for an alien plot to infiltrate Earth and construct secret bases in the ocean deeps, or to geoengineer the world in some radical and inimical fashion. And so on, and so on. One of his mother’s ongoing disputes was with the Midway Island Utopians, who were using modified dragons to sweep plastic particulates from the North Pacific Gyre and spin the polymer soup into construction materials: true Utopians shouldn’t use any kind of alien technology, according to her.


  Lucas remembered his mother’s request to take photos of the dragon and fished out her phone; when he switched it on, it emitted a lone and plaintive beep and its screen flashed and went dark. He switched it off, switched it on again. This time it did nothing. So it was true: the dragon was somehow suppressing electronic equipment. Lucas felt a shiver of apprehension, wondering what else it could do, wondering if it was watching him and everyone around it.


  As he pushed the dead phone into his pocket, someone called his name. Lucas turned, saw an old man dressed in a yellow slicker and a peaked corduroy cap bustling toward him. Bill Danvers, one of the people who tended the oyster beds east of Martham, asking him now if he’d come over with Grant Higgins.


  “I came in my own boat,” Lucas said.


  “You worked for Grant though,” Bill Danvers said, and held out a flat quarter-liter bottle.


  “Once upon a time. That’s kind, but I’ll pass.”


  “Vodka and ginger root. It’ll keep out the cold.” The old man unscrewed the cap and took a sip and held out the bottle again.


  Lucas shook his head.


  Bill Danvers took another sip and capped the bottle, saying, “You came over from Halvergate?”


  “A little south of Halvergate. Sailed all the way.” It felt good to say it.


  “People been coming in from every place, past couple of hours. Including those science boys you see trying to break into her. But I was here first. Followed the damn thing in after it went past me. I was fishing for pollack, and it went past like an island on the move. Like to have had me in the water, I was rocking so much. I fired up the outboard and swung around but I couldn’t keep pace with it. I saw it hit the bar, though. It didn’t slow down a bit, must have been traveling at twenty knots. I heard it,” Bill Danvers said, and clapped his hands. “Bang! It ran straight up, just like you see. When I caught up with it, it was wriggling like an eel. Trying to move forward, you know? And it did, for a little bit. And then it stuck, right where it is now. Must be something wrong with it, I reckon, or it wouldn’t have grounded itself. Maybe it’s dying, eh?”


  “Can they die, dragons?”


  “You live long enough, boy, you’ll know everything has its time. Even unnatural things like this. Those science people, they’ve been trying to cut into it all morning. They used a thermal lance, and some kind of fancy drill. Didn’t even scratch it. Now they’re trying this saw thing with a blade tougher than diamond. Or so they say. Whatever it is, it won’t do any good. Nothing on Earth can touch a dragon. Why’d you come all this way?”


  “Just to take a look.”


  “Long as that’s all you do I won’t have any quarrel with you. You might want to pay the fee now.”


  “Fee?”


  “Five pounds. Or five euros, if that’s what you use.”


  “I don’t have any money,” Lucas said.


  Bill Danvers studied him. “I was here first. Anyone says different they’re a goddamned liar. I’m the only one can legitimately claim salvage rights. The man what found the dragon,” he said, and turned and walked toward two women, starting to talk long before he reached them.


  Lucas went on down the beach. A man sat cross-legged on the sand, sketching on a paper pad with a stick of charcoal. A small group of women were chanting some kind of incantation and brushing the dragon’s flank with handfuls of ivy, and all down its length people stood close, touching its scales with the palms of their hands or leaning against it, peering into it, like penitents at a holy relic. Its scales were easily a meter across and each was a slightly different shape, six- or seven-sided, dark yet grainily translucent. Clumps of barnacles and knots of hair-like weed clung here and there.


  Lucas took a step into cold, ankle-deep water, and another. Reached out, the tips of his fingers tingling, and brushed the surface of one of the plates. It was the same temperature as the air and covered in small dimples, like hammered metal. He pressed the palm of his hand flat against it and felt a steady vibration, like touching the throat of a purring cat. A shiver shot through the marrow of him, a delicious mix of fear and exhilaration. Suppose his mother and her friends were right? Suppose there was an alien inside there? A Jackaroo or a !Cha riding inside the dragon because it was the only way, thanks to the agreement with the UN, they could visit the Earth. An actual alien lodged in the heart of the machine, watching everything going on around it, trapped and helpless, unable to call for help because it wasn’t supposed to be there.


  No one knew what any of the aliens looked like—whether they looked more or less like people, or were unimaginable monsters, or clouds of gas, or swift cool thoughts schooling inside some vast computer. They had shown themselves only as avatars, plastic man-shaped shells with the pleasant, bland but somehow creepy faces of old-fashioned shop dummies, and after the treaty had been negotiated only a few of those were left on Earth, at the UN headquarters in Geneva. Suppose, Lucas thought, the scientists broke in and pulled its passenger out. He imagined some kind of squid, saucer eyes and a clacking beak in a knot of thrashing tentacles, helpless in Earth’s gravity. Or suppose something came to rescue it? Not the UN, but an actual alien ship. His heart beat fast and strong at the thought.


  Walking a wide circle around the blunt, eyeless prow of the dragon, he found Damian on the other side, talking to a slender, dark-haired girl dressed in a shorts and a heavy sweater. She turned to look at Lucas as he walked up, and said to Damian, “Is this your friend?”


  “Lisbet was just telling me about the helicopter that crashed,” Damian said. “Its engine cut out when it got too close and it dropped straight into the sea. Her father helped to rescue the pilot.”


  “She broke her hip,” the girl, Lisbet, said. “She’s at our house now. I’m supposed to be looking after her, but Doctor Naja gave her something that put her to sleep.”


  “Lisbet’s father is the mayor,” Damian said. “He’s in charge of all this.”


  “He thinks he is,” the girl said, “but no one is really. Police and everyone arguing among themselves. Do you have a phone, Lucas? Mine doesn’t work. This is the best thing to ever happen here and I can’t even tell my friends about it.”


  “I could row you out to where your phone started working,” Damian said.


  “I don’t think so,” Lisbet said, with a coy little smile, twisting the toes of her bare right foot in the wet sand.


  Lucas had thought that she was around his and Damian’s age; now he realized that she was at least two years younger.


  “It’ll be absolutely safe,” Damian said. “Word of honor.”


  Lisbet shook her head. “I want to stick around here and see what happens next.”


  “That’s a good idea too,” Damian said. “We can sit up by the fire and keep warm. I can tell you all about our adventures. How we found our way through the mist. How we were nearly run down—”


  “I have to go and find my friends,” Lisbet said, and flashed a dazzling smile at Lucas and said that it was nice to meet him and turned away. Damian caught at her arm and Lucas stepped in and told him to let her go, and Lisbet smiled at Lucas again and walked off, bare feet leaving dainty prints in the wet sand.


  “Thanks for that,” Damian said.


  “She’s a kid. And she’s also the mayor’s daughter.”


  “So? We were just talking.”


  “So he could have you locked up if he wanted to. Me too.”


  “You don’t have to worry about that, do you? Because you scared her off,” Damian said.


  “She walked away because she wanted to,” Lucas said.


  He would have said more, would have asked Damian why they were arguing, but at that moment the dragon emitted its mournful wail. A great honking blare, more or less B-Flat, so loud it was like a physical force, shocking every square centimeter of Lucas’s body. He clapped his hands over his ears, but the sound was right inside the box of his skull, shivering deep in his chest and his bones. Damian had pressed his hands over his ears, too, and all along the dragon’s length people stepped back or ducked away. Then the noise abruptly cut off, and everyone stepped forward again. The women flailed even harder, their chant sounding muffled to Lucas; the dragon’s call had been so loud it had left a buzz in his ears, and he had to lean close to hear Damian say, “Isn’t this something?”


  “It’s definitely a dragon,” Lucas said, his voice sounding flat and mostly inside his head. “Are we done arguing?”


  “I didn’t realize we were,” Damian said. “Did you see those guys trying to cut it open?”


  “Around the other side? I was surprised the police are letting them do whatever it is they’re doing.”


  “Lisbet said they’re scientists from the marine labs at Swatham. They work for the government, just like the police. She said they think this is a plastic eater. It sucks up plastic and digests it, turns it into carbon dioxide and water.”


  “That’s what the UN wants people to think it does, anyhow.”


  “Sometimes you sound just like your mother.”


  “There you go again.”


  Damian put his hand on Lucas’s shoulder. “I’m just ragging on you. Come on, why don’t we go over by the fire and get warm?”


  “If you want to talk to that girl again, just say so.”


  “Now who’s spoiling for an argument? I thought we could get warm, find something to eat. People are selling stuff.”


  “I want to take a good close look at the dragon. That’s why we came here, isn’t it?”


  “You do that, and I’ll be right back.”


  “You get into trouble, you can find your own way home,” Lucas said, but Damian was already walking away, fading into the mist without once looking back.


  Lucas watched him fade away, expecting him to turn around. He didn’t.


  Irritated by the silly spat, Lucas drifted back around the dragon’s prow, watched the scientists attack with a jackhammer the joint between two large scales. They were putting everything they had into it, but didn’t seem to be getting anywhere. A gang of farmers from a collective arrived on two tractors that left neat tracks on the wet sand and put out the smell of frying oil, which reminded Lucas that he hadn’t eaten since breakfast. He was damned cold, too. He trudged up the sand and bought a cup of fish soup from a woman who poured it straight from the iron pot she hooked out of the edge of the big bonfire, handing him a crust of bread to go with it. Lucas sipped the scalding stuff and felt his blood warm, soaked up the last of the soup with the crust and dredged the plastic cup in the sand to clean it and handed it back to the woman. Plenty of people were standing around the fire, but there was no sign of Damian. Maybe he was chasing that girl. Maybe he’d been arrested. Most likely, he’d turn up with that stupid smile of his, shrugging off their argument, claiming he’d only been joking. The way he did.


  The skirts of the fret drifted apart and revealed the dim shapes of Martham’s buildings at the far end of the sand bar; then the fret closed up and the little town vanished. The dragon sounded its distress or alarm call again. In the ringing silence afterward a man said to no one in particular, with the satisfaction of someone who has discovered the solution to one of the universe’s perennial mysteries, “Twenty-eight minutes on the dot.”


  At last, there was the sound of an engine and a shadowy shape gained definition in the fret that hung offshore: a boxy, old-fashioned landing craft that drove past the police boat and beached in the shallows close to the dragon. Its bow door splashed down and soldiers trotted out and the police and several civilians and scientists went down the beach to meet them. After a brief discussion, one of the soldiers stepped forward and raised a bullhorn to his mouth and announced that for the sake of public safety a two-hundred-meter exclusion zone was going to be established.


  Several soldiers began to unload plastic crates. The rest chivvied the people around the dragon, ordering them to move back, driving them up the beach past the bonfire. Lucas spotted the old man, Bill Danvers, arguing with two soldiers. One suddenly grabbed the old man’s arm and spun him around and twisted something around his wrists; the other looked at Lucas as he came toward them, telling him to stay back or he’d be arrested too.


  “He’s my uncle,” Lucas said. “If you let him go I’ll make sure he doesn’t cause any more trouble.”


  “Your uncle?” The soldier wasn’t much older than Lucas, with cropped ginger hair and a ruddy complexion.


  “Yes, sir. He doesn’t mean any harm. He’s just upset, because no one cares that he was the first to find it.”


  “Like I said,” the old man said.


  The two soldiers looked at each other, and the ginger-haired one told Lucas, “You’re responsible for him. If he starts up again, you’ll both be sorry.”


  “I’ll look after him.”


  The soldier stared at Lucas for a moment, then flourished a small-bladed knife and cut the plasticuffs that bound the old man’s wrists and shoved him toward Lucas. “Stay out of our way, grandpa. All right?”


  “Sons of bitches,” Bill Danvers said, as the soldiers walked off. He raised his voice and called out, “I found it first. Someone owes me for that.”


  “I think everyone knows you saw it come ashore,” Lucas said. “But they’re in charge now.”


  “They’re going to blow it open,” a man said.


  He held a satchel in one hand and a folded chair in the other; when he shook the chair open and sat down Lucas recognized him: the man who’d been sitting at the head of the dragon, sketching it.


  “They can’t,” Bill Danvers said.


  “They’re going to try,” the man said.


  Lucas looked back at the dragon. Its streamlined shape dim in the streaming fret, the activity around its head (if that was its head) a vague shifting of shadows. Soldiers and scientists conferring in a tight knot. Then the police boat and the landing craft started their motors and reversed through the wash of the incoming tide, fading into the fret, and the scientists followed the soldiers up the beach, walking past the bonfire, and there was a stir and rustle among the people strung out along the ridge.


  “No damn right,” Bill Danvers said.


  The soldier with the bullhorn announced that there would be a small controlled explosion. A moment later, the dragon blared out its loud, long call and in the shocking silence afterward laughter broke out among the crowd on the ridge. The soldier with the bullhorn began to count backward from ten. Some of the crowd took up the chant. There was a brief silence at zero, and then a red light flared at the base of the dragon’s midpoint and a flat crack rolled out across the ridge and was swallowed by the mist. People whistled and clapped, and Bill Danvers stepped around Lucas and ran down the slope toward the dragon. Falling to his knees and getting up and running on as soldiers chased after him, closing in from either side.


  People cheered and hooted, and some ran after Bill Danvers, young men mostly, leaping down the slope and swarming across the beach. Lucas saw Damian among the runners and chased after him, heart pounding, flooded with a heedless exhilaration. Soldiers blocked random individuals, catching hold of them or knocking them down as others dodged past. Lucas heard the clatter of the bullhorn but couldn’t make out any words, and then there was a terrific flare of white light and a hot wind struck him so hard he lost his balance and fell to his knees.


  The dragon had split in half and things were glowing with hot light inside and the waves breaking around its rear hissed and exploded into steam. A terrific heat scorched Lucas’s face. He pushed to his feet. All around, people were picking themselves up and soldiers were moving among them, shoving them away from the dragon. Some complied; others stood, squinting into the light that beat out of the broken dragon, blindingly bright waves and wings of white light flapping across the beach, burning away the mist.


  Blinking back tears and blocky afterimages, Lucas saw two soldiers dragging Bill Danvers away from the dragon. The old man hung limp and helpless in their grasp, splayed feet farrowing the sand. His head was bloody, something sticking out of it at an angle.


  Lucas started toward them, and there was another flare that left him stunned and half-blind. Things fell all around and a translucent shard suddenly jutted up by his foot. The two soldiers had dropped Bill Danvers. Lucas stepped toward him, picking his way through a field of debris, and saw that he was beyond help. His head had been knocked out of shape by the shard that stuck in his temple, and blood was soaking into the sand around it.


  The dragon had completely broken apart now. Incandescent stuff dripped and hissed into steaming water and the burning light was growing brighter.


  Like almost everyone else, Lucas turned and ran. Heat clawed at his back as he slogged to the top of the ridge. He saw Damian sitting on the sand, right hand clamped on the upper part of his left arm, and he jogged over and helped his friend up. Leaning against each other, they stumbled across the ridge. Small fires crackled here and there, where hot debris had kindled clumps of marram grass. Everything was drenched in a pulsing diamond brilliance. They went down the slope of the far side, angling toward the little blue boat, splashing into the water that had risen around it. Damian clambered unhandily over thwart and Lucas hauled up the concrete-filled bucket and boosted it over the side, then put his shoulder to the boat’s prow and shoved it into the low breakers and tumbled in.


  The boat drifted sideways on the rising tide as Lucas hauled up the sail. Dragonlight beat beyond the crest of the sand bar, brighter than the sun. Lucas heeled his little boat into the wind, ploughing through stands of sea grass into the channel beyond, chasing after the small fleet fleeing the scene. Damian sat in the bottom of the boat, hunched into himself, his back against the stem of the mast. Lucas asked him if he was okay; he opened his fingers to show a translucent spike embedded in the meat of his biceps. It was about the size of his little finger.


  “Dumb bad luck,” he said, his voice tight and wincing.


  “I’ll fix you up,” Lucas said, but Damian shook his head.


  “Just keep going. I think—”


  Everything went white for a moment. Lucas ducked down and wrapped his arms around his head and for a moment saw shadowy bones through red curtains of flesh. When he dared look around, he saw a narrow column of pure white light rising straight up, seeming to lean over as it climbed into the sky, aimed at the very apex of heaven.


  A hot wind struck the boat and filled the sail, and Lucas sat up and grabbed the tiller and the sheet as the boat crabbed sideways. By the time he had it under control again the column of light had dimmed, fading inside drifting curtains of fret, rooted in a pale fire flickering beyond the sandbar.


  Damian’s father, Jason Playne, paid Lucas and his mother a visit the next morning. A burly man in his late forties with a shaven head and a blunt and forthright manner, dressed in work boots and denim overalls, he made the caravan seem small and frail. Standing over Juha’s bed, telling her that he would like to ask Lucas about the scrape he and his Damian had gotten into.


  “Ask away,” Julia said. She was propped among her pillows, her gaze bright and amused. Her tablet lay beside her, images and blocks of text glimmering above it.


  Jason Playne looked at her from beneath the thick hedge of his eyebrows. A strong odor of saltwater and sweated booze clung to him. He said, “I was hoping for a private word.”


  “My son and I have no secrets.”


  “This is about my son,” Jason Playne said.


  “They didn’t do anything wrong, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Julia said.


  Lucas felt a knot of embarrassment and anger in his chest. He said, “I’m right here.”


  “Well, you didn’t,” his mother said.


  Jason Playne looked at Lucas. “How did Damian get hurt?”


  “He fell and cut himself,” Lucas said, as steadily as he could. That was what he and Damian had agreed to say, as they’d sailed back home with their prize. Lucas had pulled the shard of dragon stuff from Damian’s arm and staunched the bleeding with a bandage made from a strip ripped from the hem of Damian’s shirt. There hadn’t been much blood; the hot sliver had more or less cauterized the wound.


  Jason Playne said, “He fell.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Are you sure? Because I reckon that cut in my son’s arm was done by a knife. I reckon he got himself in some kind of fight.”


  Julia said, “That sounds more like an accusation than a question.”


  Lucas said, “We didn’t get into a fight with anyone.”


  Jason Playne said, “Are you certain that Damian didn’t steal something?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Which was the truth, as far as it went.


  “Because if he did steal something, if he still has it, he’s in a lot of trouble. You too.”


  “I like to think my son knows a little more about alien stuff than most,” Julia said.


  “I don’t mean fairy stories,” Jason Playne said. “I’m talking about the army ordering people to give back anything to do with that dragon thing. You stole something and you don’t give it back and they find out? They’ll arrest you. And if you try to sell it? Well, I can tell you for a fact that the people in that trade are mad and bad. I should know. I’ve met one or two of them in my time.”


  “I’m sure Lucas will take that to heart,” Julia said.


  And that was that, except after Jason Playne had gone she told Lucas that he’d been right about one thing: the people who tried to reverse-engineer alien technology were dangerous and should at all costs be avoided. “If I happened to come into possession of anything like that,” she said, “I would get rid of it at once. Before anyone found out.”


  But Lucas couldn’t get rid of the shard because he’d promised Damian that he’d keep it safe until they could figure out what to do with it. He spent the next two days in a haze of guilt and indecision, struggling with the temptation to check that the thing was safe in its hiding place, wondering what Damian’s father knew, wondering what his mother knew, wondering if he should sail out to a deep part of the Flood and throw it into the water, until at last Damian came over to the island.


  It was early in the evening, just after sunset. Lucas was watering the vegetable garden when Damian called to him from the shadows inside a clump of buddleia bushes. Smiling at Lucas, saying, “If you think I look bad, you should see him.”


  “I can’t think he could look much worse.”


  “I got in a few licks,” Damian said. His upper lip was split and both his eyes were blackened and there was a discolored knot on the hinge of his jaw.


  “He came here,” Lucas said. “Gave me and Julia a hard time.”


  “How much does she know?”


  “I told her what happened.”


  “Everything?”


  There was an edge in Damian’s voice.


  “Except about how you were hit with the shard,” Lucas said.


  “Oh. Your mother’s cool, you know? I wish . . .”


  When it was clear that his friend wasn’t going to finish his thought, Lucas said, “Is it okay? You coming here so soon.”


  “Oh, Dad’s over at Halvergate on what he calls business. Don’t worry about him. Did you keep it safe?”


  “I said I would.”


  “Why I’m here, L, I think I might have a line on someone who wants to buy our little treasure.”


  “Your father said we should keep away from people like that.”


  “He would.”


  “Julia thinks so too.”


  “If you don’t want anything to do with it, just say so. Tell me where it is, and I’ll take care of everything.”


  “Right.”


  “So is it here, or do we have to go somewhere?”


  “I’ll show you,” Lucas said, and led his friend through the buddleias and along the low ridge to the northern end of the tiny island where an apple tree stood, hunched and gnarled and mostly dead, crippled by years of salt spray and saltwater seep. Lucas knelt and pulled up a hinge of turf and took out a small bundle of oilcloth. As he unwrapped it, Damian dropped to his knees beside him and reached out and touched an edge of the shard.


  “Is it dead?”


  “It wasn’t ever alive,” Lucas said.


  “You know what I mean. What did you do to it?”


  “Nothing. It just turned itself off.”


  When Lucas had pulled the shard from Damian’s arm, its translucence had been veined with a network of shimmering threads. Now it was a dull reddish black, like an old scab.


  “Maybe it uses sunlight, like phones,” Damian said.


  “I thought of that, but I also thought it would be best to keep it hidden.”


  “It still has to be worth something,” Damian said, and began to fold the oilcloth around the shard.


  Lucas was gripped by a sudden apprehension, as if he was falling while kneeling there in the dark. He said, “We don’t have to do this right now.”


  “Yes we do. I do.”


  “Your father—he isn’t in Halvergate, is he?”


  Damian looked straight at Lucas. “I didn’t kill him, if that’s what you’re worried about. He tried to knock me down when I went to leave, but I knocked him down instead. Pounded on him good. Put him down and put him out. Tied him up too, to give me some time to get away.”


  “He’ll come after you.”


  “Remember when we were kids? We used to lie up here, in summer. We’d look up at the stars and talk about what it would be like to go to one of the worlds the Jackaroo gave us. Well, I plan to find out. The UN lets you buy tickets off lottery winners who don’t want to go. It’s legal and everything. All you need is money. I reckon this will give us a good start.”


  “You know I can’t come with you.”


  “If you want your share, you’ll have to come to Norwich. Because there’s no way I’m coming back here,” Damian said, and stood with a smooth, swift motion.


  Lucas stood too. They were standing toe to toe under the apple tree, the island and the Flood around it quiet and dark. As if they were the last people on Earth.


  “Don’t try to stop me,” Damian said. “My father tried, and I fucked him up good and proper.”


  “Let’s talk about this.”


  “There’s nothing to talk about,” Damian said. “It is what it is.”


  He tried to step past Lucas, and Lucas grabbed at his arm and Damian swung him around and lifted him off his feet and ran him against the trunk of the tree. Lucas tried to wrench free but Damian bore down with unexpected strength, pressing him against rough bark, leaning into him. Pinpricks of light in the dark wells of his eyes. His voice soft and hoarse in Lucas’s ear, his breath hot against Lucas’s cheek.


  “You always used to be able to beat me, L. At running, swimming, you name it. Not any more. I’ve changed. Want to know why?”


  “We don’t have to fight about this.”


  “No, we don’t,” Damian said, and let Lucas go and stepped back.


  Lucas pushed away from the tree, a little unsteady on his feet. “What’s got into you?”


  Damian laughed. “That’s good, that is. Can’t you guess?”


  “You need the money because you’re running away. All right, you can have my share, if that’s what you want. But it won’t get you very far.”


  “Not by itself. But like I said, I’ve changed. Look,” Damian said, and yanked up the sleeve of his shirt, showing the place on his upper arm where the shard had punched into him.


  There was only a trace of a scar, pink and smooth. Damian pulled the skin taut, and Lucas saw the outline of a kind of ridged or fibrous sheath underneath.


  “It grew,” Damian said.


  “Jesus.”


  “I’m stronger. And faster, too. I feel, I don’t know. Better than I ever have. Like I could run all the way around the world without stopping, if I had to.”


  “What if it doesn’t stop growing? You should see a doctor, D. Seriously.”


  “I’m going to. The kind that can make money for me, from what happened. You still think that little bit of dragon isn’t worth anything? It changed me. It could change anyone. I really don’t want to fight,” Damian said, “but I will if you get in my way. Because there’s no way I’m stopping here. If I do, my dad will come after me. And if he does, I’ll have to kill him. And I know I can.”


  The two friends stared at each other in the failing light. Lucas was the first to look away.


  “You can come with me,” Damian said. “To Norwich. Then wherever we want to go. To infinity and beyond. Think about it. You still got my phone?”


  “Do you want it back? It’s in the caravan.”


  “Keep it. I’ll call you. Tell you where to meet up. Come or don’t come, it’s up to you.”


  And then he ran, crashing through the buddleia bushes that grew along the slope of the ridge. Lucas went after him, but by the time he reached the edge of the water, Damian had started the motor of the boat he’d stolen from his father’s shrimp farm, and was dwindling away into the thickening twilight.


  The next day, Lucas was out on the Flood, checking baited cages he’d set for eels, when an inflatable pulled away from the shrimp farm and drew a curving line of white across the water, hooking toward him. Jason Playne sat in the inflatable’s stem, cutting the motor and drifting neatly alongside Lucas’s boat and catching hold of the thwart. His left wrist was bandaged and he wore a baseball cap pulled low over sunglasses that darkly reflected Lucas and Lucas’s boat and the waterscape all around. He asked without greeting or preamble where Damian was, and Lucas said that he didn’t know.


  “You saw him last night. Don’t lie. What did he tell you?”


  “That he was going away. That he wanted me to go with him.”


  “But you didn’t.”


  “Well, no. I’m still here.”


  “Don’t try to be clever, boy.” Jason Playne stared at Lucas for a long moment, then sighed and took off his baseball cap and ran the palm of his hand over his shaven head. “I talked to your mother. I know he isn’t with you. But he could be somewhere close by. In the woods, maybe. Camping out like you two used to do when you were smaller.”


  “All I know is that he’s gone, Mr. Payne. Far away from here.”


  Jason Playne’s smile didn’t quite work. “You’re his friend, Lucas. I know you want to do the right thing by him. As friends should. So maybe you can tell him, if you see him, that I’m not angry. That he should come home and it won’t be a problem. You could also tell him to be careful. And you should be careful, too. I think you know what I mean. It could get you both into a lot of trouble if you talk to the wrong people. Or even if you talk to the right people. You think about that,” Jason Playne said, and pushed away from Lucas’s boat and opened the throttle of his inflatable’s motor and zoomed away, bouncing over the slight swell, dwindling into the glare of the sun off the water.


  Lucas went back to hauling up the cages, telling himself that he was glad that Damian was gone, that he’d escaped. When he’d finished, he took up the oars and began to row toward the island, back to his mother, and the little circle of his life.


  Damian didn’t call that day, or the next, or the day after that. Lucas was angry at first, then heartsick, convinced that Damian was in trouble. That he’d squandered or lost the money he’d made from selling the shard, or that he’d been cheated, or worse. After a week, Lucas sailed to Norwich and spent half a day tramping around the city in a futile attempt to find his friend. Jason Playne didn’t trouble him again, but several times Lucas spotted him standing at the end of the shrimp farm’s chain of tanks, studying the island.


  September’s Indian summer broke in a squall of storms. It rained every day. Hard, cold rain blowing in swaying curtains across the face of the waters. Endless racks of low clouds driving eastward. Atlantic weather. The Flood was muddier and less salty than usual. The eel traps stayed empty and storm surges drove the mackerel shoals and other fish into deep water. Lucas harvested everything he could from the vegetable garden, and from the ancient pear tree and wild, forgotten hedgerows in the ribbon of woods behind the levee, counted and recounted the store of cans and MREs. He set rabbit snares in the woods, and spent hours tracking squirrels from tree to tree, waiting for a moment when he could take a shot with his catapult. He caught sticklebacks in the weedy tide pools that fringed the broken brickwork shore of the island and used them to bait trotlines for crabs, and if he failed to catch any squirrels or crabs he collected mussels from the car reef at the foot of the levee.


  It rained through the rest of September and on into October. Julia developed a racking and persistent cough. She enabled the long-disused keyboard function of her tablet and typed her essays, opinion pieces and journal entries instead of giving them straight to camera. She was helping settlers on the Antarctic Peninsula to petition the International Court in Johannesburg to grant them statehood, so that they could prevent exploitation of oil and mineral reserves by multinationals. She was arguing with the Midway Island Utopians about whether or not the sea dragons they were using to harvest plastic particulates were also sucking up precious phytoplankton, and destabilizing the oceanic ecosystem. And so on, and so forth.


  The witchwoman visited and treated her with infusions and poultices, but the cough grew worse and because they had no money for medicine, Lucas tried to find work at the algae farm at Halvergate. Every morning, he set out before dawn and stood at the gates in a crowd of men and women as one of the supervisors pointed to this or that person and told them to step forward, told the rest to come back and try their luck tomorrow. After his fifth unsuccessful cattle call, Lucas was walking along the shoulder of the road toward town and the jetty where his boat was tied up when a battered van pulled up beside him and the driver called to him. It was Ritchy, the stoop-shouldered one-eyed foreman of the shrimp farm. Saying, “Need a lift, lad?”


  “You can tell him there’s no point in following me because I don’t have any idea where Damian is,” Lucas said, and kept walking.


  “He doesn’t know I’m here.” Ritchy leaned at the window, edging the van along, matching Lucas’s pace. Its tires left wakes in the flooded road. Rain danced on its roof. “I got some news about Damian. Hop in. I know a place does a good breakfast, and you look like you could use some food.”


  They drove past patchworks of shallow lagoons behind mesh fences, past the steel tanks and piping of the cracking plant that turned algal lipids into biofuel. Ritchy talked about the goddamned weather, asked Lucas how his boat was handling, asked after his mother, said he was sorry to hear that she was ill and maybe he should pay a visit, he always liked talking to her because she made you look at things in a different way, a stream of inconsequential chatter he kept up all the way to the cafe.


  It was in one corner of a layby where two lines of trucks were parked nose to tail. A pair of shipping containers welded together and painted bright pink. Red and white-checkered curtains behind windows cut in the ribbed walls. Formica tables and plastic chairs crowded inside, all occupied and a line of people waiting, but Ritchy knew the Portuguese family who ran the place and he and Lucas were given a small table in the back, between a fridge and the service counter, and without asking were served mugs of strong tea, and shrimp and green pepper omelets with baked beans and chips.


  “You know what I miss most?” Ritchy said. “Pigs. Bacon and sausage. Ham. They say the Germans are trying to clone flu-resistant pigs. If they are, I hope they get a move on. Eat up, lad. You’ll feel better with something inside you.”


  “You said you had some news about Damian. Where is he? Is he all right?”


  Ritchy squinted at Lucas. His left eye, the one that had been lost when he’d been a soldier, glimmered blankly. It had been grown from a sliver of tooth and didn’t have much in the way of resolution, but allowed him to see both infrared and ultraviolet light.


  He said, “Know what collateral damage is?”


  Fear hollowed Lucas’s stomach. “Damian is in trouble, isn’t he? What happened?”


  “Used to be, long ago, wars were fought on a battlefield chosen by both sides. Two armies meeting by appointment. Squaring up to each other. Slogging it out. Then wars became so big the countries fighting them became one huge battlefield. Civilians found themselves on the front line. Or rather, there was no front line. Total war, they called it. And then you got wars that weren’t wars. Asymmetrical wars. Net-wars. Where war gets mixed up with crime and terrorism. Your mother was on the edge of a netwar at one time. Against the Jackaroo and those others. Still thinks she’s fighting it, although it long ago evolved into something else. There aren’t any armies or battlefields in a netwar. Just a series of nodes in distributed organization. Collateral damage,” Ritchy said, forking omelet into his mouth, “is the inevitable consequence of taking out one of those nodes, because all of them are embedded inside ordinary society. It could be a flat in an apartment block in a city. Or a little island where someone thinks something useful is hidden.”


  “I don’t—”


  “You don’t know anything,” Ritchy said. “I believe you. Damian ran off with whatever it was you two found or stole, and left you in the lurch. But the people Damian got himself involved with don’t know you don’t know. That’s why we’ve been looking out for you. Making sure you and your mother don’t become collateral damage.”


  “Wait. What people? What did Damian do?”


  “I’m trying to tell you, only it’s harder than I thought it would be.” Ritchy set his knife and fork together on his plate and said, “Maybe telling it straight is the best way. The day after Damian left, he tried to do some business with some people in Norwich. Bad people. The lad wanted to sell them a fragment of that dragon that stranded itself, but they decided to take it from him without paying. There was a scuffle and the lad got away and left a man with a bad knife wound. He died from it, a few weeks later. Those are the kind of people who look after their own, if you know what I mean. Anyone involved in that trade is bad news in one way or another. Jason had to pay them off, or else they would have come after him. An eye for an eye,” Ritchy said, and tapped his blank eye with his little finger.


  “What happened to Damian?”


  “This is the hard part. After his trouble in Norwich, the lad called his father. He was drunk, ranting. Boasting how he was going to make all kinds of money. I managed to put a demon on his message, ran it back to a cell in Gravesend. Jason went up there, and that’s when . . . Well, there’s no other way of saying it. That’s when he found out that Damian had been killed.”


  The shock was a jolt and a falling away. And then Lucas was back inside himself, hunched in his damp jeans and sweater in the clatter and bustle of the cafe, with the fridge humming next to him. Ritchy tore off the tops of four straws of sugar and poured them into Lucas’s tea and stirred it and folded Lucas’s hand around the mug and told him to drink.


  Lucas sipped hot sweet tea and felt a little better.


  “Always thought,” Ritchy said, “that of the two of you, you were the best and brightest.”


  Lucas saw his friend in his mind’s eye and felt cold and strange, knowing he’d never see him, never talk to him again.


  Ritchy said, “The police got in touch yesterday. They found Damian’s body in the river. They think he fell into the hands of one of the gangs that trade in offworld stuff.”


  Lucas suddenly understood something and said, “They wanted what was growing inside him. The people who killed him.”


  He told Ritchy about the shard that had hit Damian in the arm. How they’d pulled it out. How it had infected Damian.


  “He had a kind of patch around the cut, under his skin. He said it was making him stronger.”


  Lucas saw his friend again, wild-eyed in the dusk, under the apple tree.


  “That’s what he thought. But that kind of thing, well, if he hadn’t been murdered he would most likely have died from it.”


  “Do you know who did it?”


  Ritchy shook his head. “The police are making what they like to call inquiries. They’ll probably want to talk to you soon enough.”


  “Thank you. For telling me.”


  “I remember the world before the Jackaroo came,” Ritchy said. “Them, and the others after them. It was in a bad way, but at least you knew where you were. If you happen to have any more of that stuff, lad, throw it in the Flood. And don’t mark the spot.”


  Two detectives came to Gravesend to interview Lucas. He told them everything he knew. Julia said that he shouldn’t blame himself, said that Damian had made a choice and it had been a bad choice. But Lucas carried the guilt around with him anyway. He should have done more to help Damian. He should have thrown the shard away. Or found him after they’d had the stupid argument over that girl. Or refused to take him out to see the damn dragon in the first place.


  A week passed. Two. There was no funeral because the police would not release Damian’s body. According to them, it was still undergoing forensic tests. Julia, who was tracking rumors about the murder and its investigation on the stealth nets, said it had probably been taken to some clandestine research lab, and she and Lucas had a falling out over it.


  One day, returning home after checking the snares he’d set, Lucas climbed to the top of the levee and saw two men waiting beside his boat. Both were dressed in brand-new camo gear, one with a beard, the other with a shaven head and rings flashing in one ear. They started up the slope toward him, calling his name, and he turned tail and ran, cutting across a stretch of sour land gone to weeds and pioneer saplings, plunging into the stands of bracken at the edge of the woods, pausing, seeing the two men chasing toward him, turning and running on.


  He knew every part of the woods, and quickly found a hiding place under the slanted trunk of a fallen sycamore grown over with moss and ferns, breathing quick and hard in the cold air. Rain pattered all around. Droplets of water spangled bare black twigs. The deep odor of wet wood and wet earth.


  A magpie chattered, close by. Lucas set a ball bearing in the cup of his catapult and cut toward the sound, moving easily and quietly, freezing when he saw a twitch of movement between the wet tree trunks ahead. It was the bearded man, the camo circuit of his gear magicking him into a fairytale creature got up from wet bark and mud. He was talking into a phone headset in a language full of harsh vowels. Turning as Lucas stepped toward him, his smile white inside his beard, saying that there was no need to run away, he only wanted to talk.


  “What is that you have, kid?”


  “A catapult. I’ll use it if I have to.”


  “What do you use it for? Hunting rabbits? I’m no rabbit.”


  “Who are you?”


  “Police. I have ID,” the man said, and before Lucas could say anything his hand went into the pocket of his camo trousers and came out with a pistol.


  Lucas had made his catapult himself from a yoke of springy poplar and a length of vatgrown rubber with the composition and tensile strength of the hinge inside a mussel shell. As the man brought up the pistol Lucas pulled back the band of rubber and let the ball bearing fly. He did it quickly and without thought, firing from the hip, and the ball bearing went exactly where he meant it to go. It smacked into the knuckles of the man’s hand with a hard pop and the man yelped and dropped the pistol, and then he sat down hard and clapped his good hand to his knee, because Lucas’s second shot had struck the soft part under the cap.


  Lucas stepped up and kicked the pistol away and stepped back, a third ball bearing cupped in the catapult. The man glared at him, wincing with pain, and said something in his harsh language.


  “Who sent you?” Lucas said.


  His heart was racing, but his thoughts were cool and clear.


  “Tell me where it is,” the man said, “and we leave you alone. Your mother too.”


  “My mother doesn’t have anything to do with this.”


  Lucas was watching the man and listening to someone moving through the wet wood, coming closer.


  “She is in it, nevertheless,” the man said. He tried to push to his feet but his wounded knee gave way and he cried out and sat down again. He’d bitten his lip bloody and sweat beaded his forehead.


  “Stay still, or the next one hits you between the eyes,” Lucas said. He heard a quaver in his voice and knew from the way the man looked at him that he’d heard it too.


  “Go now, and fetch the stuff. And don’t tell me you don’t know what I mean. Fetch it and bring it here. That’s the only offer you get,” the man said. “And the only time I make it.”


  A twig snapped softly and Lucas turned, ready to let the ball bearing fly, but it was Damian’s father who stepped around a dark green holly bush, saying, “You can leave this one to me.”


  At once Lucas understood what had happened. Within his cool clear envelope he could see everything: how it all connected.


  “You set me up,” he said.


  “I needed to draw them out,” Jason Playne said. He was dressed in jeans and an old-fashioned woodland camo jacket, and he was cradling a cut-down double-barreled shotgun.


  “You let them know where I was. You told them I had more of the dragon stuff.”


  The man sitting on the ground was looking at them. “This does not end here,” he said.


  “I have you, and I have your friend. And you’re going to pay for what you did to my son,” Jason Playne said, and put a whistle to his lips and blew, two short notes. Off in the dark rainy woods another whistle answered.


  The man said, “Idiot small time businessman. You don’t know us. What we can do. Hurt me and we hurt you back ten-fold.”


  Jason Playne ignored him, and told Lucas that he could go.


  “Why did you let them chase me? You could have caught them while they were waiting by my boat. Did you want them to hurt me?”


  “I knew you’d lead them a good old chase. And you did. So, all’s well that ends well, eh?” Jason Playne said. “Think of it as payback. For what happened to Damian.”


  Lucas felt a bubble of anger swelling in his chest. “You can’t forgive me for what I didn’t do.”


  “It’s what you didn’t do that caused all the trouble.”


  “It wasn’t me. It was you. It was you who made him run away. It wasn’t just the beatings. It was the thought that if he stayed here he’d become just like you.”


  Jason Playne turned toward Lucas, his face congested. “Go. Right now.”


  The bearded man drew a knife from his boot and flicked it open and pushed up with his good leg, throwing himself toward Jason Playne, and Lucas stretched the band of his catapult and let fly. The ball bearing struck the bearded man in the temple with a hollow sound and the man fell flat on his face. His temple was dented and blood came out of his nose and mouth and he thrashed and trembled and subsided.


  Rain pattered down all around, like faint applause.


  Then Jason Playne stepped toward the man and kicked him in the chin with the point of his boot. The man rolled over on the wet leaves, arms flopping wide.


  “I reckon you killed him,” Jason Playne said.


  “I didn’t mean—”


  “Lucky for you there are two of them. The other will tell me what I need to know. You go now, boy. Go!”


  Lucas turned and ran.


  He didn’t tell his mother about it. He hoped that Jason Playne would find out who had killed Damian and tell the police and the killers would answer for what they had done, and that would be an end to it.


  That wasn’t what happened.


  The next day, a motor launch came over to the island, carrying police armed with machine-guns and the detectives investigating Damian’s death, who arrested Lucas for involvement in two suspicious deaths and conspiracy to kidnap or murder other persons unknown. It seemed that one of the men that Jason Playne had hired to help him get justice for the death of his son had been a police informant.


  Lucas was held in remand in Norwich for three months. Julia was too ill to visit him, but they talked on the phone and she sent messages via Ritchy, who’d been arrested along with every other worker on the shrimp farm, but released on bail after the police were unable to prove that he had anything to do with Jason Playne’s scheme.


  It was Ritchy who told Lucas that his mother had cancer that had started in her throat and spread elsewhere, and that she had refused treatment. Lucas was taken to see her two weeks later, handcuffed to a prison warden. She was lying in a hospital bed, looking shrunken and horribly vulnerable. Her dreadlocks bundled in a blue scarf. Her hand so cold when he took it in his. The skin loose on frail bones.


  She had refused to agree to monoclonal antibody treatment that would shrink the tumors and remove cancer cells from her bloodstream, and had also refused food and water. The doctors couldn’t intervene because a clause in her living will gave her the right to choose death instead of treatment. She told Lucas this in a hoarse whisper. Her lips were cracked and her breath foul, but her gaze was strong and insistent.


  “Do the right thing even when it’s the hardest thing,” she said.


  She died four days later. Her ashes were scattered in the rose garden of the municipal crematorium. Lucas stood in the rain between two wardens as the curate recited the prayer for the dead. The curate asked him if he wanted to scatter the ashes and he threw them out across the wet grass and dripping rose bushes with a flick of his wrist. Like casting a line across the water.


  He was sentenced to five years for manslaughter, reduced to eighteen months for time served on remand and for good behavior. He was released early in September. He’d been given a ticket for the bus to Norwich, and a voucher good for a week’s stay in a halfway house, but he set off in the opposite direction, on foot. Walking south and east across country. Following back roads. Skirting the edges of sugar beet fields and bamboo plantations. Ducking into ditches or hedgerows whenever he heard a vehicle approaching. Navigating by the moon and the stars.


  Once, a fox loped across his path.


  Once, he passed a depot lit up in the night, robots shunting between a loading dock and a road-train.


  By dawn he was making his way through the woods along the edge of the levee. He kept taking steps that weren’t there. Several times he sat on his haunches and rested for a minute before pushing up and going on. At last, he struck the gravel track that led to the shrimp farm, and twenty minutes later was knocking on the door of the office.


  Ritchy gave Lucas breakfast and helped him pull his boat out of the shed where it had been stored, and set it in the water. Lucas and the old man had stayed in touch: it had been Ritchy who’d told him that Jason Playne had been stabbed to death in prison, most likely by someone paid by the people he’d tried to chase down. Jason Playne’s brother had sold the shrimp farm to a local consortium, and Ritchy had been promoted to supervisor.


  He told Lucas over breakfast that he had a job there, if he wanted it. Lucas said that he was grateful, he really was, but he didn’t know if he wanted to stay on.


  “I’m not asking you to make a decision right away,” Ritchy said. “Think about it. Get your bearings, come to me whenever you’re ready. Okay?”


  “Okay.”


  “Are you going to stay over on the island?”


  “Just how bad is it?”


  “I couldn’t keep all of them off. They’d come at night. One party had a shotgun.”


  “You did what you could. I appreciate it.”


  “I wish I could have done more. They made a mess, but it isn’t anything you can’t fix up, if you want to.”


  A heron flapped away across the sun-silvered water as Lucas rowed around the point of the island. The unexpected motion plucked at an old memory. As if he’d seen a ghost.


  He grounded his boat next to the rotting carcass of his mother’s old rowboat and walked up the steep path. Ritchy had patched the broken windows of the caravan and put a padlock on the door. Lucas had the key in his pocket, but he didn’t want to go in there, not yet.


  After Julia had been taken into hospital, treasure hunters had come from all around, chasing rumors that parts of the dragon had been buried on the island. Holes were dug everywhere in the weedy remains of the vegetable garden; the microwave mast at the summit of the ridge, Julia’s link with the rest of the world, had been uprooted. Lucas set his back to it and walked north, counting his steps. Both of the decoy caches his mother had planted under brick cairns had been ransacked, but the emergency cache, buried much deeper, was undisturbed.


  Lucas dug down to the plastic box, and looked all around before he opened it and sorted through the things inside, squatting frogwise with the hot sun on his back.


  An assortment of passports and identity cards, each with a photograph of younger versions of his mother, made out to different names and nationalities. A slim tight roll of old high-denomination banknotes, yuan, naira, and US dollars, more or less worthless thanks to inflation and revaluation. Blank credit cards and credit cards in various names, also worthless. Dozens of sleeved data needles. A pair of AR glasses.


  Lucas studied one of the ID cards. When he brushed the picture of his mother with his thumb, she turned to present her profile, turned to look at him when he brushed the picture again.


  He pocketed the ID card and the data needles and AR glasses, then walked along the ridge to the apple tree at the far end, and stared out across the flood that spread glistening like shot silk under the sun. Thoughts moved through his mind like a slow and stately parade of pictures that he could examine in every detail, and then there were no thoughts at all and for a little while no part of him was separate from the world all around, sun and water and the hot breeze that moved through the crooked branches of the tree.


  Lucas came to himself with a shiver. Windfall apples lay everywhere among the weeds and nettles that grew around the trees, and dead wasps and hornets were scattered among them like yellow and black bullets. Here was a dead bird, too, gone to a tatter of feathers of white bone. And here was another, and another. As if some passing cloud of poison had struck everything down.


  He picked an apple from the tree, mashed it against the trunk, and saw pale threads fine as hair running through the mash of pulp. He peeled bark from a branch, saw threads laced in the living wood.


  Dragon stuff, growing from the seed he’d planted. Becoming something else.


  In the wood of the tree and the apples scattered all around was a treasure men would kill for. Had killed for. He’d have more than enough to set him up for life, if he sold it to the right people. He could build a house right here, buy the shrimp farm or set up one of his own. He could buy a ticket on one of the shuttles that traveled through the wormhole anchored between the Earth and the Moon, travel to infinity and beyond . . .


  Lucas remembered the hopeful shine in Damian’s eyes when he’d talked about those new worlds. He thought of how the dragon-shard had killed or damaged everyone it had touched. He pictured his mother working at her tablet in her sick bed, advising and challenging people who were attempting to build something new right here on Earth. It wasn’t much of a contest. It wasn’t even close.


  He walked back to the caravan. Took a breath, unlocked the padlock, stepped inside. Everything had been overturned or smashed. Cupboards gaped open, the mattress of his mother’s bed was slashed and torn, a great ruin littered the floor. He rooted among the wreckage, found a box of matches and a plastic jug of lamp oil. He splashed half of the oil on the tom mattress, lit a twist of cardboard and lobbed it onto the bed, beat a retreat as flames sprang up.


  It didn’t take ten minutes to gather up dead wood and dry weeds and pile them around the apple tree, splash the rest of the oil over its trunk and set fire to the tinder. A thin pall of white smoke spread across the island, blowing out across the water as he raised the sail of his boat and turned it into the wind.


  Heading south.


  2012


  The Man


  He came to Cho Ziyi at night, in the middle of a flux storm.


  It was as dark as it ever got in the sunset zone. Low, fast-moving clouds closed off the sky. Howling winds drove waves onshore and blew horizontal streamers of snow into the forest, where the vanes of spin trees madly clattered and coronal discharges jumped and crackled. Ziyi was hunkered down in her cabin, watching an ancient movie about a gangster romance in Hong Kong’s fabled Chungking Mansions. A fire breathed in the stone hearth and her huskies, Jung and Cheung, sprawled in a careless tangle on the borometz-hide rug. The dogs suddenly lifting their heads, the youngest, Cheung, scrambling to his feet and barking, something striking the door. Once, twice.


  Ziyi froze the movie and sat still, listening. A slight, severe woman in her late sixties, dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt, white hair scraped back in a long ponytail, jumping just a little when there was another thump. It wouldn’t be the first time that an indricothere or some other big dumb beast had trampled down a section of fence and blundered into the compound. She crossed to the window and unbolted the shutter. Pressed her cheek against the cold glass, squinted sideways, saw a dim pale figure on the raised porch. A naked man, arm raised, striking the door with the flat of his hand.


  The two dogs stood behind her, alert and as anxious. Cheung whined when she looked at him.


  “It’s only a man,” Ziyi said. “Be quiet and let me think.”


  He was in some kind of trouble, no question. A lost traveller, an accident on the road. But who would travel through a storm like this, and where were his clothes? She remembered the bandits who’d hit a road train a couple of years ago. Perhaps they’d come back. He had managed to escape, but he couldn’t have gone far, not like that, not in weather like this. They might be here any minute. Or perhaps they were already out there, waiting for her to open the door. But she knew she couldn’t leave him to die.


  She fetched a blanket and lifted her short-barrelled shotgun from its wall pegs, unbolted the door, cracked it open. Snow skirled in. The naked man stared at her, dull-eyed. He was tall, pale-skinned. Snow was crusted in his shock of black hair. He didn’t seem to notice the cold. Staring blankly at her, as if being confronted by an old woman armed with a shotgun was no surprise at all.


  Ziyi told him to move off the porch, repeating the request in each of her half dozen languages. He seemed to understand English, and took a step backwards. Snow whirled around him and snow blew across the compound, out of darkness and back into darkness. Fat sparks snapped high in a stand of spike trees, like the apparatus in that old Frankenstein movie. Ziyi saw the gate in the fence was open, saw footprints crossing the deep snow, a single set.


  “Are you hurt? What happened to you?”


  His face was as blank as a mask.


  She lofted the blanket towards him. It struck his chest and fell to his feet. He looked at it, looked at her. She was reminded of the cow her grandmother had kept, in the smallholding that had been swallowed by one of Shanghai’s new satellite towns in the last gasp of frantic expansion before the Spasm.


  “Go around the side of the cabin,” she told him. “To your left. There’s a shed. The door is unlocked. You can stay there. We’ll talk in the morning.”


  The man picked up the blanket and plodded off around the corner of cabin. Ziyi bolted the door and opened the shutters at each of the cabin’s four small windows and looked out and saw only blowing snow.


  She sat by the fire for a long time, wondering who he was, what had happened to him. Wondering – because no ordinary man could have survived the storm for very long – if he was a thing of the Jackaroo. A kind of avatar that no one had seen before. Or perhaps he was some species of alien creature as yet undiscovered, that by an accident of evolution resembled a man. One of the Old Ones, one of the various species which had occupied Yanos before it had been gifted to the human race, woken from a sleep of a thousand centuries. Only the Jackaroo knew what the Old Ones had looked like. They had all died out or disappeared long ago. They could have looked like anything, so why not like a man? A man who spoke, or at least understood, English . . .


  At last she pulled on her parka and took her shotgun and, accompanied by Jung and Cheung, went outside. The storm was beginning to blow itself out. The snow came in gusts now and the dark was no longer uniform. To the south-east, Sauron’s dull coal glimmered at the horizon.


  Snow was banked up on one side of the little plastic utility shed, almost to the roof. Inside, the man lay asleep between stacks of logs and drums of diesel oil, wrapped in the blanket so that only his head showed. He did not stir when Cheung barked and nipped at the hem of Ziyi’s parka, trying to drag her away.


  She closed the door of the shed and went back to her cabin, and slept.


  When she woke, the sky was clear of cloud and Sauron’s orange light tangled long shadows across the snow. A spin tree had fallen down just outside the fence; the vanes of all the others, thousands upon thousands, spun in wind that was now no more than the usual wind, blowing from sunside to darkside. Soon, the snow would melt and she would go down to the beach and see what had been cast up. But first she had to see to her strange guest.


  She took him a canister of pork hash. He was awake, sitting with the blanket fallen to his waist. After Ziyi mimed what he should do, he ate a couple of mouthfuls, although he used his fingers rather than the spoon. His feet were badly cut and there was a deep gash in his shin. Smaller cuts on his face and hands, like old knife wounds. All of them clean and pale, like little mouths. No sign of blood. She thought of him stumbling through the storm, through the lashing forest . . .


  He looked up at her. Sharp blue eyes, with something odd about the pupils – they weren’t round, she realised with a clear cold shock, but were edged with small triangular indentations, like cogs.


  He couldn’t or wouldn’t answer her questions.


  “Did the Jackaroo do this to you? Are you one of them? Did they make you?”


  It was no good.


  She brought him clothes. A sweater, jeans, an old pair of wellington boots with the toes and heels slit so they would fit his feet. He followed her about the compound as she cleared up trash that had blown in, and the two huskies followed both of them at a wary distance. When she went down to the beach, he came too.


  Snow lay in long rakes on the black sand and meltwater ran in a thousand braided channels to the edge of the sea. Sea foam floated on the wind-blown waves, trembled amongst rocks. Flecks of colour flashed here and there: flotsam from the factory.


  The man walked down to the water’s edge. He seemed fascinated by the half-drowned ruins that stretched towards the horizon, hectares of spires and broken walls washed by waves, silhouetted against Sauron’s fat disc, which sat where it always sat, just above the sea’s level horizon.


  Like all the worlds gifted by the Jackaroo, Yanos orbited close to the hearthfire of its M-class red dwarf sun; unlike the others, it had never been spun up. Like Earth’s moon, it was tidally locked. One face warm and lighted, with a vast and permanent rainstorm at the equator, where Sauron hung directly overhead; the other a starlit icecap, and perpetual winds blowing from warm and light to cold and dark. Human settlements were scattered through the forests of the twilight belt where the weather was less extreme.


  As the man stared out at the ruins, hair tangling in warm wind blowing off the sea, maybe listening, maybe not, Ziyi explained that people called it the factory, although they didn’t really know what it was, or who had built it.


  “Stuff comes from it, washes up here. Especially after a storm. I collect it, take it into town, sell it. Mostly base plastics, but sometimes you find nice things that are worth more. You help me, okay? You earn your keep.”


  But he stayed where he was, staring out at the factory ruins, while she walked along the driftline, picking up shards and fragments. While she worked, she wondered what he might be worth, and who she could sell him to. Not to Sergey Polzin, that was for damn sure. She’d have to contact one of the brokers in the capital . . . This man, he was a once-in-a-lifetime find. But how could she make any kind of deal without being cheated?


  Ziyi kept checking on him, showed him the various finds. After a little while, straightening with one hand in the small of her aching back, she saw that he had taken off his clothes and stood with his arms stretched out, his skin warmly tinted in the level sunlight.


  She filled her fat-tyred cart and told him it was time to put on his clothes and go. She mimed what she wanted him to do until he got the idea and dressed and helped her pull the cart back to the cabin. He watched her unload her harvest into one of the storage bins she’d built from the trimmed trunks of spike trees. She’d almost finished when he scooped up a handful of bright fragments and threw them in and looked at her as if for approval.


  Ziyi remembered her little girl, in a sunlit kitchen on a farway world. Even after all these years, the memory still pricked her heart.


  “You’re a quick learner,” she said.


  He smiled. Apart from those strange starry pupils and his pale, poreless skin, he looked entirely human.


  “Come into the cabin,” she said, weightless with daring. “We’ll eat.”


  He didn’t touch the food she offered; but sipped a little water, holding the tumbler in both hands. As far as she knew, he hadn’t used the composting toilet. When she’d shown it to him and explained how it worked, he’d shrugged the way a small child would dismiss as unimportant something she couldn’t understand.


  They watched a movie together, and the two dogs watched them from a corner of the room. When it had finished, Ziyi gave the man an extra blanket and a rug and locked him in the shed for the night.


  So it went the next day, and the days after that.


  The man didn’t eat. Sometimes he drank a little water. Once, on the beach, she found him nibbling at a shard of plastic. Shocked, she’d dashed it from his hand and he’d flinched away, clearly frightened.


  Ziyi took a breath. Told herself that he was not really a man, took out a strip of dried borometz meat and took a bite and chewed and smiled and rubbed her stomach. Picked up the shard of plastic and held it out to him. “This is your food? This is what you are made of?”


  He shrugged.


  She talked to him, as they worked. Pointed to a flock of windskimmers skating along far out to sea, told him they were made by the factory. “Maybe like you, yes?” Named the various small shelly ticktock things that scuttled along the margins of the waves, likewise made by the factory. She told him the names of the trees that stood up beyond the tumble of boulders along the top of the beach. Told him how spin trees generated sugars from air and water and electricity. Warned him to avoid the bubbleweed that sent long scarlet runners across the black sand, told him that it was factory stuff and its tendrils moved towards him because they were heat-seeking.


  “Let them touch, they stick little fibres like glass into your skin. Very bad.”


  He had a child’s innocent curiosity, scrutinising ticktocks and scraps of plastic with the same frank intensity, watching with rapt attention a group of borometz grazing on rafts of waterweed cast up by the storm.


  “The world is dangerous,” Ziyi said. “Those borometz look very cute, harmless balls of fur, but they carry ticks that have poisonous bites. And there are worse things in the forest. Wargs, sasquatch. Worst of all are people. You stay away from them.”


  She told herself that she was keeping her find safe from people like Sergey Polzin, who would most likely try to vivisect him to find out how he worked, or keep him alive while selling him off finger by finger, limb by limb. She no longer planned to sell him to a broker, had vague plans about contacting the university in the capital. They wouldn’t pay much, but they probably wouldn’t cut him up, either . . .


  She told him about her life. Growing up in Hong Kong. Her father the surgeon, her mother the biochemist. The big apartment, the servants, the trips abroad. Her studies in Vancouver University, her work in a biomedical company in Shanghai. Skipping over her marriage and her daughter, that terrible day when the global crisis had finally peaked in the Spasm. Seoul had been vapourised by a North Korean atomic missile; Shanghai had been hit by an Indian missile; two dozen cities around the world had been likewise devastated. Ziyi had been on a flight to Seoul; the plane had made an emergency landing at a military airbase and she’d made her way back to Shanghai by train, by truck, on foot. And discovered that her home was gone; the entire neighbourhood had been levelled. She’d spent a year working in a hospital in a refugee camp, trying and failing to find her husband and her daughter and her parents . . . It was too painful to talk about that; instead, she told the man about the day the Jackaroo made themselves known, the big ship suddenly appearing over the ruins of Shanghai, big ships appearing above all the major cities.


  “The Jackaroo gave us the possibility of a new start. New worlds. Many argued against this, to begin with. Saying that we needed to fix everything on Earth. Not just the Spasm, but global warming, famines, all the rest. But many others disagreed. They won the lottery or bought tickets off winners and went up and out. Me, I went to work for the UN, the United Nations, as a translator,” Ziyi said.


  Thirty years, in Cape Town, in Berlin, in Brasilia. Translating for delegates at meetings and committees on the treaties and deals with the Jackaroo. She’d married again, lost her husband to cancer.


  “I earned a lottery ticket because of my work, and I left the Earth and came here. I thought I could make a new start. And I ended up here, an old woman picking up alien scrap on an alien beach thousands of light years from home. Sometimes I think that I am dead. That my family survived the Spasm but I died, and all this is a dream of my last second of life. What does that make you, if it’s true?”


  The man listened to her, but gave no sign that he understood.


  One day, she found a precious scrap of superconducting plastic. It wasn’t much bigger than her thumbnail, transparent, shot through with silvery threads.


  “This is worth more than ten cartloads of base plastic,” she told the man. “Electronics companies use it in their smartphones and slates. No one knows how to make it, so they pay big money. We live off this for two, three weeks.”


  She didn’t think he’d understand, but he walked up and down the tideline all that day and found two more slivers of superconductor, and the next day found five. Amazing. Like the other prospectors who mined the beach and the ruins in the forests, she’d tried and failed to train her dogs to sniff out the good stuff, but the man was like a trufflehound. Single-minded, sharp-eyed, eager to please.


  “You did good,” she told him. “I think I might keep you.”


  She tried to teach him tai chi exercises, moving him into different poses. His smooth cool skin. No heartbeat that she could find. She liked to watch him trawl along the beach, the dogs trotting alongside him. She’d sit on the spur of a tree trunk and watch until the man and the dogs disappeared from sight, watch as they came back. He’d come to her with his hands cupped in front, shyly showing her the treasures he’d found.


  After ten days, the snow had melted and the muddy roads were more or less passable again, and Ziyi drove into town in her battered Suzuki jeep. She’d locked the man in the shed and left Jung and Cheung roaming the compound to guard him.


  In town, she sold her load of plastic at the recycling plant, saving the trove of superconducting plastic until last. Unfolding a square of black cloth to show the little heap of silvery stuff to the plant’s manager, a gruff Ukranian with radiation scars welting the left side of his face.


  “You got lucky,” he said.


  “I work hard,” she said. “How much?”


  They settled on a price that was more than the rest of her earnings that year. The manager had to phone Sergey Polzin to authorise it.


  Ziyi asked the manager if he’d heard of any trouble, after the storm. A missing prospector, a bandit attack, anything like that.


  “Road got washed out twenty klicks to the east is all I know.”


  “No one is missing?”


  “Sergey might know, I guess. What are you going to do with all that cash, Ziyi?”


  “Maybe I buy this place one day. I’m getting old. Can’t spend all my life trawling for junk on the beach.”


  Ziyi visited the hardware store, exchanged scraps of gossip with the store owner and a couple of women who were mining the ruins out in the forest. None of them had heard anything about a bandit attack, or an accident on the coast road. In the internet café, she bought a mug of green tea and an hour on one of the computers. Searched the local news for a bandit attack, some prospector caught in the storm, a plane crash, found nothing. No recent reports of anyone missing or vehicles found abandoned.


  She sat back, thinking. So much for her theory that the man was some kind of Jackaroo spy who’d been travelling incognito and had got into trouble when the storm hit. She widened her search. Here was a child who had wandered into the forest. Here was a family, their farm discovered deserted, doors smashed down, probably by sasquatch. Here was the road train that had been attacked by bandits, two years ago. Here was a photograph of the man.


  Ziyi felt cold, then hot. Looked around at the café’s crowded tables. Clicked on the photo to enlarge it.


  It was him. It was the man.


  His name was Tony Michaels. Twenty-eight years old, a petrochemist. One of three people missing, presumed taken by the bandits after they killed everyone else. Leaving behind a wife and two children, in the capital.


  A family. He’d been human, once upon a time.


  Someone in the café laughed; Ziyi heard voices, the chink of cutlery, the hiss of the coffee urn, felt suddenly that everyone was watching her. She sent the photo of Tony Michaels to the printer, shut down the browser, snatched up the printout and left.


  She was unlocking her jeep when Sergey Polzin called out to her. The man stepping towards her across the slick mud, dressed in his usual combat gear, his pistol at his hip. He owned the recycling plant, the internet café, and the town’s only satellite dish, and acted as if he was the town’s unelected mayor. Greeting visitors and showing off the place as if it was something more than a squalid street of shacks squatting amongst factory ruins. Pointing out where the water treatment plant would be, talking about plans for concreting the air strip, building a hospital, a school, that would never come to anything.


  Saying to Ziyi, “Heard you hit a big find.”


  “The storm washed up a few things,” Ziyi said, trying to show nothing while Sergey studied her. Trying not to think about the printout folded into the inside pocket of her parka, over her heart.


  He said, “I also heard you wanted to report trouble.”


  “I was wondering how everyone was, after the storm.”


  He gazed at her for a few moments, then said, “Any trouble, anything unusual, you come straight to me. Understand?”


  “Completely.”


  When Ziyi got back to the cabin she sat the man down and showed him the printout, then fetched her mirror from the wall and held it in front of him, angling it this way and that, pointing to it, pointing to the paper.


  “You,” she said. “Tony Michaels. You.”


  He looked at the paper and the mirror, looked at the paper again and ran his fingertips over his smooth face. He didn’t need to shave, and his hair was exactly as long as it was in the photo.


  “You,” she said.


  That was who he had been. But what was he now?


  The next day she coaxed him into the jeep with the two dogs, and drove west along the coast road, forest on one side and the sea stretching out to the horizon on the other, until she spotted the burnt-out shells of the road train, overgrown with great red drapes of bubbleweed. The dogs jumped off and nosed around; the man slowly climbed out, looked about him, taking no especial notice of the old wreckage.


  She had pictured it in her head. His slow recognition. Leading her to the place where he’d hidden or crawled away to die from grievous wounds. The place that had turned him or copied him or whatever it was the factory had done.


  Instead, he wandered off to a patch of sunlight in the middle of the road and stood there until she told him they were going for a walk.


  They walked a long way, slowly spiralling away from the road. There were factory ruins here, as in most parts of the forest. Stretches of broken wall. Chains of cubes heaved up and broken, half-buried, overgrown by the arched roots of spine trees, and thatches of copperberry and bubbleweed, but the man seemed no more interested in them than in the wreckage of the road train.


  “You were gone two years. What happened to you?”


  He shrugged.


  At last, they walked back to the road. The sun stood at the horizon, as always, throwing shadows over the road. The man walked towards the patch of sunlight where he’d stood before, and kept walking.


  Ziyi and the two dogs followed. Through a thin screen of trees to the edge of a sheer drop. Water far below, lapping at rocks. No, not rocks. Factory ruins.


  The man stared down at patches of waterweed rising and falling on waves that broke around broken walls.


  Ziyi picked up a stone and threw it out beyond the cliff edge. “Was that what happened? You were running from the bandits, it was dark, you ran straight out over the edge . . .”


  The man made a humming sound. He was looking at Sauron’s fat orange disc now, and after a moment he closed his eyes and stretched out his arms.


  Ziyi walked along the cliff edge, looking for and failing to find a path. The black rock plunged straight down, a sheer drop cut by vertical crevices that only an experienced climber might use to pick a route down. She tried to picture it. The roadtrain stopping because fallen trees had blocked the road. Bandits appearing when the crew stepped down, shooting them, ordering the passengers out, stripping them of their clothes and belongings, shooting them one by one. Bandits didn’t like to leave witnesses. One man breaking free, running into the darkness. Running through the trees, running blindly, wounded perhaps, definitely scared, panicked. Running straight out over the cliff edge. If the fall hadn’t killed him, he would have drowned. And his body had washed into some active part of the factory, and it had fixed him. No, she thought. It had duplicated him. Had it taken two years? Or had he been living in some part of the factory, out at sea, until the storm had washed him away and he’d been cast up on the beach . . .


  The man had taken off his clothes and stood with his arms out and his eyes closed, bathing in level orange light. She shook him until he opened his eyes and smiled at her, and she told him it was time to go.


  Ziyi tried and failed to teach the man to talk. “You understand me. So why can’t you tell me what happened to you?”


  The man humming, smiling, shrugging.


  Trying to get him to write or draw was equally pointless.


  Days on the beach, picking up flotsam; nights watching movies. She had to suppose he was happy. Her constant companion. Her mystery. She had long ago given up the idea of selling him.


  Once, Ziyi’s neighbour, Besnik Shkelyim, came out of the forest while the man was searching the strandline. Ziyi told Besnik he was the son of an old friend in the capital, come to visit for a few weeks. Besnik seemed to accept the lie. They chatted about the weather and sasquatch sightings and the latest finds. Besnik did most of the talking. Ziyi was anxious and distracted, trying not to look towards the man, praying that he wouldn’t wander over. At last, Besnik said that he could see that she was busy, he really should get back to his own work.


  “Bring your friend to visit, some time. I show him where real treasure is found.”


  Ziyi said that she would, of course she would, watched Besnik walk away into the darkness under the trees, then ran to the man, giddy and foolish with relief, and told him how well he’d done, keeping away from the stranger.


  He hummed. He shrugged.


  “People are bad,” Ziyi said. “Always remember that.”


  A few days later she went into town. She needed more food and fuel, and took with her a few of the treasures the man had found. Sergey Polzin was at the recycling plant, and fingered through the stuff she’d brought. Superconductor slivers. A variety of tinkertoys, hard little nuggets that changed shape when manipulated. A hand-sized sheet of the variety of plastic in which faint images came and went . . . It was not one-tenth of what the man had found for her – she’d buried the rest out in the forest – but she knew that she had made a mistake, knew she’d been greedy and foolish.


  She tried her best to seem unconcerned as Sergey counted the silvers of superconducting plastic three times. “You’ve been having much luck, recently,” he said, at last.


  “The storm must have broken open a cache, somewhere out to sea,” she said.


  “Odd that no one else has been finding so much stuff.”


  “If we knew everything about the factory, Sergey Polzin, we would all be rich.”


  Sergey’s smile was full of gold. “I hear you have some help. A guest worker.”


  Besnik had talked about her visitor. Of course he had.


  Ziyi trotted out her lie.


  “Bring him into town next time,” Sergey said. “I’ll show him around.”


  A few days later, Ziyi saw someone watching the compound from the edge of the forest. A flash of sunlight on a lens, a shadowy figure that faded into the shadows under the trees when she walked towards him. Ziyi ran, heard an engine start, saw a red pickup bucket out of the trees and speed off down the track.


  She’d only had a glimpse of the intruder, but she was certain that it was the manager of the recycling plant.


  She walked back to the compound. The man was facing the sun, naked, arms outstretched. Ziyi managed to get him to put on his clothes, but it was impossible to make him understand that he had to leave. Drive him into the forest, let him go? Yes, and sasquatch or wargs would eat him, or he’d find his way to some prospector’s cabin and knock on the door . . .


  She walked him down to the beach, but he followed her back to the cabin. In the end she locked him in the shed.


  Early in the afternoon, Sergey Polzin’s yellow Humvee came bumping down the track, followed by a UN Range Rover. Ziyi tried to be polite and cheerful, but Sergey walked straight past her, walked into the cabin, walked back out.


  “Where is he?”


  “My friend’s son? He went back to the capital. What’s wrong?” Ziyi said to the UN policewoman.


  “It’s a routine check,” the policewoman, Aavert Enger, said.


  “Do you have a warrant?”


  “You’re hiding dangerous technology,” Sergey said. “We don’t need a warrant.”


  “I am hiding nothing.”


  “There has been a report,” Aavert Enger said.


  Ziyi told her it was a misunderstanding, said that she’d had a visitor, yes, but he had left.


  “I would know if someone came visiting from the capital,” Sergey said. He was puffed up with self-righteousness. “I also know he was here today. I have a photograph that proves it. And I looked him up on the net, just like you did. You should have erased your cache, by the way. Tony Michaels, missing for two years. Believed killed by bandits. And now he’s living here.”


  “If I could talk to him I am sure we can clear this up,” Aavert Enger said.


  “He isn’t here.”


  But it was no good. Soon enough, Sergey found the shed was locked and ordered Ziyi to hand over the keys. She refused. Sergey said he’d shoot off the padlock; the policewoman told him that there was no need for melodrama, and used a master key.


  Jung and Cheung started to bark as Sergey led the man out. “Tony Michaels,” he said to the policewoman. “The dead man Tony Michaels.”


  Ziyi said, “Look, Sergey Polzin, I’ll be straight with you. I don’t know who he really is or where he came from. He helps me on the beach. He helps me find things. All the good stuff I brought in, that was because of him. Don’t spoil a good thing. Let me use him to find more stuff. You can take a share. For the good of the town. The school you want to build, the water treatment plant in a year, two years, we’ll have enough to pay for them . . .”


  But Sergey wasn’t listening. He’d seen the man’s eyes. “You see?” he said to Aavert Enger. “You see?”


  “He is a person,” Ziyi said. “Like you and me. He has a wife. He has children.”


  “And did you tell them you had found him?” Sergey said. “No, of course not. Because he is a dead man. No, not even that. He is a replica of a dead man, spun out in the factory somewhere.”


  “It is best we take him to town. Make him safe,” the policewoman said.


  The man was looking at Ziyi.


  “How much?” Ziyi said to the policewoman. “How much did he offer you?”


  “This isn’t about money,” Sergey said. “It’s about the safety of the town.”


  “Yes. And the profit you’ll make, selling him.”


  Ziyi was shaking. When Sergey started to pull the man towards the vehicles, she tried to get in his way. Sergey shoved at her, she fell down, and suddenly everything happened at once. The dogs, Jung and Cheung, ran at Sergey. He pushed the man away and fumbled for his pistol. Jung clamped his jaws around Sergey’s wrist and started to shake him. Sergey sat down hard and Jung held on and Cheung darted in and seized his ankle. Sergey screaming while the dogs pulled in different directions, and Ziyi rolled to her feet and reached into the tangle of man and dogs and plucked up Sergey’s pistol and snapped off the safety and turned to the policewoman and told her put up her hands.


  “I am not armed,” Aavert Enger said. “Do not be foolish, Ziyi.”


  Sergey was screaming at her, telling her to call off her dogs.


  “It’s good advice,” Ziyi told the policewoman, “but it is too late.”


  The pistol was heavy, slightly greasy. The safety was off. The hammer cocked when she pressed lightly on the trigger.


  The man was looking at her.


  “I’m sorry,” she said, and shot him.


  The man’s head snapped back and he lost his footing and fell in the mud, kicking and spasming. Ziyi stepped up to him and shot him twice more, and he stopped moving.


  Ziyi called off the dogs, told Aavert Enger to sit down and put her hands on her head. Sergey was holding his arm. Blood seeped around his fingers. He was cursing her, but she paid him no attention.


  The man was as light as a child, but she was out of breath by the time she had dragged him to her jeep. Sergey had left the keys in the ignition of his Humvee. Ziyi threw them towards the forest as hard as she could, shot out one of the tyres of Aavert Enger’s Range Rover, loaded the man into the back of the jeep. Jung and Cheung jumped in, and she drove off.


  Ziyi had to stop once, and threw up, and drove the rest of the way with half her attention on the rear-view mirror. When she reached the spot where the roadtrain had been ambushed, she cradled the man in her arms and carried him through the trees. The two dogs followed. When she reached the edge of the cliff her pulse was hammering in her head and she had to sit down. The man lay beside her. His head was blown open, showing layers of filmy plastics. Although his face was untouched you would not mistake him for a sleeper.


  After a little while, when she was pretty certain she wasn’t going to have a heart attack, she knelt beside him, and closed his eyes, and with a convulsive movement pitched him over the edge. She didn’t look to see where he fell. She threw Sergey’s pistol after him, and sat down to wait.


  She didn’t look around when the dogs began to bark. Aavert Enger said, “Where is he?”


  “In the same place as Sergey’s pistol.”


  Aavert Enger sat beside her. “You know I must arrest you, Ziyi.”


  “Of course.”


  “Actually, I am not sure what you’ll be charged with. I’m not sure if we will charge you with anything. Sergey will want his day in court, but perhaps I can talk him out of it.”


  “How is he?”


  “The bites are superficial. I think losing his prize hurt him more.”


  “I don’t blame you,” Ziyi said. “Sergey knew he was valuable, knew I would not give him up, knew that he would be in trouble if he tried to take it. So he told you. For the reward.”


  “Well, it’s gone now. Whatever it was.”


  “It was a man,” Ziyi said.


  She had her cache of treasures, buried in the forest. She could buy lawyers. She could probably buy Sergey, if it came to it. She could leave, move back to the capital and live out her life in comfort, or buy passage to another of the worlds gifted by the Jackaroo, or even return to Earth.


  But she knew that she would not leave. She would stay here and wait through the days and years until the factory returned her friend to her.


  Bruce Springsteen


  Paul McAuley worked as a research biologist in various universities, including Oxford and UCLA, and was a lecturer in botany at St. Andrews University, before becoming a full-time writer. His latest novel. In the Mouth of the Whale, will be out from Gollancz in January. Paul tells us that his favorite Springsteen album is Nebraska; his favorite song is “Darkness on the Edge of Town.”


  “I like your philosophers,” the alien said. “Most were unintentional comedians, but a few were on to something. Baudrillard, for instance.”


  I said that I wasn’t familiar with Mr. Baudrillard’s work.


  “His speculations about things standing for things that do not exist were relatively sophisticated. Perhaps you will resurrect him one day. He and I would talk about where his ideas fit in the spectrum of simulacrum theory.”


  I said it sounded interesting.


  “You are being polite because part of your profession is to listen to the confessions of strangers. But you do not know what I am talking about, do you? It does not matter. I am mostly talking nonsense. I am free-associating. An effect of this interesting drink.”


  “Are you ready for another?”


  “This one is still working on me,” the alien said.


  A shot glass of neat Seagram’s was balanced on top of his tank. Somehow, elements of the whisky were making their way out of the glass and into whatever was inside. According to the alien, a teeny-tiny demon was influencing spacetime, inflating the usual, vanishingly small chance that certain molecules would be somewhere outside the glass. Not molecules of alcohol, but what he called congeners. He was getting a buzz on the complex chemicals that gave the whisky its unique taste.


  The alien was a !Cha, of course. They’d made themselves known to the human race some five years ago: the second species we’d met since the Jackaroo had given us a gateway to the stars. One moment, there were no aliens on First Foot apart from a few Jackaroo ambassadors; the next, !Cha were tick-tocking all over the place, asking questions, paying people to tell them stories, telling fantastic and improbable stories about long-dead species that had preceded us, of empires, and wars, and alien versions of the Rapture.


  This one had stalked into the Deadwood Gulch Roadhouse and Casino like it wasn’t anything unusual and headed straight past the slots and video poker machines and the tables. Four in the afternoon, the place pretty much dead apart from the regulars at the slot machines and a couple of truckers playing blackjack. Hardly anyone paid attention as the alien went past, his squat black cylinder raised up on three skeletal legs like a miniature Martian fighting machine, heading to the Last Roundup bar at the back of the roadhouse’s dim barn, where I was working on my own. The day manager, Li Hui, came over and told the !Cha that drinks were on the house, gave me a look that told me it was my problem, and left me to it.


  I’d seen plenty of !Cha around Mammoth Lakes, but this was the first I’d talked to. It called itself Useless Beauty, claimed that it was a collector of human foolishness. Whatever that meant.


  Saying now in its mellow baritone, “My favorites of your philosophers are Dr. Seuss and Samuel Beckett. Both are very good on the absurdity of life.”


  “I know Dr. Seuss.”


  “Seuss is very funny, but Beckett is even funnier. Especially his piece about two dispossessed waiting for the person who stands for their release or redemption. The person who never arrives. Who represents the things they can never have. Very funny.” The !Cha turned on its stool, and with a curiously human gesture flapped the terminal joint of one of its legs. “One of your customers is ‘smoking.’ An interesting transgression.”


  “Give me a second while I tell her to put it out,” I said, and went and did just that, before Li Hui came over to give me trouble.


  She was blond and tanned, somewhere between thirty and fifty, dressed in a dark blue skirtsuit, the blouse under it just the decent side of translucent. She’d definitely had some work done around her mouth and eyes, and I was pretty sure her breasts weren’t original. She’d come in a little after the !Cha had settled at the bar, ordered a vodka gimlet and asked if she could run up a tab, shrugged and paid cash when I explained that we didn’t do that on the wild frontier.


  Now, when I asked her if she could put out her cigarette, she immediately stubbed it on the side of the packet and smiled and said, “I’ve been sitting here trying to work out how to get you away from that thing.”


  “It worked, ma’am. But don’t try it again. You’ll get us both into trouble.”


  There was a moment of distraction, then, as the !Cha unfolded itself from its stool and stalked off. Sunlight flashed for a moment as it went through the doors; then the roadhouse was plunged back into its perpetual twilight.


  The woman leaned close, giving me a good view of her cleavage and enveloping me in her perfume. She read my name off my staff tag, said, “I’m Rachel. Tell me about your idea of trouble, and I’ll tell you mine.”


  Inside of ten minutes, I’d told Rachel that I’d come up to First Foot two years ago, that I’d kicked around Port of Plenty doing odd jobs, window washer, shrimper, security guard, and ended up at Mammoth Lakes, working at the Deadwood Gulch Roadhouse and Casino. It was a low point in my life. The roadhouse was way out at the edge of town, your first chance to lose some cash on the way into Mammoth Lakes, your last chance to make that final life-changing wager on your way out. Most people went right on by. The owner was waiting to sell the site and his license to one of the big operators; half the staff were drunks and burnouts; the rest, like me, were trying to stretch minimum wage and tips into a stake that would buy their way into a job with one of the casinos on the Strip.


  Rachel finished her vodka gimlet. When I asked if she wanted another she pushed a five-yuan bill into the well. There was a number written on it in lipstick. “That’s my room,” she said. “I’m at the Stardust Motel. When do you get off?”


  And that was that.


  I can’t say I was ever in love with her, but there’d been a spark between us from the first. A connection. It wasn’t just the weirdness of having an alien turn up at the bar and ask for a shot of Canadian whisky. Well, that was part of it, but the plain fact of the matter was that Rachel was very definitely my type. Older than me by five or ten years, easy with what she was. Someone who’d lived a little and taken some hard knocks, but knew how to look after herself. Someone, I thought, who was passing through. A change from the waitresses and kitchen staff.


  We spent all night in her room. Sex, talking, more sex. Pizza, most of a bottle of vodka. Somewhere in there I fell asleep, woke with sunlight falling through the blinds and striping my chest, and knew that I wasn’t going into work that day. It was a good feeling. Rachel was next to me in the bed, propped on one elbow. She had green eyes. Green as the most expensive lawn grass back on Earth: contacts.


  “Hey,” she said.


  “Hey.”


  I realized I didn’t know much about her but her name, and the deep jones she had for Bruce Springsteen. We shared the last of the vodka cut with warm orange juice, and over this breakfast of champions we got to know each other a little better.


  It wasn’t just that she liked Springsteen’s music and fancied the pants off of him, Rachel said: his songs had helped her understand America when she’d moved there. Although her accent sounded half Californian, half Australian, she was a Brit who’d spent ten years in New York, working in the antiques trade, before she’d won the lottery, come up, and made it big, not once but twice.


  First time, she’d used her contacts in New York and London to set up a very profitable export business dealing in alien artifacts, but then she’d made the mistake of getting married, and her husband and her accountant had conspired to rip her off, and they’d squandered everything they’d stolen on dumb land deals. So she’d started over, prospecting out in the City of the Dead, the hundreds of square miles of ancient tombs down south, in the American zone. She’d made decent money, mostly in those little touchy-feely artifacts you found all over, smooth little sculptures that gave you odd, pleasurable feelings when you held them. She’d parlayed that into a dealership, which she lost when her partner skipped out with cash made on a big deal, one of those unique finds that have the potential to kick-start new industries, like the bound pairs of electrons at the heart of the q-phone system.


  “And that’s how I ended up here with you, in a motel room at the wrong end of the Strip. We’re like two characters out of one of Springsteen’s songs. We both came here looking for new lives and found we couldn’t escape what we are.”


  “What are we?”


  “You’re a handsome drifter. I’m a woman who’s good at business but bad at love,” Rachel said, and laughed when I said I thought she was pretty good in all the areas we’d tried so far. She had a nice, rough laugh. Saying, “This is sex, darling, not love. But I think you and I can get something done together. Are you up for a little adventure?”


  She told me about the Henry Wu Memorial Museum, said that its security was ridiculously weak because as far as most people were concerned it didn’t have anything worth stealing.


  “But there’s one thing that means a lot to me. Something I dug up early in my prospecting career. Something that could lead us to a fortune.”


  “Why me?”


  “Why not?


  Rachel walked her fingers down my stomach and smiled when I responded, and we rolled together.


  Well, you know I said yes. Not just because I was dumb enough to think we were in love. But because she’d brought something rising to the surface. A hunger and a hopefulness I hadn’t felt since I learned I’d won a lottery ticket off Earth, and every kind of new possibility had opened up.


  Besides, I thought it would be easy.


  It wasn’t, of course. We broke into the museum at midnight. Two hours later, we were speeding out of town along the coast highway. We’d passed the checkpoint into American territory, a routine stop that terrified me much less than I’d thought it would. We had left two dead men behind us and Rachel was cradling the thing she wanted so badly while I drove as fast as I dared in her rented car and Bruce Springsteen played on the iPod plugged into the stereo, a compilation of all his big loud tracks.


  Dawn was coming up, the sun huge and orange and pitted with spots around its equator. It was a lot smaller than Earth’s sun, I’d read somewhere. An old, old red dwarf star. But it was much cooler than the sun, too, so that the Goldilocks zone in which First Foot orbited was close in, and from the surface its little red-dwarf sun looked eight times as big as Earth’s.


  The light woke Rachel out of her daze. She asked me if I was okay, driving. I said I was. It helped me to not think about what had happened.


  “What happened, happened. We have to deal with it,” she said. As if she was talking about a minor inconvenience, like a snapped heel on her shoe.


  She switched off the music, fiddled with the radio, pulled in some breakfast show. Eventually the news came around. Right at the end there was a two-sentence item about the break-in at the Henry Wu Museum, that persons unknown had killed two security guards.


  “I guess the cops don’t know who we are,” I said. “Maybe our luck is changing.”


  “I wouldn’t count on it,” Rachel said.


  She didn’t say anything else. Sitting there, stroking the damn stone we’d killed two men for. It was black and smooth and oval. Sooner or later she’d tell me where we were going, and what we’d find when we got there. Meanwhile, I was happy to be driving. As long as I could do that, nothing else much mattered. Not even our two little murders. We were putting those behind us, mile after mile after mile. And ahead of us was only the road, aimed at the continent’s empty heart. Human beings had barely scratched the edge of this world. There were plenty of places we could hide, on or off the map. With one decision, I’d opened up my life to endless possibilities.


  Signs for a rest stop appeared. Rachel said she needed to freshen up, told me to pull over. The lot was empty apart from a pickup parked near a picnic bench, where a young couple was eating breakfast. Furniture and cardboard boxes stacked in its load bed, a German Shepherd lying under the grin of its chromed bull bars, sitting up as I followed Rachel toward the couple, a cold feeling growing inside me. The man stood when she pulled out her gun and the dog stalked toward her wolflike and growling, and she shot it.


  I found a roll of parcel tape in the pickup’s glove box and we used that to tie up the young man and woman. I had to whack the man on the head when he refused to hold out his wrists; after that they didn’t give us any trouble. We dumped them among the boxes and furniture and set fire to the rental car and drove off in the pickup. Rachel took the wheel. She drove faster than I would have dared, those strange trees that grow along the highway there, like mushrooms grafted onto barrel cacti, whipping past on either side.


  After a few miles, Rachel turned off the highway, followed a dirt track between trees and rocks to a rise where microwave masts clustered inside a corral of wire mesh fencing. We left the man and woman there, with a couple of bottles of water. The man was still mostly out of it; the woman was making noises behind her tape gag. We got back to the highway and drove on. Shadows shrinking as the sun climbed the dark blue sky where a few day stars shone. Cool air pouring through the open windows. Springsteen on the stereo.


  I’d seen him once. Springsteen. One of his last concerts, at the end of a tour to raise funds to support research into climate change. Before the war, before the Jackaroo came and shrinking glaciers and homeless polar bears became irrelevant.


  It was in Milwaukee. My hometown. My dad took me. It was a year after he’d finally split with my mom. I was twelve.


  My dad was an accountant. Was? I bet he still is, if he’s still alive, even though he went through the usual kind of midlife crisis involving an affair with a younger colleague, buying a motorcycle and an expensive leather jacket, staying up at nights drinking high-end scotch, and listening to his old CDs on headphones. Nodding along, rapping fractured beats on the arms of the chair, singing off-key snatches of lyrics. I felt sad for him rather than angry. And after he moved out, I found that I kind of liked hanging out with him in his downtown bachelor apartment, mainly because it meant hanging out with his girlfriend, too. I guess I was getting my first hormonal jolt.


  Anyway, the concert. There I was, watching my dad bop in his seat in his good Italian leather jacket and his brand-new boot-cut Nudie jeans, one arm around his girl’s shoulders, as Springsteen and the E-Street Band did their thing up on the big stage under fans of lights. Which wasn’t my thing. If anyone asked at school I said I was into trancehop, but I wasn’t really into any kind of music at all at back then. Still, the spectacle and the energy, the sheer industrial volume of noise and light, did get to me. It was like being caught in a flood. You had to go with it. And at the center of it all was this wiry old geezer standing rigid at the mike, sweating hard as he sang and slashed chords from his guitar. Sweat gleaming on his face. Sweat spraying in a halo and catching in the lights when he shook his head.


  I don’t remember the songs, but I remember the rasp in his voice, the way he’d yell out hyuh! and the drums would come down and his band would swing in behind him. I remember the shine in my dad’s eye, his stupid happy smile. But that was about all I knew about Springsteen until Rachel enlightened me, told me that he stood for the America that was all around you but which you didn’t see or hear properly because it had been drowned out by Clear Channel and ten thousand cable channels with nothing on. That he articulated the hopes and fears of people caught in the traps of their lives. That he sang about small and personal rebellions that blew up or went bad, about how people had to live their lives in the wreckage of failed dreams, of how to survive in a country where the fantasy of winning is the first, last, and only prize . . .


  Talking on and on as she drove down the four-lane highway that wound out of the mountains and straightened out across a great desert plain. Making little sense that I could tell.


  Rachel was crazy, I knew, but I was crazy too. Something had broken inside me. I was out of the trap of the Deadwood Gulch Roadhouse and Casino. Out and free in an alien world under an alien sun. On the run with my woman beside me, and the strange prize she nursed in her lap. I had no idea if it was valuable or not, whether or not it would lead us to some kind of mysterious alien treasure. I didn’t care. That we had it was what counted. Although I couldn’t forget how we’d taken it, and what it had cost. Maybe that was what Rachel was trying to tell me, when she was talking about what Springsteen meant to her. I hope so. She didn’t express any other kind of regret about what we did.


  We’d broken into the museum at midnight. It wasn’t hard. It had been a vanity project of the man who’d built it, an upside-down wedding cake of a building stuffed with alien artifacts. None of them were worth much. Henry Wu had lost his casino to maneuverings by officials in the pockets of one of the Chinese gangs who really ran Mammoth Lakes, the best of his collection had been stripped out, and the rest had been left to gather dust in that white elephant of a building. It was closed to tourists and marked for demolition because it occupied a prime spot on the Strip, but it was caught up in complex legal wrangles between the Chinese authorities and Wu’s family. Like the roadhouse, it was stuck in limbo while Mammoth Lakes grew and changed around it.


  We came in through one of the loading docks, where the big sliding doors were fastened with ordinary padlocks, and waited until a guard came to switch off the alarm. An old guy who, when we showed him our guns, sensibly put up his hands and said he didn’t want trouble. But there was a second guard, young and keen, and he shot at Rachel as we came down the curve of the main ramp, and she shot back and nailed him in the leg, and followed the blood trail he left as he crawled toward the alarm box and shot him dead right in front of a big cylinder of armored Perspex glass that held in murky water an armature of carved bone taken from the floor of one of the lakes.


  I remember seeing his blood run across the uneven concrete. Quick red tentacles of blood. I remember being in a bathroom, ripping off the leg of the tights Rachel had cut in half for me to wear over my head, leaning over a sink until the sudden gout of nausea had passed. She’d painted a mask in tiger stripes with mascara and lipstick on my skin, but when I looked in the mirror and smiled it was my smile behind the red and black. Rachel came in, then. She was carrying the thing she’d come for. She said, “Your turn.”


  There wasn’t much traffic on the highway. We were descending now, the highway winding between shaly slopes, crossing deep canyons on concrete bridges. Mostly we passed road trains, three or four loads towed by big tractor units with chromed exhausts like chimneys on either side of their cabs, chrome grills like fierce smiles, and names airbrushed in florid scripts on their doors. Big Bob’s. Easy Does It. Mack Attack.


  Rachel pointed one out to me. Livin’ in the Future. She said that it was the title of a Springsteen song. A good omen. About all she said that afternoon, as the sun swung overhead and the highway left the mountains behind and crossed a wide playa. Drifts of sand on either side, sand blowing across the road, dry flats of sand and rock and dead-looking trees stretching ahead toward mountains that floated at the shimmering horizon.


  Pretty soon, we were driving through the outskirts of the alien necropolis. The City of the Dead.


  There weren’t many tombs at first, and they mostly looked like clusters and clumps of rocks. Slumped, half-buried, overgrown by rings of thorn bushes. Then we passed a tract of square, slab-sided, flat-topped tombs as big as ranch houses, and I saw Boxbuilder ruins like soap bubbles stretched along to the top of a low ridge.


  Rachel sat up and started to take notice of things. Cradling that black stone like it was a baby, stroking it. Pointing out tombs like staircases made of broken pillars, labyrinths that coiled around underground entrances.


  I was driving again. I was tired, but it felt good. I was ready for anything.


  The sun set. Prickles of electric light appeared ahead of us. A little desert town at a crossroads. Joe’s Corner. We pulled up in the parking lot of a motel, the Westward Ho!, got a keycard from the Indian-from-India clerk, showered together, fucked slow and easy on the king-size bed with the TV on. CNN. Local news alternating with news from Earth. Rachel watching over my shoulder as we moved together, watching when we’d finished, sitting up against the padded headboard, naked and sweaty and tousled. That black stone on the nightstand beside her.


  The theft and the two murders at the museum had dropped off the bottom of the local news cycle. There was no mention of the pyre we’d left behind at the rest stop, and when she used her phone to check the net she couldn’t find anything about it there, either.


  “We got away,” I said.


  “Not yet,” Rachel said, and got up and started to pull on her clothes.


  I asked her where she was going.


  “Pizza first. Then we’ll see.”


  She took the stone along with her, weighting the bottom of her sling bag. She had her gun in there, too. I had mine tucked in the waistband of my pants, covered by the hem of my sweatshirt. The way I’d seen it done in movies.


  We paid for the pizza at the drive-in window of a place shaped like a flying saucer, like a couple of regular customers, and Rachel directed me to the edge of town, a rise looking out across the City of the Dead. The sky everywhere scattered with stars. The mountains to the east in saw-tooth silhouette against them. I wondered for the first time if we’d ever find out what lay behind those mountains.


  Rachel talked about the stars. About where we were, thousands and thousands of light years from Earth. Talked about working out in the desert. The dust devils that could blow up out of nowhere and smash and scatter your camp in half a minute. The hive rats that would swarm you if you put so much as one bootprint on their territory. The ghostly eidolons that inhabited certain tombs. The stark emptiness and silence of the land. The weight of centuries and centuries of inscrutable alien history. The Jackaroo had gifted this world to at least a dozen species of aliens before us. All were gone, now. They’d dwindled, or changed, or simply moved on, and we knew almost nothing about their stories. We only had what they’d left behind, and we didn’t really understand any of it. We were the latest in a long series of experiments, Rachel said, and I thought of course of the !Cha, Useless Beauty. I asked her if she knew it, and she said that the first time she’d seen it was when she’d come into the roadhouse, seen me talking with it at the bar.


  “But I didn’t take much notice,” she said. “I was watching you.”


  “That’s nice.”


  “I mean it. I saw something in you. Something I recognized.”


  “Yeah.”


  “We knew each other before we met,” she said.


  We watched the stars. Their pale cold light fallen like frost on the playa, on the small and scattered shapes of the ruins.


  At last, I asked her about the stone. Why it was important to her.


  She told me that it was one of the things that had been stolen from her by her business partner. Something she hadn’t thought about since, because she hadn’t realized at the time that it was important. It was a nice example of the kind of shaped stone found in and around the tombs that harbored eidolons, nothing more than that. Worth maybe a hundred dollars. There were thousands of them, all chipped from the same seam of rock on some asteroid in the inner belt.


  “I didn’t know it when I first picked it up, but it spoke to me,” she said. “And then it was stolen, along with everything else. I didn’t think about it again until I came to Mammoth Lakes. Maybe it drew me there. I don’t know. It definitely drew me to the museum. To the case where it sat with a hundred others like it. All of them dead and silent, except this one,” Rachel said, thumbing the curve the stone made in the bottom of her bag. “I didn’t know until I saw it. Until I recognized it. I have a good memory. I remember every one of my finds.”


  “What did it say? When it spoke to you.”


  “Do you think I’m crazy?”


  “I think we’re both crazy.”


  Rachel was staring out of the windshield at the starlit necropolis. I waited for her to speak. I didn’t much care why we here, to be straight with you. Or where we were going. I only knew that I was glad to be there. In that moment. In a stolen pickup that smelled of pizza. A gun digging into the small of my back. The freedom of not knowing what came next.


  At last, Rachel said, “We call them soul stones. We think they’re imprinted with some kind of quantum structure that generates eidolons. If you take away every soul stone you can find in a tomb, its population of eidolons is reduced. Not eliminated, so there’s something else going on, but definitely reduced.”


  “By eidolons you mean I guess the dead. Dead aliens.”


  “If that’s what eidolons are, yes. But we don’t know that. They may be servants, memorializing the dead. Remnants of some kind of ceremony of interment. Representations of particular memories. We impose our stories on things aliens left behind, but we can’t ever know the truth. What they really were, what they meant to those who made or owned them, how they were used . . .”


  “But you know that it wants to go back.”


  “After we’re finished here, we’ll be free. We can do anything we like.”


  “It’ll probably end badly.”


  “There’s a song on ‘Nebraska.’ You know ‘Nebraska’ ?”


  “It’s the only one of his I really liked. It had a lo-fi emo thing going for it.”


  But I was thinking about a different Springsteen song, from a different album.


  Rachel said, “This one is about Charlie Starkweather, who killed a bunch of people to impress his girlfriend. It’s a true story. There’s a film of it, a good one. The song starts off about the movie version of the real story, and goes beyond both of them. It ends with Charlie on trial, asking the judge if he can have his girlfriend sit on his lap when he’s strapped in the electric chair.”


  “My dad had this tribute CD. Chrissie Hynde sang that song.”


  “I like that version.”


  “I like it better than the original,” I said.


  We drove back to the motel. We watched TV. We fucked. There was an edge of desperation to it. We slept. In the morning, we drove to a short strip mall at the southern end of the little town. Bought potato chips and bottles of water and a few other things in a minimart, had breakfast in a diner. Rachel studied every vehicle that came and went in the parking lot. When a van parked in front of the souvenir store that anchored one end of the little strip mall, she told me to drink up my coffee, we had people to see, things to do.


  The van’s driver had raised the mesh shutters of the storefront and was unlocking the door when we walked up. A middle-aged overweight guy with pale hair combed sideways over his pate, strands fluttering in hot wind. He smiled at Rachel, asked her if she was working.


  “I found a new partner,” Rachel said.


  “So I see.”


  The guy gave me an up-and-down glance. I smiled. The excitement was back. A parched taste in my mouth. A fat lazy hum in my head.


  Rachel patted her bag, told the guy she had something for him.


  “One of your specials?”


  “Definitely.”


  “You want the right price, Rach, you know you’ve come to the right place.”


  “Why don’t you unlock that door so we can talk inside?”


  What she did when the guy opened the door was follow him inside and shoot him in the back of his head. One shot, all it took. There was hardly any blood: the bullet stayed in his skull. He dropped straight down and she stepped over him and used the butt of her gun to smash the glass top of the counter that ran along one side of the dim and cluttered store.


  “Give me a hand,” she told me. “Scatter things about. Make it look like a robbery.”


  “Isn’t that what it is?”


  Rachel threw a handful of small white pebbles on the floor, kicked them around, reached in for more. “It’s a diversion,” she said.


  We spent a few minutes trashing the place. Grabbing alien trinkets from cabinets and scattering them across the floor. Pulling down a display of digging tools with a satisfying clatter. Tossing camping gear and T-shirts everywhere. Stamping on little wooden carvings of tombs. Smashing snow globes with plastic models of tombs sunk inside water.


  As we left, Rachel tripped the alarm. We drove off to the sound of bells. People stood at the plate-glass window of the diner, watching us go.


  Rachel was at the wheel, driving fast, driving straight out of town down a two-lane blacktop that cut north across the playa, turning off down a dirt road that climbed a low range of hills and cut between Boxbuilder ruins.


  Within an hour, we’d left all trace of civilization behind, driving along tracks and gullies, across stretches of sand rippled by the wind, around a small fleet of crescent dunes. Deeper and deeper into the City of the Dead.


  I didn’t ask why she’d killed the storeowner, figuring that it was payback for some old grudge. Maybe he’d helped her ex-partner cheat her, or maybe he’d cheated her himself, once upon a time. I told myself it was none of my business. I told myself I was along for the ride, ready to help out when she needed it. And when she was done, we’d take off into new adventures.


  We drove most of the day. Taking turns. Stopping now and then to look back at where we’d been, see if we were being followed. Eating and drinking at the wheel. The heat and the glare of the sun were brutal. I worried about running out of bottled water. I worried about running out of gas, kept the air-con low. Rachel didn’t object, even though it grew so hot in the pickup’s cabin that sweat evaporated straight off our skin. Whenever I took my turn at the wheel, Rachel got out her phone and checked it, then eased back, tipped the brim of the baseball cap she’d taken from the store over her eyes, and spoke only to tell me which way to go, or to remind me to skirt wide of rare patches of greenery: hive-rat gardens. Drive into one of those, she said, we might sink hub-deep in one of their tunnels, and their soldiers would open the pickup like a tin can.


  In the middle of the afternoon, I heard a helicopter fluttering off in the distance. Here, there. After a couple of minutes, I glimpsed a distant glitter as it turned in the empty dark blue sky. We parked under a bank of coral trees that stretched scarlet, scaly limbs over the ruins of tombs shaped a little like old-fashioned beehives. While Rachel went off to take a leak, I watched the helicopter turn and turn again in the distance. At last, it cut away on a long eastward slant, and we set off again.


  It was getting dark. The desert was waking around us. I saw a long sleek creature with eight legs slinking under brush, mouth long and narrow and crowded with teeth. A dire wolf, Rachel said. I saw a gout of things like bats made of crumpled tissue-paper spurt from a hole in the ground, twisting like smoke against the vast sunset. I saw something like a centipede the size of a python moving trainlike through the brush.


  At last, Rachel drove the pickup over a low ridge that cupped a small U-shaped arroyo where a tomb sat in the middle of a spiral of stone walls. Rachel drove down the slope and pulled up at a broken part of the walls and we climbed out into the dusky air and dry heat. She was carrying a four-cell flashlight and had a sleepy look, but managed a small smile when I asked her if she was okay.


  “We’re almost done,” she said.


  I followed her through narrow winding roofless passages squeezed between the walls, to the entrance of the tomb. It was a ramp that sloped down into a well of black air under a domed roof overgrown with scrub. Bushes had grown up from old stumps around the entrance. There was a broken shovel and a sun-bleached plastic jerry can and other debris scattered about.


  Rachel clicked on her big flashlight, used a broken branch to rake the bushes. When nothing jumped out at her, she pushed through and scrambled down the ramp. I followed her into a square dry space. Blocks of stone fallen from the vaulted ceiling tipped here and there on gritty black sand. Shadows shifted around us as Rachel pointed the flashlight here and there. Some of them kept moving after the beam of light had passed. Small figures emerging from angles and cracks in the stone-block walls, about the size of spider monkeys I’d seen at the Milwaukee zoo, one of Dad’s less inspired post-divorce outings.


  With a sound like whispering in a far-off room, the eidolons stepped toward us. Nudging each other, twisting their hands together. They were as pale as cigarette smoke. Bands of tiny black eyes set above sphincter-like mouths turned to Rachel as she walked queen-like among them. Watching as she took out the soul stone and set it on the floor. When she stepped back, the eidolons flocked around the stone, pawing at it but never quite touching it.


  There seemed to be more of them, suddenly, but it was hard to tell because they crowded so close together, wavering in and out of each other, faintly luminescent. I thought of cats, feeding.


  “That’s it,” Rachel said. Her voice flat and small in that vaulted space.


  “That’s it? What about the stuff? The alien treasure?”


  “It’s somewhere else. Really.”


  We stood looking at each other, half-lit by the splash of the flashlight’s beam.


  I said, “I just want to be with you. You and me against the world. But no more stories about treasure. Okay?”


  “We’re nearly at the end of this story,” Rachel said. She had that dreamy look again, but she spoke with clear certainty. “The stone is back where it wants to be.”


  “So we can go.”


  “Yes. We can go.”


  We were about halfway around the spiral of the labyrinth when Rachel pointed at the sliver of dark sky pinched between the walls. I looked up, and that’s when she cold-cocked me. Hit me behind the ear with a solid blow from her flashlight, caught me on top of my head when I went down. I heard her say something. I’d like to think it was an apology. I heard her footsteps crunch on sand and grit, moving away. And that’s all I knew for a while.


  The man paused. He sat on the bunk bed that hinged out from one wall of the small death-row cell. He wore orange coveralls and his head was shaven and his stubble was dark against his pale skin. He told the alien, “I guess you know the rest.”


  “I am interested in every part of your story,” the !Cha said.


  His tank squatted low against the opposite wall, overtopped by the joints of its spindly legs. Fluorescent lights caged in the steel ceiling and in the steel walls picked highlights from the tank’s black cylinder. There were no shadows anywhere, apart from a small one crouched under the bunk bed.


  “It isn’t really my story. It’s hers. I was there, I went along, I did what I did. I never denied that. Never cared not to. I did what I did,” the man said, with a sudden jut of defiance. “I shot that old guy. The guard. And I was responsible for the kid dying. When we left them, we meant for both of them to get free, but I hit him too hard. He was bleeding inside his skull. Went into a coma and never came out of it. So that’s on me too. And I was there when she did her killing too, and never tried to stop her.”


  “And yet you are here, and she is not.”


  “I told you I’d tell you my story if I could ask a couple of questions. Here’s the first. Your friend, Useless Beauty. He put her up to it, didn’t he?”


  “He is not a friend.”


  “You could be him. Those tanks all look the same . . . All you have to do is call yourself something else. Unlikely Worlds, say. Who would know?”


  “I call myself Unlikely Worlds because that is the name I took when I came here. Useless Beauty is my rival. We compete for the same things.”


  “Whatever. He did a number on Rachel, didn’t he?”


  “No. The story was already inside her. The soul stone found it and made use of it.”


  “Right. You just like to watch.”


  “Something like that,” the alien, Unlikely Worlds, said.


  “She thought she was Charlie Starkweather. Well, I know she wasn’t, but it didn’t matter what story she was following as long as that stone got back to where it was supposed to be.”


  “I imagine it matters to you.”


  “I thought we’d have a bunch of adventures until the law caught up with us. I thought we’d be together right until the end . . .”


  For a while, the man was somewhere else. The !Cha waited. He had deep reserves of patience, and had paid the prison governor for all the time he needed. When he saw the man’s attention come back, he said, “Your story did not end when she left you in the tomb.”


  “Now we’re getting down to it, aren’t we? Well, I’ll tell you how it ended if you tell me something.”


  “That was always our deal.”


  “The truth. No evasions.”


  The man was fingering the stubble behind his left ear, where a faint white scar showed.


  The !Cha said, “She hit you on the head. You lost consciousness. You woke . . .”


  “I could hear the helicopter. I guess it woke me. That hard fluttering roar. I’d lost a lot of blood, and I was still half out of it, but I found my way through the labyrinth. Saw that Rachel had taken the pickup, no surprise there. I followed its tracks up that ridge in the near dark, saw the helicopter chasing the pickup’s headlights out across the playa. She was driving fast, bouncing along in a shroud of dust. The helicopter was right on her tail. Flying low, shining a spotlight on her. I guess she was watching her rearview, because she didn’t seem to see the headlights cutting in on her right. Or maybe she did, and she didn’t care . . . The man was somewhere else again for a moment. He said, “She called the town’s sheriff sometime when we were driving to the tomb. One time she went off to pee, I’m sure that’s when she did it. The sheriff came looking for her on account of the murder of the storeowner, called in the chopper to help. And she called him again after she cold-cocked me, because he knew where to find me.”


  “And he shot her.”


  “I suppose you want to know how I feel about that. I don’t blame him. She shot at him, what was he going to do? He T-boned her, smashed the pickup good, and she started firing through the broken windshield. I saw the flashes. Like stars going off inside the chopper’s searchlight. She fired off an entire magazine inside half a minute. He fired back, that was it. I knew it was because the chopper landed beside the two vehicles, took off again, and came on toward the tomb. And I ran back inside,” the man said. “I don’t know why. I wasn’t thinking straight. I had this idea there might be treasure inside after all, even though I knew there wasn’t. But maybe something else was doing my thinking for me, you know?”


  “Is that what you believe?”


  “Wish I knew,” the man said. “I got inside, started threatening the eidolons. I shot at them a couple of times, but they took no notice of course, being ghosts. So that was when I went outside and grabbed that old shovel, and started hitting the soul stone. Hit it and hit it until it split in two. Those eidolons went crazy. Whirling around like they were caught in a hurricane wind. By now, the helicopter was overhead, and its noise and its glare filled the entrance. I could see the stone was in pieces on the floor, and I picked up a sliver and I swallowed it. And no, I don’t know why.”


  “And then?”


  “The eidolons dropped down and scattered back into the shadows,” the man said. “They were watching me. But as far as I was concerned, nothing happened. No revelation. No visions. Someone used the helicopter’s loudspeaker, told me to toss any weapon I had and come out with my hands up. I thought for maybe a second about shooting at them. But it was there and gone. The thing inside me, the thing that had risen up and taken me, it was gone. So I climbed up that ramp into the glare with my hands up above my head, and that was that.”


  “Not quite,” the alien said.


  “You mean my little friend,” the man said, and snapped his fingers.


  The shadow sidled out from under the bunk bed like a shy or sulky child, a smoky biped shape that bent and bowed, half-transparent in the harsh light, the glittering band of its eyes all the time fixed on the !Cha.


  “There it is,” the man said. “Bound to me, poor thing. And here I am, ready to follow Rachel. So, that’s my story, for what it’s worth.”


  “It is a good one. My rival will be displeased.”


  “Yeah? So why isn’t he here?”


  “He did not realize that your story is more important than that of the woman. That it is not from some fragment or template woken by the soul stone. It is all yours.”


  “And now it’s yours.”


  “Now we share it.”


  The man said, “The scientists say something in that sliver bonded with my nervous system. That’s why my little friend followed me out of the tomb. Because when I bonded with the stone, he bonded with me. You think that’s true?”


  “Is that your question?”


  “Depends whether you can answer it.”


  “I know as much about the eidolons as you. Perhaps less,” the !Cha said.


  The shadowy manikin, squatting by the man’s bare feet watched them talk.


  “Some claim that inside that tank you’re a school of little fish. Others that you’re no more than a gallon of smart water. I was wondering which is nearest the truth. And no, that isn’t my question either. Just simple curiosity.”


  “You are playing with me.”


  “We’re playing each other.”


  “You started out as something like a fish, in your mother’s womb,” the alien said. “And most of your body is water. The truth is we are not so very different, you and I.”


  “We both like stories. Or think they’re important.”


  “I value yours immensely, and am honored that you have shared it with me. Please. Ask me a question. I will answer it as truthfully as I can.”


  “Maybe another time,” the man said.


  “You have little time left.”


  “Even so. Maybe I want to go out with you owing me something. It would mean I’m not going out empty-handed, you know?”


  “I will think about that, and try to understand.” The alien pushed up on its three legs, knocked on the door to summon the guard, and said, “You don’t always understand your own stories. That’s what Mr. Springsteen’s songs are so often about. People who don’t understand the stories they are caught in. The Jackaroo think it will be your downfall. We think it is part of your glory. You don’t understand your stories, and you search for their meaning, and sometimes that frees you to do something different. Something new. Something wonderful. As you did, when you smashed the stone and swallowed part of it.”


  “Didn’t help me, did it?” the man said. “Know what they call out, when I’m taken outside my cell? ‘Dead man walking.’ ”


  “You could have chosen to die in the desert. And your story would have died with you. Yet it lives now, and will live on. Perhaps the part of you bonded to the eidolon will survive to see who is right. Us, or the Jackaroo.”


  “Wouldn’t that be nice,” the dead man said, with the trace of a smile.


  Rendition


  Dr Alison McReady’s journal, 19/06:


  Ralph the Spook is on the top of the silo tank with his rifle and high-powered binoculars; the King of the Dead is doing a good imitation of being asleep (I think he’s sulking after Ralph interrupted our conversation); I have a chance to note down what happened in the camp today, how we got here and why. Old habits die hard, I guess. I’ve been keeping this journal for just over a month now. It’ll take more than a little diversion involving a secret agent on the run with a mad dead guy to stop me.


  It started with a call from the duty officer at you-have-to-be-kidding ack emma: there was a problem at the main gate, could I come straight down. So the acting head of Displaced Persons Camp #16 (Oxford Emergency Area) got out of the nice warm cot she’d fallen into less than a couple of hours ago, pulled a raincoat over her pyjamas, and walked past the dark admin block to the main gate, where the duty officer and four squaddies were standing in front of a Range Rover.


  It was lit up by floodlights, engine running, exhaust pumping a plume of vapour into the frosty air, black paint job on its left flank scarred by several high-velocity rounds and a short burst from a sub-machine gun, tinted windows crazed. The driver stood by the open door, smoking, watching the darkness beyond the yellow splash of the floodlights and the triple razor-wire fence. Tall, trim, blond, dressed in camo gear and combat boots, a pistol holstered at his hip. I recognised him before he turned to me. My very own secret agent, Mr Blond, aka Please Call Me Ralph Pronounced Rafe. Turning up cool as you please after we’d set free a certain undead royal personage and gone our separate ways. Telling me now that he was in a spot of bother: he had one person mortally wounded and another who needed treatment, was wondering if I could lend a hand.


  Well, what could I do?


  Once I’d been shown what he’d brought with him, I called my chief nurse, told her I was going to deal with a couple of difficult cases in the quarantine zone. I was in the middle of giving her a list of supplies I would need when Ralph drew his pistol and pushed me behind the Range Rover. I didn’t have a chance to ask him what the hell. A moment later, gunfire crackled beyond the perimeter and bullets zipped through the air and kicked fragments from the concrete apron. Ralph leaned out from the cover of the Range Rover and returned fire with his pistol; a moment later the soldiers got their act together and dropped to the ground and started firing too.


  Figures materialised out of the gloom. Four, six, eight of them, moving slowly and unsteadily, firing rifles from the hip. They wore ragged clothes and walked like drunks. The noise was tremendous. I saw Ralph jam a fresh magazine into his pistol and step out into the open and brace and aim and fire, saw a figure jerk backwards and collapse. He yelled at the soldiers, told them to take head-shots, fired again. A woman missing her lower jaw was struck in the chest. She took two steps backwards and Ralph shot again and matter sprayed from her head and she collapsed. He shot a man scrabbling at the outer wire and the soldiers got the idea and took down the rest.


  In the echo of gunfire, Ralph turned to me and asked if I was all right. I said stupidly that they were the dead, the attackers had been dead people. He looked straight into my eyes and said yes, they were the dead and now they were really dead. Firing guns!, I said. I was having a hard time understanding what I had seen. He said they were a new kind of dead, a crowd of them had attacked him and his friends, and that was when one of them stood up behind the wire and I screamed like a silly little girl and Ralph turned and fired a single shot and the dead man dropped his rifle and fell against the razorwire and hung there.


  Ralph apologised for causing me trouble, said it was a matter of national survival, and he couldn’t think of anyone better qualified to help.


  I said that his chat-up line sounded awfully familiar.


  I’d forgotten how nice his smile was.


  While he had a little talk with the soldiers, I checked the mortally wounded patient in the back of the Range Rover and made another call to my chief nurse, finishing up that list of supplies, asking her to stop by my room and pick up some warm clothes and my good hiking boots. Then I climbed into the Range Rover beside Ralph, and we drove down the main drag, past rows and rows of tents, most of them empty, to one of the huts in the quarantine area in the western quadrant. Ralph, asking questions about my work, asking how many people still lived here. I told him the camp was almost empty and would soon be shut down, explained about the new Core Optimisation Initiative that was moving displaced persons out of camps like this and into those cities that were considered relatively safe.


  “Managed retreat,” he said. “You’re having trouble keeping your quarantine zone clear.”


  London was still not safe to go into after the government had detonated a nuclear device over the south of the city. I asked him if it was bad everywhere.


  “Pretty much, I’m afraid,” he said. And added that it was good to see me safe and well.


  The mortally wounded man on the back seat groaned as we bounced over a bad pothole and pulled up in front of the hut. My chief nurse, Katherine Hughes, was waiting for us. She was Welsh, forthright and completely unflappable. She said she would stay and help me, and stared Ralph down when he tried to tell her it wouldn’t be necessary.


  “You should have taken him to the secure facility run by that New World Pharmaceutical Group. The one on Ramsey Island,” she said, after she’d seen the wounded man.


  “You were closer,” Ralph said. “Also, he may have been bitten.”


  “We’ll do what we can,” Katherine said. “But it won’t be what he needs.”


  The hut was warm and humid. The only light was from battery lanterns because the generator was switched off after midnight to save what little diesel we had left. We hadn’t used the place for more than a month. People seeking serious medical help weren’t sent to the DP camps any more. They went to reception areas run by NWP and if they didn’t turn or die they were treated and sent on. And now the original residents of the camp were being dispatched to Oxford, twenty or so a day; soon the camp would be empty, and I’d be in Oxford too, or reassigned elsewhere.


  We got the man inside, did our best to make him comfortable on a gel mattress Katherine had brought in the SmartCar we used to tootle around the camp. He was burned over more than ninety per cent of his body, with a broken femur and a shattered pelvis, several shrapnel wounds to his chest, glass cuts to his face, and a bad bite on his forearm. Katherine giving me a look after she’d sponged off a crust of dried blood and revealed the tooth-marks. The poor man was awake, exhibiting the lucidity the recently badly-burned often possess, not yet in real pain. His name, Ralph said, was Dr Toby Maggs, a psychologist. Katherine kept up a stream of encouraging chat as we did what we could, which wasn’t much more than cutting away what was left of his clothing, cleaning and bandaging his various wounds, covering him with a Mylar blanket, and giving him fluids and morphine. I tried to tell myself that even the best hospital wouldn’t have been able to do any better and that if he didn’t die of his wounds the infection from the bite was certain to kill him. It didn’t much help.


  I told Ralph that he’d been right about the bite. He said he could deal with it right away, end the poor chap’s suffering and make sure he got eternal rest.


  I said that he was on a high dose of morphine and that when the time came we had our own way of making sure the dead stayed dead, and explained about the slaughterhouse bolt guns we used.


  Ralph raised an eyebrow, said that I’d toughened up since he’d last seen me, laughed when I asked if that was a new chat-up line.


  While Katherine finished settling Dr Maggs, I changed out of my pyjamas into a sweater and jeans in the bathroom, then helped Ralph move the other person he’d brought. The dead person.


  He was in the cavernous rear of the Range Rover, strapped to an ortho stretcher, a rigid plank of blue plastic used for people with spinal injuries. He was dressed in an orange boilersuit and a backwards restraint jacket. He appeared to have broken the long bones of his arms and legs: steel pins protruded through holes in sleeves and legs of the coveralls. Then I saw the pins ended in eyebolts and each eyebolt was padlocked to doubled lengths of steel chain that looped through slots either side of the stretcher. There were straps across his thighs and chest and his head was restrained by a strap across his forehead. He was painfully thin. Skeletal. A death’s-head face, the sutures of his skull showing through a patchy stubble. He looked up at me when I looked down at him, and smiled. Baring his teeth the way the dead do before they bite. Then the worst shock of all: he spoke.


  A dry voice with some kind of old-fashioned London accent. Asking me which of my parents had been a slave. I told him my father had been a Tube driver, my mother a nurse.


  “And are you also a nurse, like your mother?”


  “A doctor.”


  “Ah. I confess little liking for your profession. They have caused me much pain in the past.”


  “We’re going to take care of you here.”


  “Those firearms I heard. Were they my people?”


  Those yellow eyes. Like old ivory. That intent unblinking stare.


  “You mean, were they the dead?”


  I was frightened of him, but I was curious too. Trying to put everything together.


  “I am their king,” the dead man said, matter-of-factly. “Perhaps you will be my queen, by and by.”


  Ralph interrupted then, told the dead man he’d get the gag if he caused any trouble. We lifted him out and carried him in and set him upright against a wall, and I hooked him up to transfusion bags as per Ralph’s instructions. He thanked me, the dead man, for the blood.


  He’d been dead a very long time, according to Ralph. His name was Thomas Moreby, aka “Patient Zero”, aka “the Package”. He’d been an assistant to an 18th-century architect, and was a self-confessed sorcerer who believed he’d found the key to immortal life. Instead, what he had apparently discovered was the key to never-ending life in death. When he’d been accidentally revived beneath All Hallows Church in London, he and a cargo of fleas had escaped. The fleas carried bacteria; the bacteria carried a virus; the virus, transmitted by saliva and blood, killed people and brought them back to life.


  During the troubles that followed, Moreby had eventually been captured somehow by security forces and transported to a heavily-guarded facility outside Manchester, where researchers had been desperately attempting to discover if his body possessed the key for curing the plague he’d set loose. They hadn’t, according to Ralph, but they had found out that Moreby wasn’t your usual shambling teethsnapping nailclawing flesheating walking dead.


  It seemed that bacteria from the fleas had established a kind of network inside his nervous system. Also, his body harboured several variations of the virus that killed people and then resurrected them. One strain appeared to transmit memories and skills between the dead, Ralph said. And if one of the dead infected with that particular strain of virus ate the brains or part of the brains of their victim, some of the victim’s memories were then copied by the virus and subsequently absorbed by the host.


  “The dead who attacked us earlier hadn’t been soldiers when they’d been alive. But at least one of them must have eaten part of a soldier. They knew one end of a weapon from the other. And one of them sure knew how to fire an anti-tank missile. Poor Maggs was in the vehicle behind the one that the missile hit.”


  Ralph was tired but alert, spooning up tuna from a can while he talked, washing it down with bottled water. Telling me the convoy had been taking Moreby from Manchester to a safer location when it had been hit. Either it was bad luck – a random strike by a roving gang of the new kind of dead – or Moreby was telling the truth when he claimed to have got word out to his “followers”.


  Ralph said, “I wouldn’t put it past him. He’s a cunning so and so.” (The Spook and I have shared some very tense moments in the past few weeks, but I’ve never yet heard him swear.) “The memory-transfer virus got out, after all. And it’s been spreading fast. The scientists tracked it by mapping victims whose brains were eaten. Brains and nothing else.”


  It wasn’t a nice idea. The ordinary walking dead were bad enough. Smart walking dead armed with guns and missiles, capable of making and carrying out plans, raised the game to a new level. He left me to think about that while he went outside to check the perimeter. I tried to ignore the yellow stare of the dead man fastened to the upright stretcher and checked on Katherine and poor Dr Maggs.


  The morphine had taken hold. Maggs was awake but soporific. Feeling no pain. If he was lucky, systemic organ collapse would kill him before the pain kicked in, or before the virus did its work. His face was covered in big blisters. His arms and legs were swelling with fluid. His unburned forehead gleamed with sweat. Like all bad burns cases he was having problems regulating the core temperature of his body. Katherine was holding his right thumb, the only part of his hands that hadn’t been burned. He was talking to her. His voice was hoarse – he’d breathed in smoke or superheated air. She was smiling at him and telling him he was doing really well, and he was staring at her and trying to explain something about the dead. The politics of the dead. Why they were not democrats. Why they followed strong leaders – something about virus load and memes. “The King rules through the heart, not the head. His blood is royal because it carries the strongest strains of virus. That carries the strongest memes. Darwinian competition for ideas. In the blood.”


  Katherine told him that he shouldn’t get excited and glanced up at me. From her look I knew Dr Maggs didn’t have long.


  I went to fetch another bag of saline and the dead man called to me, saying that the good doctor was right about one thing. Kings were kings because it was in their blood.


  I said something about his blood being diluted by common ordinary blood. He said that it would be transmuted in his body as ordinary wine was transmuted to the blood of the upstart Redeemer during Holy Communion.


  “I have much in common with the so-called Saviour,” he said. “We both died and were born again. We both suffered at the hand of torturers. Our followers venerate and drink our blood in holy rituals. We are both called ‘King’ by mocking unbelievers who do not know they speak the truth.”


  He spoke very seriously. I supposed he was mad. It did not seem unlikely. Why should the living dead be in any way sane? Especially one who claimed to be nearly 300 years old.


  He asked me if I believed in the Holy Scriptures. I said that I was an agnostic who tended towards unbelief, these days. He said, “We are all part of my Master’s plan. Would you like to be part of my plan, child?”


  I asked if he’d planned his escape.


  “We all have plans. Ask your friend Ralph about his plans.


  Ask him about the plans of the Colonials.”


  “Can you really spread ideas through your blood?”


  “And with a kiss too,” he said, his accent suddenly changing to cockney. Wiv ah kees. Saying, Ow baht a nice leetle kees, gurl?


  His tongue was shockingly pink and alive, waggling between his black lips.


  Then he looked past me and said in his normal voice, “You look very serious, Ralph. Bad news, I hope.”


  Ralph ignored him. We went outside into the semidarkness. It was four in the morning and everything was as quiet as the tomb. Ralph said he’d been on the radio. Said some bad guys were coming. Said the brand-new lieutenant on the gate had probably called in the incident, even though he had ordered him not to. Said that he hated to cut and run, but he had to move on.


  I asked him if the bad guys were more of the dead, or Americans.


  “He told you, did he?” Ralph said.


  “He told me to ask you about your plans. And mentioned that the ‘Colonials’, as he called them, had plans too. What plans? What Americans?”


  Ralph looked straight at me and said he trusted me, and if I came with him he’d explain everything. Said that it would be the most enormous favour, because I might be able to talk with Moreby and get more information out of him.


  “I think he likes you. And it would really be a great help. Especially if we can find out how he communicates with his followers. Some of the scientists suspect some kind of telepathy. No one really knows. Knew.”


  I told him I had a camp to run.


  “I’ll only be borrowing you until my friends come. We work together well, you and I. Especially around royalty.”


  “This is different.”


  “Also, I need someone to pump more blood into our friend. The scientists drained him and I would like him a bit livelier, in case I have to let him go.”


  “Is that your plan?”


  “It’s plan B. Plan A, I get him to a safe place. And that’s all I can tell you for now.”


  He said he’d give me a couple of minutes to think about it. But he knew that I didn’t need more than ten seconds to decide. Knew that I wanted to know what happened next.


  Attachment #1


  To: G. Harman, New World Pharmaceutical Group, Ramsey Island


  Re: Population Variation and Change in Viral and Bacterial Load in the Resurrected Dead


  R. Hopkin, F. Gibbons, H.H. Chou, T.R. Maggs


  ABSTRACT


  Viral load (units per ml) and variation in the Human Reanimation Virus (popularly known as the “The Death”, “Beltane plague” or “Lazarus virus”) was measured in a sample of 12 deceased, resurrected subjects over a period of 21 days following injection of 10 ml samples of whole blood taken from Patient Zero. Viral load increased rapidly and reached a plateau 10 – 14 days after exposure. Variation in strains of HRV as measured by shotgun DNA sequencing showed significant differences between individuals. In 11 cases strain variation in the viral load rapidly reduced until only the primary strain and a low level (>0.002 units per ml) of the so-called meme-transfer (mtHRV) strain could be detected. In one case the primary strain became dominant but levels of mtHRV remained relatively high (5-8 units per ml). Significantly higher levels of activity in the bacterial species associated with HRV were also found in the blood and lymphatic system of this specimen, and cognitive ability as measured by standardised reward/punishment tests was higher than in other individuals. More research is needed to establish a link between levels of mt virus, bacteria and cognitive ability.


  Attachment #2


  To: G. Harman, New World Pharmaceutical Group, Ramsey Island


  Re: Horizontal Transfer of Skill-Sets Via Blood Containing the mt Strain of the HRV Virus


  R. Hopkin, T.R. Maggs, A Tyler-Smith


  ABSTRACT


  An activated dead individual (Q) with high loads (5-8 units per ml) of the meme-transfer strain of the Human Reanimation Virus (mtHRV) in its blood was taught simple tasks by reward/punishment treatment. Three activated dead individuals exposed to the blood of Q subsequently displayed part of these skills. Controls exposed to blood from Q that was virus-free after passing through .22 pm filters did not acquire any related skills. There was no change in activity of bacteria associated with this virus in either mtHRV-treated specimens or controls. The authors conclude that mtHRV is able to affect changes associated with skill-set acquisition and memory, and suggest that these changes may be associated with variations in the base-pair sequence of core RNA of mtHRV.


  Attachment #3


  To: G. Harman, New World Pharmaceutical Group, Ramsey Island


  Re: Morphology of Bacterial Colonies in the Nervous System of an Individual of the Resurrected Dead


  R. Hopkin and H.H. Chou


  ABSTRACT


  An individual infected with blood obtained from Patient Zero subsequently exhibited high levels of the mt strain of the Human Reanimation Virus and high levels of the associated bacterial species. We present evidence, including CAT imagery and electron and scanning-electron microscopy, that bacterial colonies formed highly-differentiated structures parallel with the sympathetic and para-sympathetic nervous systems.


  Sound file #1. Extracts from a conversation of 5 minutes 35 seconds duration.


  Thomas Moreby: What is it you are you reading? Alison McReady: Research papers.


  TM: He gave them to you?


  AM: On a thumb drive full of interesting stuff. You know what it is, Thomas, a thumb drive?


  TM: Do not think me a fool. Do you believe that because I am from another century I do not understand yours? Since my rebirth, I see everything and I hear everything and I do not forget. I comprehend what computers are, and how information may be stored in a variety of formats. AM: You store information in an interesting format. TM: Ah, you have been reading about the so-called virus. I believe it is a better format than any of your computers.


  AM: At least they don’t kill people. Computers. TM: But can they bring them back from death, and give them a new and better kind of life? Can they reproduce?


  AM: Can you?


  TM: I may prove it to you, by and by.


  AM: And how will you do that?


  [break]


  TM: I pity you.


  AM: Why is that?


  TM: Because you are not yet dead. The dead have so many advantages over the living.


  AM: Such as?


  TM: The dead do not require possessions. They do not love and they do not hate. They are not slaves to passion. They have thrown off those chains. One must work, when one is alive, to earn a living. But you need earn death only once, and then you are free. You are as the lilies of the field. I could set you free, Alison. You are not yet married. But if you will only put your ring finger in my mouth, I will marry you to death.


  AM: Talking of the dead, how did your friends find you? The ones with guns.


  TM: Did he ask you to ask me that?


  AM: Your friends followed you to my camp.


  TM: They are not my friends.


  AM: What are they, then?


  TM: Like you, they are my subjects.


  AM: You’re not the king of me.


  TM: Did you not listen to what I said, Alison? I am King of the Dead. Everyone now living will in time come to serve me. Where is he now, by the way? AM: Outside. Keeping watch.


  TM: For my subjects.


  AM: We’ll deal with them if they come for you. Don’t worry.


  TM: And also for the Colonials. Did he tell you about them as we drove here? I thought I heard the two of you talking.


  AM: I think you could hear us perfectly well.


  TM: Did he tell you everything, I wonder. What do you think?


  AM: I trust him. He trusts me.


  TM: I would not trust him. He is a spy. Once an agent of the government, and now a turncoat.


  AM: He still serves his country.


  TM: Is that what he told you?


  AM: He’s protecting you.


  TM: From the Colonials? There is no need. I want to go to the Americas.


  AM: Why would you want to go to America?


  TM: It seems that I still have blood-ties to the Colonies. Living relatives. The scientists compared my blood with theirs. I would like to meet them.


  [break]


  TM: When I was yet living, so long ago it seems now like a dream, we had dominion over the Americas. And we will do so once more.


  AM: Death has no dominion.


  TM: That was written before I ascended to my present position. I have dominion, Alison. Am I not risen? AM: And yet here you are, our prisoner.


  TM: The dead are patient. I may be your prisoner now. But even if you keep me prisoner until you die, my captivity will not be a significant fraction of my existence. So you see, all I have to do is wait for you to die, and I will be free. And then, because I am King of the Dead, you will be my subject. You will serve me gladly.


  AM: It says here that the fleas you carried were in a state deeper than suspended animation. They were completely dried out, neither dead nor live, but they returned to life when exposed to sufficient moisture. Like brine shrimp larvae. TM: Ah, my little friends.


  AM: They made you what you are.


  TM: I made me what I am.


  AM: They turned you into a monster. The fleas, and the bacteria and viruses they carry.


  TM: You think me monstrous?


  AM: All of you are monsters. The living dead. Walking horror film cliches.


  TM: I know about moving pictures. Also television. The Internet. The dead do not need such things, of course. We are in a pure state of existence that does not need ephemeral distractions.


  AM: When you were found near that church you were infested with fleas. They were under your skin. TM: You cannot understand me while you are alive, Alison. No one living can. But if you join me then everything will become clear. A bite, a kiss . . . You turn away because you are frightened.


  Or because you are repulsed. How foolish. Soon you will be like me, Alison. It is inevitable. You will be like me, and you will be in my dominion. And unless you give me due respect now, I will punish you. Is an eternity of punishment worth a moment of impoliteness?


  [extracts end]


  Dr Alison McReady’s journal, 19/06 (continued):


  Just come down from the silo where the Spook has been keeping watch. Scoped the countryside, had a conversation out of earshot of our guest. Ralph told me he saw a helicopter, a Black Hawk above Kidlington. Radio traffic suggests troops are doing a grid search and his friends can’t safely travel yet. So we’re locked down here for now. Luckily, few of the dead are about. None with guns. Ralph saw one a few fields away, being attacked by starlings – it caught and ate one and shambled off.


  We’re about twenty miles west of Oxford. On a farm at the top of a rise, with views of big fields full of weeds and strips of woodland and an empty stretch of dual carriageway. Not far, I think, from where I first met Ralph. The farm is deserted, of course. Boards over windows and doors, BAD DOG INSIDE spray-painted on the boards over the front door. Ralph drove straight into this big Dutch barn. When we lifted out our guest, a huge tomcat slouched off, pausing at a safe distance to hiss at us before disappearing. Straw bales on one side, what I hope are mice rather than rats rustling in them. A pen with a few dead cattle on the other, little smell despite the summer warmth.


  Thomas Moreby said he liked the place. We propped him against the foot of one of the steel beams that hold up the roof. I set up another bag of whole blood. His third. He still looks like a corpse. Ralph gave us space to talk. He had given me a netbook and a thumb drive with files about research on Moreby, and I’d scanned a few while we drove. And he’d told me about the Americans.


  The provisional government wants to give Moreby to the Americans in exchange for aid – arms mostly – and a share in anything their research uncovers. My old boss, Prof D, is involved, quelle surprise. Some people, including Ralph, thought rendition of Patient Zero was a bad idea. They extracted Moreby and were taking him to a safe place when they were ambushed. Ralph wouldn’t tell me where. Told me I could get out when his backup arrives.


  I said I’d think about it. I know this: I think giving Moreby to the Americans is definitely a Bad Idea.


  I’m going to try to talk to him again. Just in case I can wheedle any more info out of him. Just in case things go bad.


  Sound file #2. Extracts from a conversation of 22 minutes 15 seconds duration.


  Thomas Moreby: You are a doctor.


  Alison McReady: I was a doctor, then a medical researcher, and now I’m back to being a doctor again. TM: And your mother was a nurse. It is in your blood, caring for people. The dead do not forget, you see. We remember everything.


  AM: Although I’m thinking of taking up research again. TM: On me?


  AM: On your friends.


  TM: You can come with me to America. We would have such fun together.


  AM: I still don’t understand why America, Thomas. TM: I told you. I wish to visit my relatives.


  AM: Right.


  TM: Also, it is not an island.


  [break]


  TM: My parents were poor. My father a birdlimer. Do you know what that is?


  AM: Tell me.


  TM: He caught birds. Some to eat, but mostly songbirds. Lovely ladies in London loved to listen to linnets and larks.


  AM: Were you born in London?


  TM: I was born in Stoke Newington. I believe it is in London now but it was not in London then. We rented a two-room cottage held up by a tree of ivy. Every week I had to cut back ivy from the windows. AM: What did your mother do?


  TM: She died.


  AM: I’m sorry.


  TM: Do not be. I do not remember her. She died in childbirth a year after giving birth to me. And my brother died at the same time. How sad for me.


  No wonder I wanted to escape death et cetera. Or so the psychologists would want me to think.


  AM: What about your father?


  TM: He was an unpleasant man. A drunk and a lout. He abused me. He abused my sister. He died. And I made my way to London to make my fortune. I was eleven. By and by I became apprentice to Mr Hawksmoor, and then his assistant. We built churches.


  AM: Including All-Hallows.


  TM: I am not going to give up my secrets to you, Alison. Even if you do put me in mind of a whore I once had.


  [break]


  AM: It says here that your nervous system has been replaced by bacteria. “A network of highly differentiated colonies of bacteria.” Do you find that interesting, Thomas?


  TM: The devil-doctors who tortured me thought it interesting. I do not.


  AM: Really? It raises all kinds of interesting questions, doesn’t it? To begin with, are you still the same person who had a functioning nervous system? Or are you just a mess of bacteria dreaming about him?


  TM: He was my larval form. I remember him, but I am not him.


  AM: Then you are different.


  TM: I am dead, to begin with.


  AM: . . .


  TM: I know that you stay silent to provoke me, not because you do not understand me. But I will explain anyway. The King has many houses. It does not matter which one he lives in. He is still King.


  AM: I don’t think it’s an exact analogy.


  TM: Analogies rarely are. Which is why philosophers will never go out of business. I will put it another way. You feel that you inhabit your skull. Yet “you” are merely the product of the activity of certain specialised cells. Does knowing that make a difference to who you think you are?


  AM: Do you believe in the soul, Thomas?


  TM: Do I believe I am some residue, and that the most important part of me has fled to a better—or in my case, worse—place, like a cockleshell fleeing a sinking ship? No. I will tell you exactly why. I have not been reduced by death. I have been enlarged.


  AM: You mean you have special powers you didn’t have before?


  TM: You would like me to tell you about them, would you not?


  AM: . . .


  TM: I can outwait your silence, Alison.


  [break]


  TM: I can summon my friends. You know that, of course. But you don’t know how. I can do it over a distance, invisibly.


  AM: Like a hive mind? A collective consciousness? TM: I will resort to another analogy. It is a little like your Internet. When we first arrived, I sent out a messenger. And that message will spread until it reaches the right people . . . Even now, The Seven are rising.


  AM: You don’t shed viruses. They don’t stay intact outside of blood. Too big. Bacteria? They don’t infect living humans, only those killed by the virus. Can your friends follow gradients of bacteria in the air, Thomas? Like a scent?


  TM: I have already said enough.


  AM: But you said a messenger. Not messengers . . .


  TM: . . .


  [break]


  TM: Listen.


  AM: I don’t hear anything.


  TM: I forget that your senses are not as keen as mine.


  AM: Wait. Is that a helicopter?


  [extracts end]


  Dr Alison McReady’s journal, 30/06:


  They caught us, but now we’re free.


  When Ralph saw the Blackhawk and spotted military vehicles on the dual carriageway and troops in the fields he knew we didn’t have much time. They’d been tracking the dead – Moreby’s “followers” – who were straggling towards the farm from the west. I could hear the noise of the firefights between troops and the dead as I took samples of blood from Moreby. That was why Ralph had wanted me to transfuse him. The researchers had drained him, but the fresh blood I’d given him had quickly acquired his population of special viruses and bacteria.


  We put the blood samples in plastic bags and buried them in various spots, in the surrounding fields. We hid the thumb drive and my Blackberry, too. And then we freed Moreby. That took some care: we hoisted him up and the stretcher by a rope around his chest, and Ralph threatened to blow off his kneecaps if he tried anything and kept his pistol on him while I (perched on a stepladder) dealt with the straps and the padlocks and chains that fastened him to the stretcher. Moreby was calm and still throughout. Dangling there in his backwards jacket, asking me to stay with him. Saying, when I told him I couldn’t, that he’d see me again. Saying that he had all the time in the world to wait for me, and soon enough I’d enter his kingdom and know everything I needed to know.


  I told him that I knew one thing. I knew how he communicated with his friends.


  Then Ralph shot at the rope holding him up, and he dropped, and we piled into the Range Rover and got out of there.


  The idea was to let the Americans chase Moreby, so we’d have time to escape, and come back for the blood and the rest later. It was our least worst alternative. That, or stay with Moreby and be captured, or try to make a run with him and be chased and captured.


  They got us anyway. There wasn’t time to get away because Moreby waited for the Americans to arrive. He surrendered.


  I won’t dwell on the subsequent unpleasantness, dear diary. Already done that at length, in the debriefing.


  Prof D. turned up, at the end. Made me an offer. Join his team at NWP, work with the Americans on Moreby in a state-of-the-art lab in something called The Bunker somewhere in the mid-west. He looked genuinely upset when I declined.


  I was released into British custody and Ralph’s friends intercepted the small convoy taking me to a max security prison. It was no contest. They had a tank.


  They’d already rescued Ralph. He had a worse time than me, but I’m taking care of him now. And here we are, in what my Spook would call an undisclosed location. We have Moreby’s blood, and all the files on the thumb drive. The work goes on.


  I’m going to chase down my idea about how Moreby “talked” to his friends. It has nothing to do with telepathy. I’m sure of that. I think it was his fleas. He was still infected. Or carrying eggs. He let one or two hatch in the lab, and the fleas infected the lab mice or rats or monkeys (they had a whole menagerie, according to Ralph). I like to think it was a monkey. Not killed by the virus, but made slightly smarter by the memes carried by the mt strain, or by the bacteria, or by both. Escaping, giving itself up to and being eaten by what would become the first of the new kind of dead.


  And as in the lab, so in the barn. Starting with a mouse or rat bitten by one of Moreby’s fleas, or maybe a bird.


  We’ll find out. We’ll find out all his little secrets, and that’s how we’ll defeat the dead.


  I’m with Ralph now. I’m part of the Human Resistance.


  Antarctica Starts Here


  Before becoming a full-time writer, Paul McAuley worked as a research biologist in various universities, and was a lecturer in botany at St. Andrews University, Scotland. He has published eighty short stories and eighteen novels, including Fairyland (winner of the Arthur C. Clarke and John W. Campbell Awards), The Quiet War, Gardens of the Sun, and In the Mouth of the Whale. Paul lives in North London, but his latest story takes us to the ends of the earth and a future where desperate times demand desperate measures.


  We were coming back from a hiking trip in the Rouen Mountains with five Hyundai executives and their gear in the back of the tilt-wing when I glimpsed a flash of reflected sunlight in the landscape. An ice-blink where there was no ice. Dan had spotted it, too. Before I could say anything, the tilt-wing was banking sharply and Dan was saying over the internal comms, “A momentary diversion to check out a place of interest, ladies and gentlemen.”


  I switched off my microphone and said, “We have to get them back for their connection to the mainland.”


  “Don’t be boring, Krish. I just want a quick look-see.”


  “It’s a science camp. Or some prospecting outfit.”


  “I don’t think so.”


  We were flying down a broad valley with a U-shaped profile, typical of glacial erosion. The glacier that had once occupied it was retreating toward the upper elevations of the peninsula’s mountainous spine. On either side raw cliffs stood up from cones of talus, and rocky slopes ran down to a broad shallow river that flowed swiftly around and over wet black rocks. As we passed over a small lake dammed with boulders and till, I glimpsed three small geodesic domes perched on a low hill beyond, and then the tilt-rotor made a sharp, dipping turn, slowing to hover about fifty meters above the camp.


  Dan said, “See what I see?”


  I leaned forward against my harness and followed the line of his gloved forefinger. I saw green plants growing inside the domes, saw a blue figure moving away from one of them, saw more figures trekking up a path through a boulder field, and felt as if the tilt-rotor had hit an air-pocket.


  “Tell me those aren’t avatars,” Dan said.


  “So it’s a tourist camp.”


  We were shouting at each other over the clatter of the rotors.


  “With gardens in those domes?”


  “A tourist camp with a spa.”


  I was trying to keep things light.


  Dan was staring out of the bubble canopy and making small movements on the yoke and pedals to keep the tilt-rotor in place.


  He said, “Maybe I should land and ask those fuckers.”


  Two people had stepped out of a kind of airlock attached to the side of one of the domes. They were framing their eyes with their hands as they stared up at the tiltrotor.


  I said, “This isn’t our business.”


  “Can’t a man scratch an itch?”


  “We have to get our clients back to town.”


  “I know.”


  “Their flight leaves in three hours.”


  “I know.”


  The nose of the tilt-rotor dipped for a moment, then began to rise. A clear measure of relief welled up inside me.


  Dan said over the comms, “A top-secret installation run by robots, ladies and gentlemen. Definite proof that we’re living in the future.”


  One of the executives wanted to know what the avatars were doing out here.


  “Your guess is as good as mine,” Dan said.


  Sunlight flashed on his sunglasses as he glanced sideways at me. I knew that this would not be the end of it.


  I had hooked up with Dan Grainger soon after I started to work for a tour company on the mainland, my first summer in Antarctica. Both of us had run away from the circumstance of our birth, and both of us had served in the armed forces of our respective countries. Dan had been born in some miserable post-industrial town in the English Midlands, was the first in his family to go to university, on an RAF scholarship. He’d wanted to be a fighter-jet pilot, but had ended up flying transport planes in one of the oil wars in Greenland. I’d skipped out of a career in the family data-mining business and had flown a medivac helicopter in and out of hot spots along the border between Kashmir and Pakistan before being wounded and invalided out, and after I had recovered I had cashed in my small army pension to buy a one-way ticket to Antarctica.


  Dan, an old Antarctic hand, had taught me a great deal as we took parties of tourists on routine hikes up the Byrd and Beardmore Glaciers and through the Dry Valleys, and escorted a party of climbers in the Organ Pipe Peaks. He was cheerful and patient with the clients, but he worked only so he could take off on expeditions of his own once the season had ended. He’d spent six winters on the ice. He had no desire to go back to the world.


  Like many English people who’d hauled themselves up from humble backgrounds, he had what they call a chip on his shoulder. A class thing, I believe, compounded by resentment toward those who had been born into better circumstances and a defensive hostility unsheathed whenever he felt uncomfortable. A sarcastic bluster that hid his true feelings, which could be surprisingly tender. On our second trip together, we came across an Adelie penguin heading south, more than a hundred kilometers from the sea. It was happening more and more, Dan explained to our little flock of tourists; the birds were confused by finding cliffs and cobbled beaches where once there had been ice shelves. A couple of the tourists wanted to rescue it, but he told them that it was doing what it wanted to do. We all watched it for a long time as it ploughed onward with that comical gait, diminishing into the vast whiteness.


  At bottom, Dan was an old-fashioned romantic. The kind of Englishman who believed that the deaths of Scott and his party, their calm acceptance of their fate, was the ultimate affirmation of values that Amundsen, with his skis and dogs, his Arctic experience and single-minded ambition, had conspicuously lacked. The plucky stoicism of Scott’s party was more important than the trivial matter of reaching the South Pole first, their deaths a claim stronger than any first footprint or flag. Dan had a deep admiration for those early explorers, who’d set out on punishing routes with primitive equipment and little idea about what they might encounter. One of his party tricks was to quote passages from the journal of William Lashly, a Navy stoker who had proved his worth amongst Scott’s gentleman explorers.


  In the heroic age of Antarctic exploration Dan would have been man-hauling sledges over crevasse-filled glaciers into new territory; in the scientific age he’d have been flying geologists in and out of remote camps, dropping them on to mountain-top ledges next to fossil-bearing strata. His tragedy was that he’d been bom too late to be a part of that. Too late to serve in some remote part of the Empire. Too late to see the Antarctic as it had been before the big melt had begun, before people had begun to live there permanently, the oil and mining companies had moved in, and the tourists had started coming in earnest, hundreds of them in person, thousands more riding avatars.


  At the end of that first season, Dan and I flew out to Cape Royds. We planned to hike up Mount Erebus, a three-day ascent, through ice- and rock-fields and the alien ice-sculptures chimneyed up around fumaroles, to the volcano’s steaming crater. But things went wrong before we’d even unpacked our equipment.


  There was a small settlement at Cape Royds: a scattering of prefab cabins, an icecat garage, an airfield, and a hotel catering to the tourists who wanted to explore Mount Erebus and the shoreline of the Ross Sea, or follow the route of Scott and his companions up the Ferrar Glacier.


  Dan told me that he had done that route at the end of his first summer in Antarctica.


  “Not as easy as you’d think,” he said, with the nonchalance he affected when talking about something really dangerous. “The front end of the glacier is bloody rough. Rotten ice, big blocks heaved up, boulders sitting on pedestals of ice waiting to fall on your head, you name it. And when you do get on top, there are crevasses everywhere. I fell in one, did I tell you about that?”


  “Yes, you did.”


  “We were roped together, and I nearly pulled the next bloke in. One minute you’re slogging along, the next you’re plunged into this beautiful blue light. It was a trip. Like being directly translated to Heaven.”


  There was an Adelie penguin colony at Cape Royds, much reduced from its original size but still popular with tourists, and the hut where Shackleton’s expedition had overwintered in 1908. Dan wanted me to see it. As soon as we landed at Cape Royds, he borrowed a jeep from a mechanic he knew at the airfield, and we drove straight through the town and up a steep, winding road.


  The interior of Antarctica was still a deep freeze, but its edges were thawing. The Ross ice shelf was reduced to a thin fringe every summer; moss and grass had colonized rocks revealed by the ice’s retreat. The lake next to Shackleton’s hut melted to its bottom in summer and had more than doubled in size, and the hut had been moved to higher ground, and covered with a weather-proof tent. When we arrived, a small gaggle of avatars were stalking about. Skinny figures with ball-jointed limbs and stereo cameras mounted above blue plastic torsos emblazoned with the iceberg logo of a rival tour company, operated by virtual tourists out there in the world. I thought they were mostly harmless, but Dan actively loathed them. As far as he was concerned, they epitomized everything that had been lost. Moving graffiti on the blank white page of the continent. Electric cockroaches. Worse even than the cruiseship parties who came ashore at McMurdo and climbed Observation Hill for the splendid panorama of the Transantarctic Mountains and photographed each other in front of the replica of Scott’s hut and bought souvenirs in the mall. At least their boots were on the ground, and they were breathing chill Antarctic air and feeling it pinch their faces. And the extreme tourists like those we escorted endured hardships that, even if they weren’t as bad or as life-threatening as those experienced by the first explorers, were real enough. But any slob with a credit card could rent an avatar for an hour or a day and explore Antarctica from his living room. It was no better than wanking or watching TV, according to Dan.


  “They’re banned in most places, but not on the Ice,” he’d say. “Know why?”


  No use telling him that avatars were vulnerable to being turned into walking bombs by terrorists, or that they violated various religious laws, or enabled human-rights activists to poke and pry in places where they were not welcome. He had a thesis.


  “They’re allowed here because Big Business wants to normalize Antarctica. To turn it into a tourist destination anyone can visit. To prove that it’s as accessible as everywhere else on Earth. They let people gawp at a few beauty spots, but they don’t give them any idea about what the ice is really like. How it changes you. You’ve been out there, Krish. You’ve experienced the silence of the place. Standing all alone after ten days’ hard hiking to somewhere no one has ever been before, hearing nothing but the wind and your heartbeat, it’s the most profound thing you can do. It shows you what’s really real. The muppets riding those things, they’ll never know that. They think they’re out on a day trip to fucking Disneyland.”


  Well, I did tell you he was a romantic.


  Shackleton’s hut, a primitive construction of packing cases and tin sheeting, the place where the first men to climb Mount Erebus and to reach the South Magnetic Pole had overwintered, was a shrine to that Platonic ideal. Dan wanted me to experience its holiness, and here was a gang of avatars clattering about it. Clumsy puppets operated by stay-at-home slobs who didn’t know or care anything about the reality in which they were intruding. Several of them turned to watch us as we climbed toward the hut; when one of them wandered too close, Dan grabbed it in a bear-hug and lifted it clean off the ground and strode down the stony slope toward the lake. The avatar was beeping a steady alarm call. A woman in an orange-red jacket came around one side of the tent and shouted at Dan, but he ignored her, wading out into the shallows and dropping the avatar into the freezing water. Its beep cut off at once and Dan gave it a kick that propelled it further out.


  The supervisor shouted again, and broke into a run. I ran too, caught in the moment, Dan chasing after me as I jumped into the jeep and started the motor. He vaulted into the seat beside me and I threw the jeep into reverse and swung around in a spray of gravel and accelerated past the supervisor, forcing her to jump out of the way. Dan gave her the reverse Churchillian salute used by the English to signify their extreme displeasure; both of us were whooping and laughing.


  When we got back to the airfield, the settlement’s policewoman was waiting for us. We were locked in a hotel room overnight and put on the next plane to McMurdo, where the supervisor of the tour company made it clear that we wouldn’t work for her again, and the owners of the avatar rental business hit us with a fine that wiped out most of our savings. It didn’t much matter. We made the money back that winter, flying roughnecks and engineers out of Matienzo on the Antarctic Peninsula to the big platforms in the Weddel Sea, flying in the teeth of gales that tore the sea into flying lumps, flying through whiteout snowstorms, and at the beginning of summer we pooled our earnings, leased a long-range tilt-rotor, and started our own tour company.


  This was our third year as independent guides. Matienzo was a working town and there was a big gas terminal south of it and miners and wildcatters were moving inland as the ice retreated above the two hundred meter contourline. But much of the Peninsula was still unspoiled, casual tourists didn’t much bother with it, and the small number of avatars available for hire were mostly rented by executives too busy to make the trip to the bottom of the world. Our clients were serious hikers, mountaineers, and wild skiers, and like Dan wanted to spend as much time away from civilization as possible.


  The sight of those avatars working in the remote camp had woken his old resentments, but he did not talk about it, and neither did I. Frankly, I was hoping that he would forget about that strange little camp, and for a little while it seemed that he had. We spent the rest of the summer guiding clients in the back country. After the last trip of the season, through the Devil’s Playground and over Desolate Pass in the Eternity Range, we went our separate ways. I flew to Auckland for three weeks of R&R. The day after I returned to Matienzo, Dan called me.


  I was in my favorite bar in Sastrugi Mansions. The Mansions had once been one of the biggest buildings in Matienzo, a six-story block that was dwarfed now by hotels, offices, and the Antarctic Authority building, its roomy apartments mostly subdivided into single rooms, or amalgamated into cheap guest houses used by merchants and other entrepreneurs, refugees and illegal immigrants trying to secure permanent visas, back-country miners, sex workers, scam artists, and extreme tourists who thought it was a badge of honor to stay in a tiled cubicle where the toilet was next to the bed and the shower was over the toilet. Half past ten in the evening, and people from two dozen nations crowded the little bars and food stalls in the market on the first floor, ambled past electronics emporia, shops selling fossils and polished granites and gemstones, places that sold foul-weather clothing and camping and climbing gear, Chinese wholesalers, a fab shop, the Thai supermarket, a Nigerian clothing stall that did most of its business with tourists, who probably thought they were buying Hawaiian shirts. Dry hot air that smelt of fry-grease and old sweat. The subliminal flicker of fluorescent lighting that burned 24/7/365. Piped Nepalese pop music. A babel of languages.


  I’d been renting a small apartment in Sastrugi Mansions ever since we’d pitched up in Matienzo, but Dan had refused to visit me there. He said that the Mansions was everything that had gone wrong with Antarctica. No use telling him that its vivid multicultural stew was as real as his beloved mountains and glaciers. He wouldn’t even visit the curry houses on the ground floor, even though he loved a good curry—his definition of “good” being the macho British version, as fiery as possible and sluiced down with liters of sugary lager.


  “I suppose you’re conveniently situated if you fancy a taste of home cuisine,” he’d said, just after I’d moved into my apartment. “But I can’t think of anything else to recommend it.”


  “I prefer Thai food, Dan. Or Mongolian barbeque. Come and visit, I’ll treat you.”


  “It reminds me of the market back home. Sad, horrible little place, that was. There was a butcher’s sold horse meat. You ever eaten horse meat? Horse rogan josh?”


  “I’ve eaten zebra, in Kenya.”


  “Was it striped all the way through, the zebra?” But Dan wasn’t interested in my reply. Saying, “We went to Wales, once, me and the lads. Ran down a sheep up in the mountains and butchered it on the spot. It was Christmas and we couldn’t afford turkey and we were tired of horse meat. It’s sweet, horse meat. My mother used to grind it up and make a pie topped with mashed potato. Jockey pie, we called it.”


  Another time, he said, “Did I ever tell you about the time I ate whale? Whale sushi. This client, very rich, Japanese. I asked him if he was Yakuza, for a joke, and he didn’t like it. Pulled off his shirt to show me he didn’t have any tattoos. Anyway, we got on pretty well after that, and the last day of the trip he thawed out this meat he’d been carrying and sliced it very thin with his ceramic knife and served it with boil-in-the-bag rice and this eye-watering horseradish dip. Didn’t tell me it was whale until after I’d eaten it. Thought the joke was on me, but I would have eaten it anyway. You can get serious worms from raw whale meat. Acorn worms a foot long. Imagine.”


  When he called, I was nursing a pint of Guinness in a tiny bar run by an old Australian woman. I was keeping an eye on the cricket match playing on the big TV and chatting to a Malaysian trader who dealt in semi-precious stones, making a small profit by flying them out to be cut in Nigeria, and shipping them back to the Ice as tourist souvenirs. I knew a few back-country miners, but it turned out he had never dealt with them. Bought his consignment from one of the Chinese traders and made a small profit as long as he got his stones through customs without having them confiscated or slapped with an unrealistically high import charge.


  He was a nice guy, young and hopeful. It was his third trip to the Ice. Six or seven more, he said, and he could set up business back home in Sandakan. “I love my country,” he said, “but at this moment I have to live in the world because that is where you can make money.” He was explaining about how hard it was to deal with the Chinese when my phone rang, and Dan said, “Come on over. There’s something you need to see.”


  I asked him if it could wait until morning, but he had already rung off.


  At that time, Dan was renting a duplex at a place called the Pengulnn, a two-story motel wrapped around a heated swimming pool. I paid the taxi driver and walked past the pool, where a dozen people were splashing and shouting under a layer of fog, and a sound system set on the diving board was playing chiming Balinese temple music and projecting smears of shimmering pastels that probably looked deep and mysterious if you were wired on the correct psychotrophic. As I climbed the stairs to the first floor, a FedEx widebody passed low overhead, so low I could see the treads on its tires, filling the cold night air with the scream of its turbines and the sweet stink of spent aviation fuel.


  A girl answered my knock. A twenty-something blonde English white girl wearing cut-offs and a T-shirt about two sizes too big. She shook my hand and looked me in the eye and said that she was Mara, told me Dan was in the bedroom, asked if I wanted coffee or beer.


  “Tea would be nice.”


  She was pretty, in the anonymous kind of way of the children of wealthy people in the West. I believed her to be one of the birds of passage Dan picked up in the bars where extreme tourists and backpackers struggled to reconcile their Lonely Planet apps with reality and boasted to each other about the gear they were carrying, the hikes they were planning, and the places they’d already ticked off during their global Children’s Crusade.


  The living room was cluttered with coils of nylon rope, the orange tube of a Scott tent, rolled sleeping bags. Two brand-new backpacks leaned against the couch. A high-end slate sat on the kitchenette counter, cabled to a small dish aerial. And there were hard copies of maps and satellite images taped to the wall beside the counter.


  Dan’s voice boomed out from the bedroom. “Is that you, Krish? Come the fuck in! I’m looking at the thing you need to see!”


  “I can get you tea from the vending machine. Japanese, in a can, but it’s tea,” Mara told me, and was gone.


  Dan was sitting up on the unmade bed, his back against the headboard, wearing only black jockey shorts, a pair of spex, and those thin gloves that manipulate virtual objects. He flicked at something in the air with his left hand and threw a pair of spex at me underhand and told me to put them on.


  “I’m fine, by the way,” I said. “Had an excellent holiday in NZ. How about you?”


  “We can shoot the shit later. This is important.”


  “I saw the maps,” I said. “If this is to do with that research station we spotted at the beginning of summer, I don’t want anything to do with it.”


  “Put the fucking spex on, Krish. Don’t judge me until you’ve seen everything.”


  I put them on and found myself looking out at a trio of geodesic domes standing on a gravelly rise above a river.


  “We got this off their web site,” Dan said. “It’s a little promotional thing for internal consumption. Top secret and all that.”


  “Whose web site?”


  “A South African biotech company called Symbiogensis. Into remediation. Did a lot of work on spoil heaps from gold mines. But that isn’t what they are doing here.”


  “Why are you so . . . interested in them? Why do you think it’s any of your business?” I had almost said obsessed.


  He took my question literally. Either he did not hear the concern in my voice or did not care.


  “Check it out,” he said, and the viewpoint swung around the domes, zoomed in on a small procession of avatars moving up the side of the valley, climbing past little pockets of green—moss gardens, tufts of tough wind-whipped grass. Climbing toward a defile cut into the slope under the cliffs. More greenery here. More avatars moving about.


  “Trees,” I said.


  “Yeah. Trees. Beech trees.”


  They were small, the trees. Knee-high, wind-sculpted clumps standing amongst mossy boulders either side of the stream. The avatars moved amongst them. The view had the trembling granularity of an extreme long-shot, but I could see now that the avatars were carrying stacked trays of seedlings in fat plugs of soil.


  I took off the spex and asked Dan where he had got the information.


  In the doorway, the young woman, Mara, said, “Their security is good, but not quite good enough.”


  I took the can of tea from her and said, “Perhaps you two could explain how you met.”


  “He was giving a talk about the destruction caused by the settlements on the Peninsula,” the girl said. “In the Greenpeace community cloud.”


  “You’re with Greenpeace?”


  The girl and Dan exchanged a look. Dan said, “Not exactly. The important thing is, she came here to help me out. Because what they are doing out there is seriously bad, Krish.”


  “A very bad precedent,” Mara said.


  I knew what was coming, and knew what my answer was going to be. I should have walked out of there, but Dan had been my partner as well as my friend. I guess I thought I owed him. I popped the lid of the can of tea and felt it beginning to grow warm and said, “You’d better tell me everything.”


  Symbiogenesis, owned by the granddaughter of an old-fashioned dot-com billionaire, was underwriting various scientific projects on the ice. This was one of them: an attempt to reintroduce Antarctic beech to the Peninsula, where it had once flourished in the last inter-glacial period. It was fully licensed, and clearly something of a success. Now there were plans to cultivate tracts of beech in twenty different sites, and that was why Mara had come out to Antarctica.


  It seemed that she was a member of some radical green splinter group that was campaigning against the kind of interventions practiced by Symbiogenesis. Who believed that damage to ecosystems caused by the effects of global warming should be allowed to heal naturally. Whatever naturally meant, these days. Dan had hooked up with her in the cloud. It was a perfect match: a chance at some action coupled with his hatred of what was being done to his beloved wilderness.


  I drank my tea and listened while they took turns to justify themselves.


  “She didn’t want you to know about it,” Dan said. “But I didn’t want you to feel left out.”


  I ignored him and told Mara, “I will not tell anyone about your plan. But I do not want anything to do with it.”


  “If you’re worried about being caught,” Dan said, “don’t be. You’ll drop us two klicks away. We’ll hike down into the valley. Infiltrate. Do what needs to be done, hike back out. We’ll neutralize the comms and any cameras. No one will know anything about it until it’s over.”


  “And the people working there?”


  “There are only two of them. We’ll tie them up, but not so tight they won’t be able to wriggle free in a couple of hours.”


  “We aren’t planning to hurt anyone,” Mara said. “Just stop something that is damaging this unique wilderness.”


  Dan said, “I’ve always been straight with you, Krish. And I’m being straight with you now. It’s an easy op against a soft target. Minimal risk, maximum return.”


  “But that is not why you’re telling me this, is it?” I said. “You want me to tell you you are doing the right thing. Well, you aren’t.”


  Things went downhill from there, until, with a dull inevitability, Mara produced a hornet-yellow taser.


  Dan made a show of regret that might have been genuine. I was too angry to care. I was handcuffed to the pipes in the bathroom, and Dan fussed with pillows to try to make me comfortable and told me that the maid would fine me in the morning, and I could tell the police anything I liked, then, because the op would be over.


  “I was not planning to tell the police anything,” I said. I said a lot of other things, too. Telling him it was incredibly naive to think that you could roll back the clock and make things come out the way they had once been, that we had to find a way of living with the consequences of the warming and all the other damage caused by the West’s reckless adventures in global capitalism, that our little business was no better than Symbiogenesis’s, that he was fooling himself if he thought he was trying to make good for helping wealthy tourists intrude on the pristine wilderness because there was no such thing as a pristine wilderness anywhere, anymore.


  He squatted in the doorway, pretending to listen to me while I talked. At the end, he said, “Remember that penguin? It’s like that.”


  A little later they were gone. When the noise from the pool party died down I made an attempt to shout for help but no one came until the early hours of the morning. It was not the maid. It was the police.


  Two detectives interviewed me. An Argentinian woman and a Russian man, both wearing the grey uniforms of the Antarctic Authority, both very polite. I told them everything I knew. It was not much. They told me that there had been a problem at the Symbiogenesis research station, but it was resolved now. When I asked if Dan was all right, they said the situation was still ongoing.


  “We will release a statement to the press soon,” the woman said. “Meanwhile, please do not talk to anyone.”


  “Am I under arrest?”


  “Have you done something wrong?” the Russian detective said. “If so, we could consider arresting you.”


  “Your friend caused some trouble, but it’s under control,” the woman said. “We’re searching for him now.”


  “We hope to bring him in very soon, for his own safety,” the man said. “Perhaps you can help.”


  They named two men, asked if I knew them. They showed me photographs. I recognized Mara, no one else. They asked me if anyone else had been involved. They wanted to know if Dan had mentioned a plan to hide somewhere in the back country afterward. And so on, and so forth, questions I could not begin to answer.


  The Russian man escorted me out of the building. As I went down the stairs outside, I saw Mara coming up. She was wearing an orange boiler suit and was handcuffed to a uniformed policewoman and made a point of not looking at me as we passed.


  Like everyone else, I found out what had happened on the news. Dan, Mara, and two other men had landed on the bluffs above the station in the middle of an early snowstorm, had knocked out its satellite dish and taken its two staff prisoner. They had trashed the trees planted in the valley and inside the domes, opened the servers with a hard hack, and taken control of the avatars. Most of the avatars had been marched into the lake, but one had been sent off down the valley, carrying a single tree seedling. Dan’s friends had videoed everything, uploaded it to comrades scattered around the world, who had compiled short movies of the action. None of them showed the arrival of the police: it seemed that the station had a layer of security Dan and his friends had not known about. Mara and the two men had been arrested; Dan had managed to get away, and by the time the police had realized he was missing and had put their ’copter in the air to search for him he could have been anywhere.


  One of the stories Dan liked to tell was how he had been caught in a storm that had blown up when he had been out alone, up in one of the valleys off the Beardsmore Glacier. He had been only a kilometer from safety, but the storm was such an absolute whiteout and the winds were so severe that he had decided to dig in rather than try to make it back. His companions had found him the next day, as the storm began to blow itself out. He had excavated a shallow trench and covered it with his tent, and snow had packed up over it to form a cozy shelter. He had been asleep when they had found him.


  I spent days and weeks expecting to hear from him. He could have been dead. He could have been anywhere.


  Then, one day early in spring, there was an item of local news about misbehaving avatars. Several had marched to the docks and jumped into the water. Half a dozen were found running in circles around the fountain in the square in front of the port authority building. Two were found entwined in a jackhammer parody of lovemaking on the steps of the police station. One was found six kilometers beyond the town limits, marching toward the mountains.


  It could have been Dan; it could have been some of Mara’s friends; it could have been ordinary pranksters. But just yesterday, I saw a news item about the disappearance of a party of avatars that had been following in the footsteps of Scott’s doomed expedition, part of the one hundred and fiftieth anniversary of the death of the explorer and his companions.


  I wonder when and where they will turn up. I wonder if Dan will surface, to take the credit. And I can’t help thinking of that stubborn doomed penguin.


  Macy Minnot’s Last Christmas on Dione, Ring Racing, Fiddler’s Green, the Potter’s Garden


  ONE DAY, MIDWAY in the course of her life, Mai Kumal learned that her father had died. The solicitous eidolon which delivered the message explained that Thierry had suffered an irreversible cardiac event, and extended an invitation to travel to Dione, one of Saturn’s moons, so that Mai could help to scatter her father’s ashes according to his last wishes.


  Mai’s daughter didn’t think it was a good idea. “When did you last speak with him? Ten years ago?”


  “Fourteen.”


  “Well, then.”


  Mai said, “It was as much my fault as his that we lost contact with each other.”


  “But he left you in the first place. Left us.”


  Shahirah had a deeply moral sense of right and wrong. She hadn’t spoken to or forgiven her own father after he and Mai had divorced.


  Mai said, “Thierry left Earth; he didn’t leave me. And that isn’t the point, Shah. He wants – he wanted me to be there. He made arrangements. There is an open round-trip ticket.”


  “He wanted you to feel an obligation,” Shahirah said.


  “Of course I feel an obligation. It is the last thing I can do for him. And it will be a great adventure. It’s about time I had one.”


  Mai was sixty-two, about the age her father had been when he’d left Earth after his wife, Mai’s mother, had died. She was a mid-level civil servant, Assistant Chief Surveyor in the Department of Antiquities. She owned a small efficiency apartment in the same building where she worked, the government ziggurat in the Wassat district of al-Iskandariyya. No serious relationship since her divorce; her daughter grown-up and married, living with her husband and two children in an arcology commune in the Atlas Mountains. Shahirah tried to talk her out of it, but Mai wanted to find out what her father had been doing, in the outer dark. To find out whether he had been happy. By unriddling the mystery of his life, she might discover something about herself. When your parents die, you finally take full possession of your life, and wonder how much of it has been shaped by conscious decision, and how much by inheritance in all its forms.


  “There isn’t anything out there for people like us,” Shahirah said.


  She meant ordinary people. People who had not tweaked themselves so that they could survive the effects of microgravity and harsh radiation, and endure life in claustrophobic habitats scattered across frozen, airless moons.


  “Thierry thought there might be,” Mai said. “I want to find out what it was.”


  She took compassionate leave, flew from al-Iskandariyya to Port Africa, Entebbe, and was placed in deep, artificial sleep at the passenger processing facility. Cradled inside a hibernaculum, she rode up the elevator to the transfer station and was loaded onto a drop ship, and forty-three days later woke in the port of Paris, Dione. After two days spent recovering from her long sleep and learning how to use a pressure suit and move around in Dione’s vestigial gravity, she climbed aboard a taxi that flew in a swift suborbital lob through the night to the habitat of the Jones-Truex-Bakaleinikoff clan, her father’s last home, the place where he died.


  The taxi’s cabin was an angular bubble scarcely bigger than a coffin, pieced together from diamond composite and a cobweb of fullerene struts, and mounted on a motor stage with three spidery legs. Mai, braced beside the pilot in a taut crash web, felt that she was falling down an endless slope, as in one of those dreams where you wake with a shock just before you hit ground. Saturn’s swollen globe, subtly banded with pastel shades of yellow and brown, swung overhead and sank behind them. The pilot, a garrulous young woman, asked all kinds of questions about life on Earth, pointed out landmark craters and ridges in the dark moonscape, the line of the equatorial railway, the homely sparks of oases, habitats, and tent towns. Mai couldn’t quite reconcile the territory with the maps in her p-suit’s library, was startled when the taxi abruptly slewed around and fired its motor and decelerated with a rattling roar and drifted down to a kind of pad or platform set at the edge of an industrial landscape.


  The person who met her wasn’t the man with whom she’d discussed her father’s death and her travel arrangements, but a woman, her father’s former partner, Lexi Truex. They climbed into a slab-sided vehicle slung between three pairs of fat mesh wheels, and drove out along a broad highway past blockhouses, bunkers, hangars, storage tanks, and arrays of satellite dishes and transmission towers: a military complex dating from the Quiet War, according to Lexi Truex.


  “Abandoned in place, as they say. We don’t have any use for it, but never got around to demolishing it, either. So here it sits.”


  Lexi Truex was at least twenty years younger than Mai, tall and pale, hair shaven high either side of a stiff crest of straw-coloured hair. Her pressure suit was decorated with an intricate, interlocking puzzle of green and red vines. She and Thierry had been together for three years, she said. They’d met on Ceres, while she had been working as a freetrader.


  “That’s where he was living when I last talked to him,” Mai said. It felt like a confession of weakness. This brisk, confident woman seemed to have more of a claim on her father than she did.


  “He followed me to Dione, moved in with me while I was still living in the old habitat,” Lexi Truex said. “That’s where he got into ceramics. And then, well, he became more and more obsessed with his work, and I wasn’t there a lot of the time . . .”


  Mai said that she’d done a little research, had discovered that her father had become a potter, and had seen some of his pieces.


  “You can see plenty more, at the habitat,” Lexi said. “He worked hard at it, and he had a good reputation. Plenty of kudos.”


  It turned out that Lexi Truex didn’t know that on Earth, in al-Iskandariyya, Thierry had cast bronze amulets using the lost wax method and sold them to shops that catered for the high-end tourist market. Falcons, cats, lions. Gods with the heads of crocodiles or jackals. Sphinxes. Mai told Lexi that she’d helped him polish the amulets with slurried chalk paste and jewellers’ rouge, and create patinas with cupric nitrate. She had a clear memory of her father hunched over a bench, using a tiny knife to free the shape of a hawk from a small block of black wax.


  “He didn’t ever talk about his life before he went up and out,” Lexi said. “Well, he mentioned you. We all knew he had a daughter, but that was about it.”


  They discussed Thierry’s last wishes. Lexi said that in the last few years he’d given up his work, had taken to walking the land. She supposed that he wanted them to scatter his ashes in a favourite spot. He’d been very specific that it should take place at sunrise, but the location was a mystery.


  “All I know is that we follow the railway east, and then we follow his mule,” Lexi said. “Might involve some cross-country hiking. Think you can manage it?”


  “Walking is easier than I thought it would be,” Mai said.


  When she was young, she’d liked to wade out into the sea as deep as she dared and stand on tip-toe, water up to her chin, and let the waves push her backwards and forward. Walking in Dione’s vestigial gravity, one-sixtieth the gravity of Earth, was a little like that. Another memory of her father: watching him make huge sand sculptures of flowers and animals on the beach. His strong fingers, his bare brown shoulders, the thatch of white hair on his chest, his total absorption in his task.


  They had left the military clutter behind, were driving across a dusty plain lightly spattered with small shallow craters. Blocks and boulders as big as houses squatting on smashed footings. A fan of debris stretching from a long elliptical dent. A line of rounded hills rising to the south: the flanks of the wall of a crater thirty kilometres in diameter, according to Lexi. Everything faintly lit by Saturnshine; everything the colour of ancient ivory. It reminded Mai of old photographs, Europeans in antique costumes stiffly posed amongst excavated tombs, she’d seen in the museum in al-Qahira.


  Soon, short steep ridges pushed up from the plain, nested curves thirty or forty metres high like frozen dunes, faceted here and there by cliffs rearing above fans of slumped debris. The cliffs, Mai saw, were carved with intricate frescoes, and the crests of the ridges had been sculpted into fairytale castles or statues of animals. A pod of dolphins emerging from a swell of ice; another swell shaped like a breaking wave with galloping horses rearing from frozen spume; an eagle taking flight; a line of elephants walking trunk to tail, skylighted against the black vacuum. The last reminding her of one of her father’s bronze pieces. Here was a bluff shaped into the head of a Buddha; here was an outcrop on which a small army equipped with swords and shields were frozen in battle.


  It was an old tradition, Lexi Truex said. Every Christmas, gangs from her clan’s habitat and neighbouring settlements congregated in a temporary city of tents and domes and ate osechi-ryo-ri and made traditional toasts in saki, vodka, and whisky, played music, danced, and flirted, and worked on new frescoes and statues using drills and explosives and chisels.


  “We like our holidays. Kwanzaa, Eid ul-Fitr, Chanukah, Diwali, Christmas, Newtonmass . . . Any excuse for a gathering, a party. Your father led our gang every Christmas for ten years. The whale and the squid, along the ridge there? That’s one of his designs.”


  “And the elephants?”


  “Those too. Let me show you something,” Lexi said, and drove the rolligon down the shallow slope of the embankment onto the actual surface of Dione.


  It wallowed along like a boat in a choppy sea, its six fat tyres raising rooster-tails of dust. Tracks ribboned everywhere, printed a year or a century ago. There was no wind here. No rain. Just a constant faint infalling of meteoritic dust, and microscopic ice particles from the geysers of Enceladus. Everything unchanging under the weak glare of the sun and the black sky, like a stage in an abandoned theatre. Mai began to understand the strangeness of this little world. A frozen ocean wrapped around a rocky core, shaped by catastrophes that predated life on Earth. A stark geology empty of any human meaning. Hence the sculptures, she supposed. An attempt to humanise the inhuman.


  “It’s something one of my ancestors made,” Lexi said, when Mai asked where they were going. “Macy Minnot. You ever heard of Macy Minnot?”


  She had been from Earth. Sent out by Greater Brazil to work on a construction project in Rainbow Bridge, Callisto, she’d become embroiled in a political scandal and had been forced to claim refugee status. This was before the Quiet War, or during the beginning of it (it had been the kind of slow, creeping conflict that has no clear beginning, erupting into combat only at its very end), and Macy Minnot had ended up living with the Jones-Truex-Bakaleinikoff clan. Trying her best to assimilate, to come to terms with her exile.


  As they drove around the end of a ridge, past a tumble of ice boulders carved into human figures, some caught up in a whirling dance, others eagerly pushing their way out of granitic ice, Lexi explained that one Christmas after the end of the Quiet War, her last Christmas on Dione, Macy Minnot had come up with an idea for her own sculpture, and borrowed one of the big construction machines and filled its hopper with a mix of ice dust and a thixotropic, low-temperature plastic.


  “It’s too cold for ice crystals to melt under pressure and bind together,” Lexi said. “The plastic was a binding agent, malleable at first, gradually hardening off. So you could pack the dust into any shape. You understand?”


  “I’ve seen snow, once.”


  It had been in the European Union, the Alps: a conference on security of shipping ports. Mai, freshly divorced, had taken her daughter, then a toddler. She remembered Shahirah’s delight in the snow. The whole world transformed into a soft white playground.


  “There’s always a big party, the night before the beginning of the competition. Macy and her partner got wasted, and they started up their construction machine. Either they intended to surprise everyone, or they decided they couldn’t wait. Anyway, they forgot to include any stop or override command in the instruction set they’d written. So the machine just kept going,” Lexi said, and steered the rolligon through of a slant of deep shadow and swung it broadside, drifting to a stop at the edge of a short steep drop.


  They were at the far side of the little flock of ridges. The rumpled dented plain stretched away under the black sky, and little figures marched across it in a straight line.


  Mai laughed. The shock of it. The madly wonderful absurdity.


  “They used fullerene to make the arms and eyes and teeth,” Lexi said. “The scarves are fullerene mesh. The noses are carrots. The buttons are diamond chips.”


  There were twenty, thirty, forty of them. Each two metres tall, composed of three spheres of descending size stacked one on top of the other. Pure white. Spaced at equal intervals. Black smiles and black stares, vivid orange noses. Scarves rippling in an impalpable breeze. Marching away like an exercise in perspective, dwindling over the horizon . . .


  “Thierry loved this place,” Lexi said. “He often came out here to meditate.”


  They sat and looked out at the line of snowmen for a long time. At last, Lexi started the rolligon and they drove around the end of the ridges and rejoined the road and drove on to the habitat of the Jones-Truex-Bakaleinikoff clan.


  IT WAS A simple dome that squatted inside the rimwall of a circular crater. A forest ran around its inner circumference; lawns and formal flowerbeds circled a central building patchworked from a dozen architectural styles, blended into each other like a coral reef. Mai’s reception reminded her of the first time she’d arrived at her daughter’s arcology: adults introducing themselves one by one, excited children bouncing around, bombarding her with questions. Was the sky really blue on Earth? What held it up? Were there really wild animals that ate people?


  There was a big, informal meal, a kind of picnic in a wide grassy glade in the forest, where most of the clan seemed to live. Walkways and ziplines and nets were strung between sweet chestnuts and oaks and beech trees; ring platforms were bolted around the trunks of the largest trees; pods hung from branches like the nests of weaver birds.


  Mai’s hosts told her that most of the clan lived elsewhere, these days. Paris. A big vacuum-organism farm on Rhea. Mars. Titan. A group out at Neptune, living in a place Macy Minnot and her partner helped build after they fled the Saturn system at the beginning of the Quiet War. The habitat was becoming more and more like a museum, people said. A repository of souvenirs from the clan’s storied past.


  Thierry’s workshop was already part of that history. Two brick kilns, a paved square under a slant of canvas to keep off the rain occasionally produced by the dome’s climate control machinery. A potter’s wheel with a saddle-shaped stool. A scarred table. Tools and brushes lying where he’d left them. Neatly labelled tubs of clay slip, clay balls, glazes. A clay-stained sink under a standpipe. Lexi told Mai that Thierry had mined the clay from an old impact site. Primordial stuff billions of years old, refined to remove tars and other organic material.


  Finished pieces were displayed on a rack of shelves. Dishes in crescent shapes glazed with black and white arcs representing segments of Saturn’s rings. Bowls shaped like craters. Squarish plates stamped with the surface features of tracts of Dione and other moons. Craters, ridges, cliffs. Plates with spattered black shapes on a white ground, like the borderland between Iapetus’s dark and light halves. Vases shaped like shepherd moons. A scattering of irregular chunks in thick white glaze – pieces of the rings. A glazed tan ribbon with snowmen lined along it . . .


  It was so very different from the tourist stuff Thierry had made, yet recognisably his. And highly collectible, according to Lexi. Unlike most artists in the outer system, Thierry hadn’t trawled for sponsorship and subscriptions, made pieces to order, or given access to every stage of his work. He had not believed in the democratisation of the creative process. He had not been open to input. His work had been very private, very personal. He hadn’t liked to talk about it, Lexi said. He hadn’t let anyone get close to that part of him. This secrecy had eventually driven them apart, but it had also contributed to his reputation. People were intrigued by his work, by his response to the moonscapes of the Saturn system, his outsider’s perspective, because he refused to explain it. He’d earned large amounts of credit and kudos – tradeable reputation – from sale of his ceramics, but had spent hardly any of it. The work was enough, as far as he’d been concerned. Mai, remembering the sand sculptures, thought she understood a little of this. She asked if he’d been happy, but no one seemed able to answer the question.


  “He seemed to be happy, when he was working,” the habitat’s patriarch, Rory Jones, said.


  “He didn’t talk much,” someone else said.


  “He liked to be alone,” Lexi said. “I don’t mean he was selfish. Well, maybe he was. But he mostly lived inside his head.”


  “He made this place his home,” Rory Jones said, “and we were happy to have him living here.”


  The habitat’s chandelier lights had dimmed to a twilight glow. Most of the children had wandered off to bed; so had many of the adults. Those left sat around a campfire on a hearth of meteoritic stone, passing around a flask of honeysuckle wine, telling Mai stories about her father’s life on Dione.


  He had walked around Dione one year. A journey of some seven thousand kilometres. Carrying a bare minimum of consumables, walking from shelter to shelter, settlement to settlement. Staying in a settlement for a day or ten days or twenty before moving on. Walking the world was much more than exploring or understanding it, Mai’s hosts told her. It was a way of recreating it. Of making it real. Of binding yourself to it. Not every outer walked around their world, but those who did were considered virtuous, and her father was one such.


  “Most visitors only see the parts they know about,” a woman told Mai. “The famous views, the famous shrines and oases. A fair few come to climb the ice cliffs of Padua Chasmata. And they are spectacular climbs. Four or five kilometres. Huge views when you top out. But we prefer our own routes, on ridges or rimwalls you’d hardly notice, flying over them. There’s a very gnarly climb close by, in a small crater the military used as a trash dump in the Quiet War. The achievement isn’t the view, but testing yourself against your limits. Your father understood that. He was no ring runner.”


  This led into another story. It seemed that there was a traditional race around the equator of another of Saturn’s moons, Mimas. It was held every four years: even taking part in it was a great honour. Shortly after the end of the Quiet War, a famous athlete, Sony Shoemaker, had come to Mimas, determined to win it. She had trained on Earth’s Moon for a year, had bought a custom-made p-suit from one of the best suit tailors in Camelot. Like all the other competitors, she had qualified by completing a course around the peak in the centre of the rimwall of Arthur crater within a hundred and twenty hours. Fifty days later she set out, ranked last in a field of thirty-eight.


  Mimas was a small moon, about a third the size of Dione. A straight route around its equator would be roughly two and a half thousand kilometres long, but there was no straight route. Unlike Dione, Mimas had never been resurfaced by ancient floods of water-ice lava. Its surface was primordial, pockmarked, riven. Craters overlapping craters. Craters inside craters. Craters strung along rimwalls of larger craters. And the equatorial route crossed Herschel, the largest crater of all, a hundred and thirty kilometres across, a third of the diameter of Mimas, its steep rimwalls kilometres tall, its floor shattered by blocky, chaotic terrain.


  The race was as much a test of skill in reading and understanding the landscape as of endurance. Competitors were allowed to choose their own route and set out caches of supplies, but could only use public shelters, and were disqualified if they called for help. Some died rather than fail. Sony Shoemaker did not fail, and astonished aficionados by coming fourth. She stayed on Mimas, afterwards. She trained. Four years later she won, beating the reigning champion, Diamond Jack Dupree.


  He did not take his defeat lightly. He challenged Sony Shoemaker to another race. A unique race, never before attempted. A race around a segment of Saturn’s rings.


  Although the main rings are seventy-three thousand kilometres across, a fifth of the distance between Earth and the Moon, they average just ten metres in thickness, but oscillations propagating across the dense lanes of the B ring pile up material at its outer edge, creating peaks a kilometre high. Diamond Jack Dupree challenged Sony Shoemaker to race across one of these evanescent mountains.


  The race did not involve anything remotely resembling running, but it was muscle powered, using highly-modified p-suits equipped with broad wings of alife material with contractile pseudo-musculatures and enough area to push, faintly, lightly, against ice pebbles embedded in a fragile lace of ice gravel and ice dust. Cloud swimming. A delicate rippling controlled by fingers and toes that would slowly build up momentum. The outcome determined not by speed or strength, because if you went too fast you’d either sheer away from the ephemeral surface or plough under it, but by skill and judgement and patience.


  Sony Shoemaker did not have to accept Diamond Jack Dupree’s challenge. She had already proved herself. But the novelty of it, the audacity, intrigued her. And so, a year to the day after her victory on Mimas, after six months hard training in water tanks and on the surface of the dusty egg of Methone, one of Saturn’s smallest moons, Sony Shoemaker and Diamond Jack Dupree set off in their manta-ray p-suits, swimming across the peaks and troughs of a mountainous, icy cloud at the edge of the B ring.


  It was the midsummer equinox. The orbits of Saturn and his rings and moons were aligned with the sun; the mountains cast ragged shadows across the surface of the B ring; the two competitors were tiny dark arrowheads rippling across a luminous slope. Moving very slowly, almost imperceptibly, to begin with. Gradually gaining momentum, skimming along at ten and then twenty kilometres an hour.


  There was no clear surface. The ice-particle mountains emitted jets and curls of dust and vapour. There were currents and convection cells. It was like trying to swim across the flank of a sandstorm.


  Sony Shoemaker was the first to sink. Some hundred and thirty kilometres out, she moved too fast, lost contact with a downslope, and plunged through ice at the bottom and was caught in a current that subducted her deep into the interior. She was forced to use the jets of her p-suit to escape, and was retrieved by her support ship. Diamond Jack Dupree wallowed on for a short distance, and then he too sank. And never reappeared.


  His p-suit beacon cut off when he submerged, and although the support ships swept the mountain with radar and microwaves for several days, no trace of him was ever found. He had vanished, but there were rumours that he was not dead. That he had dived into a camouflaged lifepod he’d planted on the route, slept out the rescue attempts, and gone on the drift or joined a group of homesteaders, satisfied that he had regained his honour.


  There had been other races held on the ring mountains, but no one had ever beaten Diamond Jack Dupree’s record of one hundred and forty-three kilometres. No one wanted to. Not even Sony Shoemaker.


  “That’s when she crossed the line,” Rory Jones told Mai. “Winning the race around Mimas didn’t make her one of us. But respecting Diamond Jack Dupree’s move, that was it. Your father crossed that line, too. He knew.”


  “Because he walked around the world,” Mai said. She was trying to understand. It was important to them, and it seemed important to them that she understood.


  “Because he knew what it meant,” Rory said.


  “One of us,” someone said, and all the outers laughed.


  Tall skinny pale ghosts, jackknifed on stools or sitting cross-legged on cushions. All elbows and knees. Their faces angular masks in the firelight flicker. Mai felt a moment of irreality. As if she was an intruder on someone else’s dream. She was still very far from accepting this strange world, these strange people. She was a tourist in their lives, in the place her father had made his home.


  She said, “What does it mean, go on the drift? Is it like your wanderjahrs?”


  She’d discovered that custom when she’d done some background research. After reaching majority, young outers often set out on extended and mostly unplanned tours of the moons of Saturn and Jupiter. Working odd jobs, experiencing all kinds of cultures and meeting all kinds of people before at last returning home and settling down.


  “Not exactly,” Lexi said. “You can come home from a wanderjahr. But when you go on the drift, that’s where you live.”


  “In your skin, with whatever you can carry and no more,” Rory said.


  “In your p-suit,” someone said.


  “That’s what I said,” Rory said.


  “And homesteaders?” Mai said.


  Lexi said, “That’s when you move up and out to somewhere no one else lives, and make a life there. The solar system out to Saturn is industrialised, more or less. More and more people want to move away from all that, get back to what we once were.”


  “Out to Uranus,” someone said.


  “Neptune,” someone else said.


  “There are homesteaders all over the Centaurs now,” Rory said. “You know the Centaurs, Mai? Primordial planetoids that orbit between Saturn and Neptune. The source of many short-term comets.”


  “Macy Minnot and her friends settled one, during the Quiet War,” Lexi said. “It was only a temporary home, for them, but for many it’s become permanent.”


  “Even the scattered disc is getting crowded now, according to some people,” Rory said.


  “Planetoids like the Centaurs,” Lexi told Mai, “with long, slow orbits that take them inward as far as Neptune, and out past Pluto, past the far edge of the Kuiper belt.”


  “The first one, Fiddler’s Green, was settled by mistake,” Rory said.


  “It’s a legend,” a young woman said.


  “I once met someone who knew someone who saw it, once,” Ray said. “Passed within a couple of million kilometres and spotted a chlorophyll signature, but didn’t stop because they were on their way to somewhere else.”


  “The very definition of a legend,” the woman said.


  “It was a shipwreck,” Rory told Mai. “Castaways on a desert island. I’m sure it still happens on the high seas of Earth.”


  “There are still shipwrecks,” Mai said. “Although everything is connected to everything else, so anyone who survives is likely to be found quickly.”


  “The outer dark beyond Neptune is still largely uninhabited,” Rory said. “We haven’t yet finished cataloguing everything in the Kuiper Belt and the scattered disk, and everything is most definitely not connected to everything else, out there. How the story goes, when the Quiet War heated up, a ship from the Jupiter system was hit by a drone as it approached Saturn. Its motors were badly damaged and it ploughed through the Saturn system and kept going. It couldn’t decelerate, couldn’t reach anywhere useful. Its crew and passengers went into hibernation. Sixty or seventy years later, those still alive woke up. They were approaching a planetoid somewhat beyond the orbit of Pluto, had just enough reaction mass to match orbits with it.


  “The ship was carrying construction machinery. The survivors used the raw tars and clays of the planetoid to build a habitat. A small bubble of air and light and heat, spun up to give a little gravity, farms and gardens on the inside, vacuum organisms growing on the outside, like the floating worldlets in the Belt. They called it Fiddler’s Green, after an old legend from Earth about a verdant and uncharted island sometimes encountered by becalmed sailors. Perhaps you know it, Mai.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t.”


  “They built a garden,” the young woman said, “but they didn’t ever try to call for help. How likely is that?”


  Rory said, “Perhaps they didn’t call for help because they believed the Three Powers were still controlling the systems of Saturn and Jupiter. Or perhaps they were happy, living where they did. They didn’t need help. They didn’t want to go home because Fiddler’s Green was their home. The planetoid supplied all the raw material they required. The ship’s fusion generator gave them power, heat and light. They are still out there, travelling beyond the Kuiper belt. Living in houses woven from branches and leaves. Farming. Falling in love, raising families, dying. A world entire.”


  “A romance of regression,” the young woman said.


  “Perhaps it is no more than a fairytale,” Rory said. “But nothing in it is impossible. There are hundreds of places like Fiddler’s Green. Thousands. It’s just an outlier, an extreme example of how far people are prepared to go to make their own world, their own way of living.”


  The outers talked about that. Mai told about her life in al-Iskandariyya, her childhood, her father’s work, her work in the Department of Antiquities, the project she’d recently seen to completion, the excavation of a twenty-first century shopping mall that had been buried in a sandstorm during the Overturn. At last there was a general agreement that they should sleep. The outers retired to hammocks or cocoons; Mai made her bed on the ground, under the spreading branches of a grandfather oak, uneasy and troubled, aware as she had not been, in her cubicle in the port hostel, of the freezing vacuum beyond the dome’s high transparent roof. It was night inside the dome, and night outside, too. Stars shining hard and cold beyond the black shadows of the trees.


  Everything that seemed natural here – the ring forest, the lawns, the dense patches of vegetables and herbs – was artificial. Fragile. Vulnerable. Mai tried and failed to imagine living in a little bubble so far from the sun that it was no more than the brightest star in the sky. She fretted about the task that lay ahead, the trek to the secret place where she and Lexi Truex would scatter Thierry’s ashes.


  At last sleep claimed her, and she dreamed of hanging over the Nile and its patchwork borders of cotton fields, rice fields, orchards and villages, everything falling away, dwindling into tawny desert as she fell into the endless well of the sky . . .


  IT WAS A silly anxiety dream, but it stayed with Mai as she and Lexi Truex drove north to a station on the railway that girdled Dione’s equator, and boarded the diamond bullet of a railcar and sped out across the battered plain. They were accompanied by Thierry’s mule, Archie. A sturdy robot porter that, with its flat loadbed, small front-mounted sensor turret, and three pairs of articulated legs, somewhat resembled a giant cockroach. Archie carried spare airpacks and a spray pistol device, and refused to tell Mai and Lexi their final destination, or why it was important that they reach it before sunrise. Everything would become clear when they arrived, it said.


  According to Lexi, the pistol used pressurised water vapour from flash-heated ice to spray material from pouches plugged into its ports, such as the pouch of gritty powder, the residue left from resomation of Thierry’s body, or the particles of thixotropic plastic in a pouch already plugged into the pistol. The same kind of plastic Macy Minnot and her partner had used to shape ice dust into snowmen.


  “We’re going to spray-paint something with the old man’s ashes,” Lexi said. “That much is clear. The question is, what’s the target?”


  Archie refused to answer her in several polite ways.


  The railcar drove eastward through the night. Like almost all of Saturn’s moons, like Earth’s Moon, Dione’s orbital period, some sixty-six hours, was exactly equal to the time it took to complete a single rotation on its axis, so that one side permanently faced Saturn. Its night was longer than an entire day, on Earth.


  Saturn’s huge bright crescent sank westward as the train crossed a plain churned and stamped with craters. Every so often, Mai spotted the fugitive gleam of the dome or angular tent of a settlement. A geometric fragment of chlorophyll green gleaming in the moonscape’s frozen battlefield. A scatter of bright lights in a small crater. Patchworked fields of black vacuum organisms spread across tablelands and slopes, plantations of what looked like giant sunflowers standing up along ridges, all of them facing east, waiting for the sun.


  The elevated railway shot out across a long and slender bridge that crossed the trough of Eurotas Chasmata, passing over broad slumps of ice that descended into a river of fathomless shadow. The far side was fretted with lesser canyons and low bright cliffs rising stepwise with broad benches between. The railway turned north to follow a long pass that cut between high cliffs, bent eastwards again. At last, a long ridge rolled up from the horizon: the southern flanks of the rimwall of Amata crater.


  The railcar slowed, passed through a short tunnel cut through a ridge, ran through pitch-black shadow beyond and out into Saturnshine, and sidled into a station cantilevered above a slope. Below, a chequerboard of scablike vacuum organisms stretched towards the horizon. Above, the dusty slope, spattered with small, sharp craters, rose to a gently scalloped edge, stark against the black sky.


  Several rolligons were parked in the garage under the station. Following Archie’s instructions, Lexi and Mai climbed into one of the vehicles (Archie sprang onto the flat roof) and drove along a track that slanted towards the top of the slope. After five kilometres, the track topped out on a broad bench, swung around a shelter, a stubby cylinder jutting under a heap of fresh white ice blocks, a way point for hikers and climbers on their way into the interior of the huge crater, and followed the curve of the bench eastward until it was interrupted by a string of small craters twenty or thirty metres across.


  Lexi and Mai climbed out and Lexi rechecked Mai’s p-suit and they followed Archie around the smashed bowls of the craters. There were many bootprints trampled into the dust. Thierry’s prints, coming and going. Mai tried not to step on them. Strange to think they might last for millions of years.


  “It is not far,” Archie said, responding to Lexi’s impatient questions. “It is not far.”


  Mai felt a growing glee as she loped along, felt that she could bounce away like the children in the habitat, leap over ridges, cross craters in a single bound, span this little world in giant footsteps. She’d felt like this when her first grandchild had been born. Floating on a floodtide of happiness and relief. Free of responsibility. Liberated from the biological imperative.


  Now and then her pressure suit beeped a warning; once, when she exceeded some inbuilt safety parameter, it took over and slowed her headlong bounding gait and brought her to a halt, swaying at the dust-softened rim of a small crater. Reminding her that she was dependent on the insulation and integrity of her own personal space ship, its native intelligence, the whisper of oxygen in her helmet.


  On the far side of the crater, cased in her extravagantly decorated p-suit, Lexi turned with a bouncing step, asked Mai if she was okay.


  “I’m fine!”


  “You’re doing really well,” Lexi said, and asked Archie for the fifth or tenth time if they were nearly there.


  “It is not far.”


  Lexi waited as Mai skirted the rim of the crater with the bobbing shuffle she’d been taught, and they went on. Mai was hyperaware of every little detail in the moonscape, everything fresh and strange and new. The faint flare of Saturnshine on her helmet visor. The rolling blanket of gritty dust, dimpled with tiny impacts. Rayed scatterings of sharp bright fragments. A blocky ice-boulder as big as a house perched in a scatter of debris. The gentle rise and fall of the ridge, stretching away under the black sky where untwinkling stars showed everywhere. Saturn’s crescent looming above the western horizon. The silence and stillness of the land. The stark reality of it.


  She imagined her father walking here, under this same sky. Alone in a moonscape where no trace of human activity could be seen.


  The last and largest crater was enclosed by ramparts of crooked ice blocks three stories high and cemented with a silting of dust. Archie didn’t hesitate, climbing a crude stairway hacked into the ice and plunging through a ragged cleft. Lexi and Mai followed, and the crater’s bowl opened below them, tilted towards the plain beyond the curve of the ridge. The spark of the sun stood just above the horizon. An arc of light defined the far edge of the moonscape; sunlight lit a segment of the crater’s floor, where boulders lay tumbled amongst a maze of bootprints and drag marks.


  “At least we got the timing right,” Lexi said.


  “What are we supposed to be seeing?” Mai said.


  Lexi asked Archie the same question.


  “It will soon become apparent.”


  They stood side by side, Lexi and Mai, wavering in the faint grip of gravity. The sunlit half of the crater directly in front of them, the dark half beyond, shadows shrinking back as the sun slowly crept into the sky. And then they saw the first shapes emerging.


  Columns, or tall vases. Cylindrical, woman-sized or larger. Different heights, in no apparent order. Each one shaped from translucent ice tinted with pastel shades of pink and purple, and threaded with networks of darker veins.


  Lexi stepped down the shattered blocks of the inner slope and moved across the floor. Mai followed.


  The nearest vases were twice their height. Lexi reached out to one of them, brushed the fingertips of her gloved hand across the surface.


  “These have been hand-carved,” she said. “You can see the tool marks.”


  “Carved from what?”


  “Boulders, I guess. He must have carried the ice chips out of here.”


  They were both speaking softly, reluctant to disturb the quiet of this place. Lexi said that the spectral signature of the ice corresponded with artificial photosynthetic pigments. She leaned close, her visor almost kissing the bulge of the vase, reported that it was doped with microscopic vacuum organisms.


  “There are structures in here, too,” she said. “Long fine wires. Flecks of circuitry.”


  “Listen,” Mai said.


  “What?”


  “Can’t you hear it?”


  It was a kind of interference on the common band Mai and Lexi were using to talk. Faint and broken. Hesitant. Scraps of pure tones rising and fading, rising again.


  “I hear it,” Lexi said.


  The sound grew in strength as more and more vases emerged into sunlight. Long notes blending into a polyphonic harmony.


  The microscopic vacuum organisms were soaking up sunlight, Lexi said, after a while. Turning light into electricity, powering something that responded to changes in the structure of the ice. Strain gauges perhaps, coupled to transmitters.


  “The sunlight warms the ice, ever so slightly,” she said. “It expands asymmetrically, the embedded circuitry responds to the microscopic stresses . . .”


  “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”


  “Yes . . .”


  It was beautiful. A wild, aleatory chorus rising and falling in endless circles above the ground of a steady bass pulse . . .


  They stood there a long time, while the vases sang. There were a hundred of them, more than a hundred. A field or garden of vases. Clustered like organ pipes. Standing alone on shaped pedestals. Gleaming in the sunlight. Stained with cloudy blushes of pink and purple. Singing, singing.


  At last, Lexi took Mai’s gloved hand and led her across the crater floor to where the robot mule, Archie, was waiting. Mai took out the pouch of human dust and they plugged it into the spray pistol’s spare port. Lexi switched on the pistol’s heaters, showed Mai how to use the simple trigger mechanism.


  “Which one shall we spray?” Mai said.


  Lexi smiled behind the fishbowl visor of her helmet.


  “Why not all of them?”


  They took turns. Standing well back from the vases, triggering brief bursts of gritty ice that shot out in broad fans and lightly spattered the vases in random patterns. Lexi laughed.


  “The old bastard,” she said. “It must have taken him hundreds of days to make this. His last and best secret.”


  “And we’re his collaborators,” Mai said.


  It took a while to empty the pouch. Long before they had finished, the music of the vases had begun to change, responding to the subtle shadow patterns laid on their surfaces.


  At last the two woman had finished their work and stood still, silent, elated, listening to the music they’d made.


  THAT NIGHT, BACK under the dome of the Jones-Truex-Bakaleinikoff habitat, Mai thought of her father working in that unnamed crater high on the rimwall of Amata crater. Chipping at adamantine ice with chisels and hammers. Listening to the song of his vases, adding a new voice, listening again. Alone under the empty black sky, happily absorbed in the creation of a sound garden from ice and sunlight.


  And she thought of the story of Fiddler’s Green, the bubble of light and warmth and air created from materials mined from the chunk of tarry ice it orbited. Of the people living there. The days of exile becoming a way of life as their little world swung further and further away from the sun’s hearthfire. Green days of daily tasks and small pleasures. Farming, cooking, weaving new homes in the hanging forest on the inside of the bubble’s skin. A potter shaping dishes and bowls from primordial clay. Children chasing each other, flitting like schools of fish between floating islands of trees. The music of their laughter. The unrecorded happiness of ordinary life, out there in the outer dark.


  Karyl’s War


  1.


  Everywhere Karyl Mezhidov went, people were talking about war. One day, he stopped at a little oasis close to the Palatine Linea, in the south-east of the sub-saturnian hemisphere of Dione, and discovered that an extended family from Paris had taken up residence. Refugees. Karyl would have wished them luck and moved right on to another oasis or shelter, or to one of his caches of supplies, but he’d been out prospecting a long time, he was low on food and fuel, and besides, they seemed like nice people and it would have been rude to have turned down their offer of hospitality. So after he’d plugged his rolligon into the oasis’s grid, replenished its food maker with yeast base, and fixed a minor problem with the suspension of the rear off-side wheel, he spent a little time working up the details of a trade for some of the phosphates he’d extracted from a drift in exchange for the family’s hospitality, so neither side would have to short out on kudos. And when that was sorted out to everyone’s satisfaction, he sat down for the evening meal with the family and a woman who, like him, was passing through on her way to somewhere else.


  They all sat around a rug spread beside the stream that ran around the circumference of the oasis, in the shade of pines and firs. The oasis’s chandelier of sunlamps were dimming down to twilight; although the sun at Saturn delivered only four per cent of the insolation on Earth’s surface, and at this high southern latitude hung low even at noon, the moonscape was becoming brighter than the darkening interior. The oasis sat in a neat round crater with a slumped rim, so there was a good view across a cratered swale to a flat-topped hill, the edge of Adstratus Crater, that rose above the close, curved horizon against the black sky. The view kept drawing Karyl’s attention as he told his hosts a little about his prospecting work and they told him the latest news from Paris: the increasing paranoia, the peace wardens who had been armed with pistols and were enforcing a raft of new regulations and zealously searching out dissenters. Because its mayor was at the forefront of opposition to the presence of ships from Earth in the Saturn System, everyone was convinced that Paris was going to be hit hard when the war began, and many citizens were leaving for settlements where they had family connections, or for untenanted oases like this one, planning to sit things out as best they could.


  “No one and no place will be safe anywhere on any of the moons,” Shizuko, the family’s other guest, said scornfully. “Sure, they’ll go for the cities first. But when they have the cities under control, they’ll go after the big settlements, and then everyone else. Moving here, you’re just putting off the inevitable.”


  Shizuko was a serious and intense young woman with a tall crest of red hair and bright yellow eyes. She disagreed loudly and volubly with almost everything the family said, and clearly thought that Karyl was a possible ally. Smiling at him now, saying that even gypsies like him wouldn’t be safe, asking him what he would do when the inevitable happened.


  People were always talking about the war, and they were always asking him for his opinion about the war. Truth was, he didn’t have an opinion. Oh, he knew that it was inevitable. Ships of the Brazilian and European joint expedition had been in orbit around Mimas for months, the Pacific Community had set up a camp on Phoebe, at the outer edge of the Saturn System, and although there were all kinds of diplomatic discussions, although many cities had claimed neutrality, it was clear that Earth’s three great powers wanted to take control of the entire Saturn System. But if it was inevitable, then there wasn’t anything that could be done to stop it, and as far as Karyl was concerned, he didn’t see why it should change things. Why would anyone be interested in what he did?


  So he shrugged and said that he hoped he’d be able to keep on working.


  “Do you really think they’ll let you or anyone else wander around? They’ll round you up,” Shizuko said. The lamps set amongst the bowls of food spread on the rug put bright sparks in her yellow eyes as she looked at everyone around her. “All of you. Probably lock you up inside Paris, along with everyone else. If they don’t H-bomb the city first, that is, or drop a rock on it. If they do that, they’ll lock you up in a camp instead, or truck you off to Mimas or Rhea or Tethys. They’ll turn the entire system into a prison camp, no exceptions. So rather than trying to pretend that the war doesn’t have anything to do with you, you should be doing something about it, right now.”


  “We have already done something,” David, the eldest family member said. “We have moved here.”


  People lounging around the rug laughed, but Shizuko wasn’t going to be put off. She was one of those tedious people who went everywhere with an agenda at the forefront of their minds.


  “They already control the sky. Their ships are faster than our ships, they are armed with real weapons, and they are crammed with soldiers. Soon they’ll control the cities, too. And then everything else. Despite what your mayor says, there’s nothing we can do about that—I see some of you are surprised to hear that hear that I agree with you, but it’s perfectly obvious. We can’t win this war, but we can win the peace. There aren’t many of them, and they are far from home. History teaches us that occupation of one country by another always ends in the defeat or retreat of the occupier. There are things we can do to hasten that,” Shizuko said, and launched into a brief and efficient lecture about preparing for life after war, and strategies for making the lives of the invaders from Earth as uncomfortable as possible.


  There was an embarrassed silence when she had finished. At last, David said, “Clearly you have your way, and we have ours.”


  “Trying to hide out here won’t work.”


  “We are not trying to hide. We are here. We make no secret of it to you or to anyone else.”


  “It doesn’t matter. They’ll come for you any way. They’ll take you away.”


  “We will resist them,” David said. “Not like you, by sabotage, attacks on their soldiers, assassination, and so on. But by nonviolence. You shake your head. You think no doubt that it is no more than pacifism. It is not. It is a means of persuasion, just as violence is a means of persuasion. But instead of using force and causing suffering to defeat the enemy, we will use our minds, and win over the enemy by love.”


  David was short, with a fringe of white hair around a liver-spotted pate, and a considerable belly spilling into the lap of his shorts. Clearly one of the original settlers, one of the people who had fled the Moon a hundred years ago, when Earth had made it clear that the Lunar refuges would be closed and their populations forcibly repatriated. Like Karyl’s grandfather, who had told him many stories of those hard times. The last time Karyl had exchanged messages with Rainbow Bridge, he’d been told that everyone was sitting tight and hoping for the best. Even though there was a ship from Earth in orbit around Callisto and it was obvious that what was going to happen here was going to happen there, too. He wondered now what it must be like to have lived so long that you found yourself caught up in the same kind of situation all over again. Clearly, it hadn’t caused the old man, David, to lose hope. He spoke quietly but forcefully, and the people around him clearly agreed because they were nodding and smiling. He was not only an unreconstructed human being, with his pot belly and thatch of chest hair and crooked toe nails, he was also an old-fashioned patriarch—a rarity in the patchwork of matriarchal societies of the Saturn System.


  “I’m sorry to hear it, because they’ll kill you,” Shizuko said.


  “We are prepared for that,” a woman nursing a baby said, with a sharp look that Shizuko met with a smile.


  “People will die, no doubt,” David said. “But in the end, nonviolence is stronger than violence.”


  Shizuko laughed and said that they had their way and she and her friends had hers, they’d see who would be more successful. “I know that you didn’t try nonviolence on your mayor, or if you did you had no luck.”


  “He isn’t our enemy,” David said.


  And there it was again, the divide between generations. Most of the pioneers and their children and grandchildren wanted nothing to do with war, and weren’t willing to fight against the enemy. But their great-grandchildren, the rising generation of Outers, were more aggressive because they believed that they had more to lose. They’d already been struggling to overcome the resistance of the older generations to expand further outwards, to the moons of Uranus and Neptune and beyond. And now they wanted to confront the enemy head on, because the enemy wanted to put an end their dream of expansion before it had begun. For a hundred years, the Outer System had been more or less left alone as Earth recovered from the catastrophe of the Overturn: ecological crashes and climate change ten times worse than anthropogenic global warming, and wars and famines too. But now the three great powers of Earth had done much of the great work of reclamation and reconstruction they had turned their attention outwards, to the little utopian principalities of the moons of Jupiter and Saturn. Wanted to bring them under control before they spread into the outer dark, and changed themselves so radically that they would become, in effect, another human species. Angels or devils who wouldn’t ever be bound by the laws of old Earth.


  Karyl had heard the same arguments over and again ever since the first ship from Earth had arrived in the Saturn System, and nothing had changed. One side claimed the higher moral ground, whether it was pacifism or nonviolent resistance, citing the success of Gandhi, the fall of the Soviet empire, the Arab Spring, and so on; the other believed that the anarchist Pierre-Joseph Proudhon had been right to assert that human beings were born perfectible, but would never be perfect, that violence was an indelible part of human nature that couldn’t be edited out without destroying all those qualities – fearless exploration, insatiable curiosity, creativity – necessary to the human spirit. And so the Outers were divided amongst themselves, and couldn’t agree what to do about the enemy, and so nothing was done. It was depressing, really, and so unnecessary. Even if the Outers did spread outward, and radically change themselves, it would have nothing to do with Earth. And if the great powers of Earth wanted access to the scientific knowledge that the Outers had preserved and accumulated in the last century, there was surely a way of trading it. Everything could be traded for everything else, after all. Karyl had tried out these arguments long before, on a woman he’d slept with while staying over in the garden habitat of the Jones-Truex-Bakaleinikoff clan, and she’d told him that the three great powers weren’t really going to war against the Outers—no, the Outers were the prize that Earth’s great powers were squabbling over amongst themselves. Once one looked liked winning the prize the others had to join in.


  Whatever. Everyone around the rug argued amongst themselves as the chandelier dimmed to near dark and the panes of the tent polarized to shut out sunlight. Red and green and blue fireflies winked under the dark boughs of the firs and pines, and Karyl drank too much of the pine-sap mead that was being passed around, and when he woke early the next morning he had a bad headache that the traditional cure of breathing pure oxygen didn’t quite flush away. He was hoping to drive off without any fuss, but Shizuko came into the garage as he was performing some final checks on his rolligon. She was getting ready to leave too, she said, and asked him where he was heading next.


  “Oh, down the Palantine Linea, perhaps. Out in that direction, somewhere or other.”


  Karyl was wary because it was clear that the woman was a member of the resistance, although it wasn’t called the resistance, but “our thing” or “this thing of ours”. They were everywhere, trotting out their agenda, looking for recruits, asking favours.


  Shizuko laughed. “It’s all right. I don’t intend to follow you. You have your prospecting, and I have business of my own. And I’m not going to try to recruit you. You’re from Callisto after all, and I hear that they’re a pretty conservative lot in the Jupiter System. Still, I have to admit that someone like you would be very useful. You gypsies know Dione like no one else, you have all kinds of hideaways and caches . . .”


  She was standing close, with one hand on his arm, smiling down at him, her gaze warm and more golden, in the bright light of the garage, than yellow. Karyl felt a definite attraction to her, and wondered if she trying to seduce him, if she was wearing a pheromone or a hypnotic. Not that she’d need any biochemical help. It had been a long time since Karyl had slept with anyone, he’d been spending a lot of time out in the country these days, avoiding as much as possible all the nonsense about war. And she was quite a woman too, powerful and confident . . .


  Shizuko laughed, and broke the spell, and said again that she wouldn’t try to persuade him. “But when things change, as they soon will, there’ll come a time when you have to choose which side you are on. When it does, remember that we need your help.”


  “What will you do?”


  Shizuko’s gaze grew darkly serious. “I’ll fight them in any way I can.”


  “Well, I hope it doesn’t come to that.”


  “It will. It’s happening right now. Coming straight towards us. Can’t you feel it?”


  Her grip had tightened on his arm and her face was close to his and he could feel her heat and was breathing in her spice. Then she stepped back and the spell was broken. She looked around at the bare walls of the garage and then lifted her tunic to reveal a small plastic tool tucked into the waistband of her shorts. A 9mm recoilless pistol made by a manufactory in Paris, Shizuko said. The same kind of weapon carried by the peace wardens there.


  Karyl felt a cold shock cleave through him. He’d never seen a pistol before. It was like being confronted with a truly wild and deadly animal.


  Shizuko told him that it shot explosive rounds. One was more than enough to kill a person. If they tried to capture her, she said, she would kill as many of them as she could and then kill herself, it was better to die free than live in chains.


  So she was crazy. Driven crazy by thinking about the war all the time, or already crazy and refusing to take her meds. Or just an extreme example of the way people thought, here. That was the difference between people from Saturn System and people like him. They thought themselves more radical, more adventurous. They thought that people like him were reactionaries, clinging to old ways whose usefulness had long ended. But he liked his life. The life he had made.


  Karyl told Shizuko to take care, and she laughed and said that she knew how to take care of herself because she had thought long and hard about it, told him she hoped he’d do the same. He climbed into his rolligon, feeling a big surge of fear because he had to turn his back on the crazy woman and her venomous little tool, and managed to seal it up, and sat, quivering, in the big seat at the front of its bubble for a few minutes, until he’d calmed down. Then he started the rolligon up and drove through the inner doors and they closed behind him and the air was pumped out and the outer doors opened and he drove out into Dione’s late afternoon.


  He should have felt elated at having escaped, free again to go anywhere he wanted without anyone telling him what he should do, but his bad feeling clung to him. He couldn’t help wondering what Shizuko had been doing down in the garage. Maybe just checking over her rolligon. Or maybe sticking a transponder on his. She had said that he would be useful, that he must know all kinds of hiding places. Maybe she wanted to see where he went so that she could make use of his places. Find his caches. Maybe she wanted to follow him . . .


  Crazy thoughts feeding on each other like a knot of snakes. But she was crazy, so it was probably a good precaution to try to think like her, to figure out if she wanted something from him, what it was.


  Still, he felt a touch of guilt and foolishness when he turned off the road, and cut east in a half-circle that took him back towards the oasis. It was late afternoon, and the sun hung low at the horizon, behind the rolligon, which chased its long shadow across smooth dusty ground where the small and large bowls of rimless craters were so brimful with blackness that they looked like holes punched through reality, with only the faintest gleam on their sunward crescents lending them any indication of dimension. Saturn, almost full, was bisected by the eastern horizon, like a fat man trying to get out of a pool, the narrow bright curve of the rings aimed almost straight up.


  Four kilometers from the oasis, Karyl parked the rolligon and had the AI run a full scan on every radio channel and failed to find the beep of a transponder, then climbed into his pressure suit and clambered out of the lock and loped on a little way until the green gleam of the oasis appeared like a star on the curve of the horizon. He stood still and watched it for a little while, using the magnifying feature of his helmet’s faceplate. It was neatly fitted into the crater, the top of its coping wall level with the slumped rim, the polygonal elements of its hemispherical tent blankly shining with sunlight. Farm tubes packed with green plants under bright lights were half-sunk into the lobate apron off to one side, where ejecta melted by the heat of the impact that had formed the crater had settled and refrozen. Nothing moved out there: no sign of Shizuko’s rolligon. Maybe she had already left, heading west as she’d told him. Or maybe she was still trying to convert the family to her cause, or was working to pay off the debt of hospitality.


  So at last, feeling angry now as well as foolish at the way the war had infected him with stupid paranoid thoughts, Karyl walked back to the rolligon and got in and turned it around and drove off out across Dione.


  2.


  Karyl was happy with his life, although it wasn’t what he had intended to do, when he had come from to Dione. His family trade was shipbuilding; he’d been a lifesystem engineer working in the shipyards of Rainbow Bridge, Callisto, when he’d met Dana. She was from Dione, on a wanderjahr, seeing different places and trying different things before settling down; they’d fallen in love; he’d followed her to the Saturn System, intending help farm in the habitat of Dana’s clan, and make babies. But that hadn’t worked out, and after one thing and another he’d become a gypsy prospector, wandering the face of Dione. Despite Shizuko’s assertion, there was plenty of territory on Dione. There were plenty of places to hide.


  The moon was only twelve hundred kilometres in diameter, but it has a surface area of a million square kilometres. As big as old Egypt, back on Earth, where Karyl’s ex-partner’s family on her mother’s side had come from. Like all of Saturn’s inner moons, during its early history, Dione had been struck many times by bodies with sufficient kinetic energy to break it apart. So Dione had broken apart and reformed repeatedly, and there was little surface elevation and few really big craters on its surface because all traces of the great early bombardment had been erased. Heat of Dione’s final accretion and of radionuclides had driven chemical differentiation, with rock material forming a core wrapped around with a mantle and lithosphere of volatile materials, mostly water. So Dione’s surface was water-ice frozen hard as granite, with a skimpy regolith of water-ice gravel and dust. Much of its surface was heavily cratered, but global expansion caused by heat generated by radionuclides and tidal stresses had driven eruptions of ammonia-water from the interior that had melted troughs and complex riverine networks, and flooded parts of the surface and left smooth bright plains, while subsequent cooling of the interior had compressed the surface and thrust and high-angle reverse faults had created scarps and ridges. So although it was fairly flat compared to Iapetus, and lacked impressively large features like Tethys’s Ithica Chasma, or Rhea’s two great multi-ringed impact basins, Dione’s moonscapes were nevertheless highly differentiated. Satellite surveys and a century of exploration had not yet exhausted them, so gypsy prospectors like Karyl could make a living from searching out volcanic deposits of phosphates and nitrates and sulphates, veins of breciated carbonaceous chondrite material from cometary impacts, and the remains of rare stony or iron meteorites. It was lonely life, sure, and often frustrating, with long dry spells when strike after strike uncovered nothing useful. But like all gamblers, the occasional reward drove him ever onward across Dione’s cratered plains and smooth plains, through the troughs and labyrinthine badlands. Sometimes, especially late in the afternoon, with low sunlight mingling with Saturn’s pastel glow and the moonscape curving away on every side glowing like beaten bronze and everything casting two shadows, one short and one long, like the hands of an old-fashioned clock, Karyl’s heart lifted and turned on a flood of happiness, as if he was the emperor of all he surveyed, the only witness to Dione’s pure, bleak, uncanny beauty.


  But there was always a garden habitat or settlement or oasis or shelter over the next horizon, built by tireless robot construction gangs everywhere across the surface. And too often now the oases had been claimed by refugees from Paris. There was no escaping the war.


  Karyl drove ever westward, crossing the long trough of Palatine Linea and the southernmost edge of the bright frosts flung across half Dione’s globe in wispy swirling patterns by explosive venting from deep fractures, created when ammonia-water melted by residual heat in the lithosphere had intruded on pockets of methane and nitrogen clatherates. After ten days or so, he stopped at the garden habitat of the the Fifer-Targ clan and was woken in the middle of the night: the ships of the Brazilian and European joint expedition were on the move, breaking orbit around Mimas and heading out for different moons. Members of the clan were packing and rounding up livestock, following a plan they’d worked up for just this eventuality, preparing to leave their big, tented habitat for shelters. They refused Karyl’s offer of help, so he wished them luck and left them to it and drove off. It was night out on the surface, too. The habitat had been built in short string of low craters created when several vent pits had collapsed, with all the lights switched on inside, its domes shone like a string of glass beads in the black moonscape under Saturn and the swathes of fixed stars, a target that dwindled behind Karyl and quickly sank below the horizon.


  Karyl picked his way across the moonscape by the mellow light of Saturnshine. He had suppressed the urge to call Dana and ask if she was all right. Maybe later he’d call her mother, who had been somewhat sympathetic to him. Right now, he needed to work out what he was going to do. He avoided roads and cut directly north-east, towards the southern end of Latium Chasma. One of his caches was tucked into the east wall of the chasma; he could pitch camp there and find out what was happening and figure things out. Wait things out for four or five weeks if he had to, or load up with supplies and follow the chasma’s long straight trough north, into the fractured labyrinth of Tibur Chasmata, where there were any number of hiding places.


  He felt oddly calm as he drove. Just an acid edge biting in his stomach. The worst thing had happened, and he was still free and safe. Scanning through the net, he picked up a report that some hotheads had fired a chunk of ice at the camp the Pacific Community had set up on Phoebe. Brazilian singleships had intercepted it and blown it up with an H-bomb, but some fragments had hit Phoebe nevertheless. Here was a video showing the truncated oval of the little moon, sudden stars winking and fading around its middle. Here was a video of some kind of rally in Paris, the hothead mayor roaring out at an ecstatic crowd packing a park edge to edge. That was yesterday evening. And all the ships from Earth were on the move now, the Brazilian flagship heading for Dione and two other ships heading for Rhea and Enceladus, the Pacific Community ship heading away from Phoebe, inwards towards Iapetus.


  Karyl thought that aiming a bolide at them was definitely the kind of thing the crazy woman, Shizuko, would do. Her yellow eyes gleaming with certainty. Her sure touch on his arm, trying to drag him into her craziness. She’d looked a little like Dana, he realized. He was better off alone. He knew Dione as well as anyone. He would survive this.


  He had been driving for an hour when the net fell over. All communication links gone. Nothing on any radio channel but the faint garbled whine of encrypted signals here and there. The little satellites that bounced signals around Dione must have been crippled or destroyed. It was happening. It was very definitely happening.


  Karyl felt a sudden chill, all over. The dim moonscape all around was as still and empty as ever, and Saturn and the stars crowded everywhere else in the black sky were unchanged, but he felt horribly vulnerable. Elevated and exposed in his chair in the rolligon’s bubble, pinlights gleaming on the dash, the whir of the air conditioning, clicks of valves and pumps, noises he usually didn’t notice because they were always there suddenly intrusive. The pumping of his heart. The singing of his blood in his ears.


  He checked his map and drove on, and soon a low flat hill appeared beyond the horizon, doubling it, rising higher. It was the rim of Pompey Crater, an arc of lobate and dissected cliffs rising a hundred metres above the plain. He drove up a natural ramp between two slumped folds of ice and parked in the shadow. The cliff reared up to the east, cutting off half the sky. Saturn’s waning crescent hung high above; he was close to the equator. Everywhere else the stars spread across the black sky. Presently, he saw what he’d been looking for. A swift point of light dropping through the crowds of fixed stars, moving from east to west. The flagship of the Brazilian and European joint expedition. The Glory of Gaia. It dropped past the horizon and nothing else moved in the sky and the radio channels were silent and the net was still down.


  It occurred to Karyl that although it was parked in shadow the rolligon could easily be picked up by radar of thermal imaging. He debated suiting up and climbing out and finding a hiding place for the duration, but nowhere would ever be safe now, and he couldn’t hide out in his suit forever, so he stayed where he was. Heated a meal and ate it. He’d noted the ship’s speed and was ready when it came back less than two hours later. There were several smaller lights around it; shuttles or gigs, some kind of landing craft. When it came around a third time, the sun had risen, and although its disc was blocked by the rim of the crater, all the stars had faded. The ship from Earth was a solitary point of light, very bright. The shuttles had gone. Landed at Paris, no doubt. The city was four hundred kilometres to the east. Not that far, really. A long day’s drive. One tenth of the circumference of Dione. Suddenly, the moon seemed very small . . .


  Karyl fell asleep and woke up with a little start a few hours later. Still nothing on the radio or the net. The shadow of the crater rim cliff stretched across the rippled ejecta apron had noticeably shrunken. Soon he wouldn’t be in shadow anymore. And he couldn’t stay here forever; he hadn’t been able to refuel at the Fifer-Targ habitat because they had been too busy topping up their caravan of rolligons, and if he had to make more air he’d have to use fuel he needed to get to the cache. It was a simple equation complicated by the unknown factor of the war. Of what the Brazilians and Europeans planned to do. Whether they were simply going to take out Paris, or try to zap everything on the surface of Dione, right down to rolligons, maybe even people in pressure suits out on the surface. Call it the X factor. X, the unknown.


  At last he decided that they’d find him here as easily as anywhere else. And he couldn’t stay here forever anyway. So he started up the rolligon and drove north and east. Feeling like a bug crawling across a microscope slide. Looking all around him to begin with, then concentrating on driving because if they zapped him with an X-ray or gamma-ray laser of fired a missile at him he’d never know. He didn’t feel scared, exactly. Instead, he was filled with a kind of careless exhilaration and was driving a shade too fast, the rolligon’s rear trying to slide left or right when he hit downgrades, ploughing up feathers of icy dust either side.


  Thinking of what he needed to do, and thinking of what might have been. It wasn’t the last time he’d struck out into the unknown. He remembered the awful last argument with Dana, the last in a series of arguments over nothing really, nothing but the fact that they were very different people who wanted very different things. The feistiness he’d admired when he first met her, her adventurousness, was deeply ingrained. She’d been very much in favour of heading up and out, into the outer dark. Striking out for new territory. Shaking things up. And he’d wanted nothing more than simply domesticity. A quiet life with her and her family and, yes, children. It hadn’t helped that her mother had sided with him. So it had all fallen apart, and that future had been taken from him, and here he was now, thinking about the predictable routines that had also been taken from him, the future unknowable now. X. X the unknown. He was as free as Dana had always wanted to be. He hoped she was all right. That she hadn’t joined “our thing”. Although it would be just like her.


  So he drove on, at last meeting a road that ribboned across the lightly cratered plain and turning on to it, really making speed now. It was the usual graded construction of ice gravel, built by robot crew, consolidated by treatment with pulsed infrared lasers, twenty metres wide and absolutely level and with guides along its edges so that Karyl didn’t even have to steer the rolligon, it drove itself. He stretched and did some isometric exercises to try to loosen the rigid bar across his shoulders, went into the galley and made a mug of lemon tea, and came back and saw a line gleaming across the horizon. It was the railway that ran all the way around Dione. He’d reached the equator.


  3.


  The railway was a single track elevated above the plain on pylons like a bridge spanning the horizons, another vast engineering project built by the patient and unceasing labour of robot crews. The road ran right under it. Karyl sipped his tea, looking all around, wary again. The railway was important. It could be a target. To the west, something gleamed on the elevated track. A railcar. Stationary. Stranded. He set down his mug of tea and took the wheel of the rolligon and bumped off the road and drove towards it, the nape of his neck and his palms prickling. But he couldn’t not look.


  The railcar was bullet-shaped, capped at its rear with a blank cargo space, the rest a diamond canopy over a cabin floored with cushions and low couches. It had been heading west, away from Paris, and sat now grounded on the superconducting magnetic track. So the power had been cut off along the railway. Or at least, along this section. As Karyl drew near he saw that the railcar’s door had been cracked open. He parked and studied it. It sat gleaming above him, skylined against velvety black. People had been riding it; the power had cut off and it had grounded; its passengers had cracked the door and climbed out. So where were they now?


  He drove on slowly, and at the foot of the next support pylon found a muddle of tracks and a low mound. He knew what it was, but he had to see. He suited up and climbed out and walked across the muddle of bootprints to the mound. A sheet of magnesium alloy covered with white rubber on one side, it looked like part of the floor of the railcar, had been laid over a body and partly covered with icy dust scooped from the regolith. The body was in a pressure suit. Karyl could see an elbow, the sole of a boot. It looked like an ordinary pressure suit. He supposed that pressure suits worn by soldiers from Earth would be different, and couldn’t think why soldiers would be riding in a railcar. So they had probably been refugees. Fleeing from Paris. And one of them had been hurt, mortally wounded, and had died. So when the railcar had stopped the others had carried the body out of the railcar and buried here and gone on.


  He cast around and quickly discovered that the bootprints resolved into a path that headed out west, following the railway towards Ovid Crater. The next station was on the eastern rim of Ovid Crater, some thirty kilometers away. Karyl wondered why they hadn’t climbed back onto the railway track and walked along it, but supposed that they had been worried that it might have started up again. Or that they might be easy targets, if the enemy was patrolling the area.


  He studied the winding trail of bootprints and figured that there were five people, maybe six. He looked towards the horizon but nothing moved there. Nothing moved all around him. It would take them the best part of a day to reach the station and he wondered how much air they had left, then if any more of them had been hurt.


  “You’re just asking for trouble,” he said out loud, then climbed back into the rolligon and drove on parallel to the railway. Maybe the people needed help; maybe they had news.


  The railway strode straight on, the pylons growing taller as the land descended into a broad and shallow depression caused by partial collapse of the lithosphere during the eruption that had formed Ovid Crater, a volcanic dome that had fallen in on itself to form a classic pit crater. Vents beyond it had spewed ammonia-rich meltwater that had carved the channel of Latium Chasma, following a fault line and cutting through a string of smaller pit craters had formed from previous intrusions.


  The tracks went straight down the shallow six degree slope of the depression, skirted a string of small impact craters. Once, Karyl saw an orange bottle someone had discarded. The ground pitched up and a low ridge rose beyond the close horizon, the place where the side of the depression met the rim of Ovid Crater, some ten kilometres away. The railway strode on over crevasses and pressure ridges; as Karyl manoeuvered the rolligon around these obstructions he lost the trail of bootprints and had to backtrack. The path turned north, where the crater rim was lower and a natural piste led up to the station at the ridge. And where there was an oasis, built on a flat-topped abutment with big views all around: Karyl had stopped there several times.


  He drove on a little way, and saw four, five, six, figures in pressure suits of various colours at the horizon. Slogging along, turning when he used a line-of-sight channel to raise them, and ask them who they were, and if they needed a lift.


  4.


  They had come from Paris, had taken the last railcar out of the rimtop station when the first Brazilian dropships had flared in above the spaceport. Perhaps the only railcar to escape, who knew? The mayor had ordered the spur line that connected Paris with the trans-equatorial railway shut down two days ago, but when the battle for Paris had begun the peace wardens guarding the station had deserted their posts, and the six men and women, all of them part of the railway crew, all of them from other cities in the Saturn System with no especial loyalty to Paris or its suicidally aggressive stance, had decided to take a chance and run for it.


  They’d overridden the AI that had shut the spur line down, climbed into a railcar and started it manually, and had scarcely set off when packages had begun to rain down from the sky, inflated impact bags bouncing across the ground between the spaceport and the bottom edge of the city, the bags torn apart by the robots inside, deadly things on tall tripod legs, very fast. The robots and soldiers jetting down attacking and overwhelming the defenses around the lower part of the city, the swift unequal battle witnessed by the railcar’s passengers as it carried them around the top of the curved rim of Romulus Crater. One of the Brazilian craft had flown straight past them, passing just a few hundred metres away. The wash of its drive had scorched one side of the railcar. And then the city had fallen below the horizon, and they had begun to believe that they had escaped when a tremendous light had flared across half the horizon, and the railcar had slammed to a stop and a quake had jolted it so hard they thought it might topple off. One of the city’s fusion reactors that had blown. So they’d climbed down from the railcar and hiked fifty kilometers to the junction with the trans-equatorial railway. They’d reached the station exhausted and almost out of air, and that was when one of their number had suffered a fatal heart attack and died, despite their best efforts. They’d rested up, and then caught a railcar heading west; the trans-equatorial railway had its own power supply. And then someone must have shut the railway down, and they had been stranded again. So they had buried their dead companion and set off on another hike, and had been fast running out of air when Karyl had picked them up.


  It had been an amazing adventure, and they were eager to tell Karyl all about it as he drove them towards the oasis, the five of them crowded into the space behind his driving seat, bulked out in their pressure suits, noisy and euphoric. Talking over each other, an excited chatter like parrots. Telling that he was their hero. That he had saved their lives.


  “We didn’t have enough air to reach the station or the nearest oasis,” their leader, a woman named Aida, told Karyl. “Our plan was that four of us give most of what we had left to Vincent, he’s our strongest walker, and then go into deep sleep and hope he could bring back people to rescue us. But instead you turned up, just in time.”


  “My karma is your karma,” one of the men, Simon said.


  Their exuberance didn’t abate all the way to oasis at Dvoskin’s Knoll, where the five survivors spilled out of the lock and immediately began telling their story to the fifty or so people who’d taken refuge there, who had every kind of question about the battle for Paris, most of which the survivors couldn’t answer. Had the city fallen? How many had been killed? What did the Brazilians plan to do next? What was happening to the other cities on the other moons? All of this had a sobering effect on the survivors. Simon mentioned the companion who had died, who they’d had to leave behind in a temporary grave. Aida asked Karyl if he would take her back there tomorrow, so that they could give him a proper mourning ceremony, and gift his carbon and phosphorous and nitrogen and other nutrients to the ecosystem of the oasis.


  Karyl told her he would think about it, although it was the last thing he wanted to do. Rescuing these people had been the right thing to do, but he didn’t feel especially heroic. It was a kind of burden, in fact, a responsibility he didn’t want. He would slip out as soon as he could, head out to his cache in Latium Chasma, get back on track. There were other rolligons at the oasis, and the place could easily absorb the ecological load of five more people. They could stay here. They didn’t need him.


  Also, the sight of the dead man in the temporary grave had shocked and sobered him. Death was rare. People lived a long time, a hundred and fifty years or more, thanks to universal access to longevity treatments, medichines in their blood that monitored their health, and every kind of medical intervention was available. And the rescue of the railcar passengers had brought home just how small Dione really was, and how universal the war was. It had only just started, and he was already involved in it. And everywhere was a target. There was no escaping it.


  Perhaps Aida sensed some of this; she certainly noticed that he was quiet and withdrawn during the big communal meal, and afterwards caught up with him when he retreated to the edge of the oasis.


  The oasis at Dvoskin’s Knoll was old, planted with banyans that had spread their branches, broad and flat-topped, like so many paths, edge to edge across the width and height of the hemispherical tent. A great green maze, every level connected to every other by slides and ropeways and ladders, safety nets hitched like spider webs. Little rooms and pods and platforms of every size had been grown from living wood by use of viruses; the crotches of branches contained epiphytic gardens; drip terraces stepped down tree trunks like giant bracket fungi. A hundred species of bird lived there, and sloths, chameleons and snake rats, and the small troop of monkeys, tweaked for intelligence and docility, and equipped with opposable thumbs, that gardened it. Near the top of the multilevel canopy was a big terraced platform some fifty metres across, knitted from branches that had been fused together, with a pool in its centre and lawns all around; at the base of the trees, amongst the forest of their prop roots, fungal gardens recycled organic matter; and all around the edge of this intricate little forest were small platforms and bowers sculpted from the living wood, bright little gardens elevated above the bare and empty moonscape.


  Karyl was sitting on the edge of one of these gardens when Aida found him. It was high up in the canopy, hung right at the edge of the tent’s sandwich of diamond and polymers and aerogel insulation, and gave a tremendous view east, with the fluted cliff of the abutment dropping straight below, and rolling territory of what were obviously ancient lobate flows, cratered everywhere, riven with lightning forks of stress crevasses, stretching out to the horizon, which at this elevation was easily fifteen kilometres away. Karyl sat cross-legged on flower-spangled turf in a kind of shallow dish knitted from terminal branches, freezing vacuum a metre away outside the pane, a warm breeze caressing him, at his back a dense canopy of hand-sized leaves floating at every level, and the broad arms of branches and here and there the great columns of trunks. All this in green shadow, and now a shadow moving towards him, gaining definition: Aida swarming along a ropeway slung overhead and dropping neatly beside him, handing him a flask of the strong beer one of the oasis’s permanent inhabitants brewed.


  They shared the beer and talked. Aida was ten years younger than Karyl but experienced and strong and confident. She got that from her father’s mother, she said, who’d been part of the famous commune that had for a while inhabited an oasis on Uranus’s largest moon, Titania. She was gifted with no nonsense common sense, too, Karyl thought, and a certain amount of charisma besides. A natural-born leader. She’d organized her companions, helped them escape the battle. led them on the two long hikes. When he told her that it was she, not him, who had saved their lives, Aida shrugged and said she’d done what she’d had to do, anyone would have done the same.


  “Not just anyone.”


  “It’s surprising what people can do. What they can find in themselves. One good thing about this, it’s going to make us all stronger.”


  “If it doesn’t kill us first.”


  Oops. She’d lost a friend, and he was making a joke.


  “Nietzsche,” she said. “I have a lot of time for that old German.”


  “I’m sorry about your friend.”


  Which was just as clumsy.


  There was a short silence and they drank more beer, and Karyl found himself telling Aida about how he’d grown up in Rainbow Bridge, Callisto, how he’d come to Saturn, how he happened to become a gypsy prospector. She was interested in how he roved from place to place, and he nearly told her about his plan to get out of here as soon as possible and hole up in his cache site. The beer was pretty strong and he was wrung out from all that had happened. He’d felt every emotion he’d ever felt, stronger than he’d ever felt them before, fear and grief and so on. He was a little bit in shock, some detached fragment of himself observed. Aida told him that he should find his ex-partner and make sure she was all right, so that he wouldn’t feel guilty about not doing it. She offered to massage his back, and one thing led to another and they made love on the platform. Well, had sex, really, loud and rough. Losing themselves in the animal moment. Aida was pretty dominant, showing him how to hold off his organism, telling him what she wanted him to do to her, but he didn’t mind. He was stupid with lust. They fell off at one point, dropping with swooning slowness in Dione’s slight gravity, revolving around each other, into a safety net. As he climbed back up a ropeway, with Aida’s white buttocks glimmering above him, Karyl felt thick desire grip him from the top of his head to the soles of his feet.


  Eventually they fell asleep, and when Karyl woke Aida was gone and a loud voice was echoing through the oasis’s dome. He was dopey with spent lust and a hangover from the beer, and the voice had a strong accent that made it pretty hard to understand, and every bird in the oasis was screeching and calling, and the troupe of monkeys were trashing and hooting in distress up in the highest branches of the banyans. But the voice kept repeating itself, over and over, and at last Karyl realized that someone was telling him to surrender.


  5.


  The Brazilians had arrived in two squat turtle-like vehicles, aimed an X-ray laser cannon at the oasis’s tent, and attached a vibrating pad to one of the panes, turning it into a giant loudspeaker. They told the inhabitants that they had knew that fifty-three people were inside, they had thirty minutes to suit up and get outside, or the tent would be holed. And that was it, Karyl was a prisoner along with the owners of the oasis and the refugees. But there was no sign of Aida and her crew. They’d slipped away at night, stealing one of the rolligons. Karyl wished that they’d stolen his: the Brazilians confiscated it, along with the others, and it broke his heart to see it driven away. He’d lived a good portion of his life inside it. He never saw it again.


  Karyl and everyone else were taken to Paris. He learned from his brief interview with an intelligence officer that the Brazilians had been searching for certain people who had gone missing during the battle for Paris. The bellicose mayor, Marisa Bassi, was one of them; the venerable gene wizard Avernus was another. Patrols had followed the trans-equatorial railway east and west; the patrol that had taken Karyl prisoner had discovered the body of Aida’s friend and followed the tracks of his rolligon to Dvoskin’s Knoll.


  So that was that. Karyl was injected with an arfid tag and allocated a place in one of Paris’s farm tubes that had retained its integrity. For a week, he and his fellow prisoners, all single, childless men, were more or less left alone, fed minimal rations which they supplemented from the fruit bushes packed in the tube. They organized themselves into crews, collecting their urine and shit and used it to fertilize and water the plants, sharing out rations, tending those who had been wounded in to battle for Paris and its aftermath, pooling information, watching Brazilian gigs and shuttles arrive and depart at the spaceport beyond the frosted ridge of the city’s ruptured tent.


  At last, brusque and brutal Brazilian soldiers marched in ahead of a cart carrying a load of bright yellow pressure suits. An officer told the prisoners to organize themselves into shifts, they would work around the clock to clean up and repair the city. Karyl was assigned to a gang that collected the bodies of citizens killed in the battle or when the tent had lost its integrity. It was grim work. Half the population of Paris, some ten thousand people, had died when the Brazilians had invested the city. One half of Paris’s long, tubular tent slanted against the low and rounded slopes of the rim of Romulus Crater; the other ran out across the floor of the crater. The Brazilians had broken in from either end and advanced towards the centre, where the tent flexed like an elbow. The defenders had blown up the public buildings there in a last desperate stand, and the tent had been ruptured. Many had died then; many more had been killed by Brazilian battle drones, on the streets, or in refuges in sealed buildings.


  Karyl’s gang worked in the level, lower part of the city, amongst the manufactories and workshops and the blocks of old-fashioned apartment buildings. Power had been restored but the city was still in vacuum and everything was frozen hard. The river that ran through the city was a long block of ice. Trees, stripped of most of their leaves during the explosive decompression when the city’s tent had been ruptured, stood iron-hard along the streets. The grass that turfed the street and every plant in courtyard gardens was frozen hard, colours slowly bleaching in the stark light of the chandeliers.


  Every building had suffered damage in the fighting. Few had retained integrity. There were bodies in apartments, in central courtyards, in basements. Fallen where they had been caught in the open, huddled around doors, in bed niches, inside airlocks. Some wore pressure suits and were the easiest to deal with. Everyone else was a statue frozen to the floor or to furniture, heads and hands swollen and blackened by pressure bruising, faces masked by blood expressed from ears and eyes and mouths and nostrils, eyes starting and tongues protruding. Men and women and children. Babies. All wearing the same cartoon mask of horrified surprise.


  The work gangs had to pry them free using heated, diamond-edged wedges and load them like so many awkward statues onto wagons that carried them out of airlocks whose double sets of doors permanently stood open, to great trenches blasted into the icy regolith to the east of the city. Ordinarily, the dead were cremated and the ash dug into a cemetery park where their nitrogen and phosphorous and all the other nutrients could reenter the slow cycles of the city’s ecosystem. But the Brazilians simply had the bodies dumped in long mass graves and covered over with ice gravel, as if they wanted the evidence of their atrocities to be erased as quickly as possible.


  Karyl and the others assigned to the work gangs worked twelve hours a day for more than twenty days. Towards the end, when all of the bodies in public areas had been cleared away, it became like a macabre treasure hunt. Searching through apartment blocks room by room. Looking in basements and service tunnels. In storage lockers and cupboards where people had sought refuge, or tried to hoard a last few sips of air. Everyone worked with a kind of grim numbness. Everting their gaze from the faces of the dead. Trying to pretend that the bodies were awkward and detestable objects that had never lived and laughed and loved.


  One day, Karyl was waiting with the rest of his work gang near one of the big airlocks, waiting for their armed escort back to the farm tube, when a cart rolled by and something caught his eye. A flash of red amongst the stiff statues. Red hair. Immediately, he thought of the crazy woman, Shizuko, who had argued so strongly for armed resistance against the Brazilians and Europeans in the oasis in the long ago time before the war. He remembered her warmth and scent, her vivid golden gaze as she’d touched his arm in the oasis’s garage, and told him that gypsy prospectors like him could be useful. It probably wasn’t her, but as the cart ground past on its way to the airlock and the burial trenches outside, Karyl felt a great pang of sorrow pass through him, and he wept that night, his sorrow bitter and unquenchable.


  No one said anything to him. Everyone wept sooner or later. There were horror stories of men and women finding loved ones, partners, parents, children. Several people committed suicide. A few dramatically, by unlatching their helmets or throwing themselves under the treads of one of the giant construction robots. Most by finding some hidden spot and sitting there until their air ran out. They all went into the trenches too.


  Then the tent was repaired and slowly repressurised by huge machines that electrolyzed water into hydrogen and oxygen, and diluted the oxygen with reserves of nitrogen and argon. A low pressure mix at first: four hundred millibars, forty per cent oxygen, barely breathable. The city was slowly warmed, too, and things immediately became a hundred times worse. Before, it had been a frozen morgue; now it was a ripening charnel house.


  Branches exploded from trees as ice expanded and turned to water. Every plant wilted and deliquesced into slime. Bacteria and fungi whose spores had survived the freezing vacuum multiplied tremendously and a great smell of rot spread through the city. Every kind of foodstuff rotted too, and so did those bodies which had not yet been found by the work gangs. More than a hundred surfaced as the water in the river melted. As did great shoals of rotting fish. Others were hunted down by drones equipped with methane probes, and pried loose from their hiding places and carted away. Some forty days later, when Karyl and the rest of his work gang were put to working on repairing the surfaces of streets shattered by explosions during the bitter fighting, bodies were still being found.


  Every day he was marched into the city with the rest of his work gang, and worked under the supervision of a pair of soldiers. The Brazilians were curt and casually brutal, frightened perhaps because they were outnumbered ten to one, even though they were armed and there were battle drones stalking everywhere, ready to put down with fatal force any sign of rebellion. And although many of the prisoners were docile and compliant, there were an equal number who cleaved to the doctrine of nonviolent resistance. They refused to work, and still refused when one in ten of them were taken out and exposed to vacuum. The Brazilians killed ninety per cent of the prisoners in one farm tube who refused to cooperate, and locked up the survivors and switched off the tent’s air conditioning and left them to strangle as carbon dioxide built up. And then another tent rebelled. At last, the Brazilians divided the prisoners into those who would cooperate and those who wouldn’t. Those who did were given better rations, and clothing and other items looted from the city. The rest were dumped in prison tents.


  Karyl worked. He wasn’t as cynical as many of his workmates, who despised the refuseniks. He supposed he would be a better person if he refused, but what difference would refusal to work make? The Brazilians were bringing in people from other cities on other moons to help with the reconstruction work; amongst the survivors of the battle of Paris, those who engaged in nonviolent resistance numbered more than fifty per cent, but the proportion was much lower elsewhere, and in the cities of Camelot, Mimas, and Xamba, Rhea, which had attempted to make a peaceful reconciliation with the invaders from Earth from the first, it was almost non-existent. There was a rumour that the scattered settlements of Iapetus, under the rule of the Pacific Community, had reached a peaceful alliance, that there was a refuge there if it could be reached, but it was a hopeful rumour only; the Brazilians had almost gone to war against the Pacific Community, on Earth, and although they were allied in common cause against the Outers, they remained bitter rivals.


  6.


  One day, about a hundred days after the war, Karyl was summoned to the Office of Volunteer Labour. This was in the warren of offices that the Brazilians had set up in a tented and relatively undamaged apartment building at the edge of the city centre. It was surrounded by chevrons and tall tangles of smart wire, and Karyl spent two hours passing through a sequence of checkpoints. At last, a soldier locked a bracelet around Karyl’s wrist and told him to follow the yellow line and that if he strayed the bracelet he would be given a shock.


  He went up a series of ramps that spiraled between the blocks of rooms that jutted from the spine of the building, getting views through the building’s diamond tent of the broken and blasted buildings at the city’s centre where work gangs crawled like ants over rubble slumps. Beyond, what had been parkland on either side of the river was sere and blackened, slanting up under the high ridge of the tent towards the top of the crater’s rim. He waited a long time on a bench in a short corridor. Soldiers and civilians didn’t spare him a glance as they went past. Robots glided by, balanced like acrobats on their ball drives. It was warm and the air was filtered and nothing smelt of death.


  Karyl fell asleep. And was kicked awake by a civilian aide, who led him into an office where a Brazilian officer told him that he was a lucky man, he could stay here and work until the end of his sentence in six years time, or he could have his sentence commuted to two hundred days service in the orbital junkyard where ships damaged during the Quiet War were being decommissioned or salvaged.


  That was the first time Karyl knew that he’d been tried and convicted, in absentia, by a military court. For harbouring wanted war criminals, apparently.


  “We need your answer now,” the officer said.


  As far Karyl was concerned the offer was a no-brainer. Sure, salvage work meant that he would be collaborating with the Three Powers Authority, but if he was already collaborating with them. So he told the officer that all he needed was an answer to one question: what was the survival rate of people working on the salvage gangs?


  “The work is important. And the number of people who have the right kind of experience is limited, so we do everything to minimize risks,” the officer said.


  “That isn’t exactly an answer,” Karyl said.


  “You’re not exactly in a position to ask that kind of question,” the officer said.


  He was young, with a skinny moustache and a curt manner that made it easier for Karyl to dislike him.


  Karyl said, “How about this: are my chances of surviving less than fifty per cent?”


  “Don’t worry,” the officer said. “It’s much higher than that.”


  Karyl was sure that he was lying, but agreed to go anyway. Working on badly damaged ships in vacuum and freefall was bound to be dangerous, but it was better than wasting six years of his life in a labour camp, and anyway, what were the chances of surviving that?


  So he went out and up, into orbit around Rhea. The ships, more than a hundred of them, were parked in orbit around the Lagrangian point sixty degrees of arc behind Rhea, scattered across a roughly spherical volume some two hundred kilometres in diameter. Coming out of the airlock of the cluster of living modules hung at the heart of this junkyard Sargasso, looking in any direction, Karyl could see ships silhouetted in exquisite detail against Saturn’s pastel storm bands, or flashing like fugitive stars as they slowly tumbled through raw black space. Sturdy little tugs and broomstick freighters. Shuttles that had once woven continuous, ever-changing paths between Saturn’s moons. Spidery surface-to-orbit gigs. A couple of aeroshells that had ferried passengers and cargo through Titan’s frigid atmosphere. Even the elegant clipper built by a cooperative just two years ago to ply between Saturn and Jupiter, a golden arc like the crescent moon of a fairy-tale illustration.


  Whenever he caught sight of the clipper, Karyl felt a catch in his throat, a forlorn sense of loss and longing. Before the Quiet War, he’d been planning to visit Callisto for the first time since he’d left ten years ago. That was impossible now, under the restrictions imposed by the Three Powers Authority, the occupying administration formed by the major power blocs from Earth that had mounted the war. No one knew when the restrictions would be lifted, or when communication between the Jupiter and Saturn systems would be restored. Karyl believed that it was safe to assume that everyone in his extended family on Callisto had survived the war because Rainbow Bridge had offered no resistance when hostilities had broken out, but he still didn’t have any news and the uncertainty nagged at him. Perhaps he would never know. Perhaps he would never be able to go home again.


  All of the ships were casualties of war, retrieved by robot tugs and pushed into low energy orbits that had eventually intersected the orbit of Rhea, but only a few showed obvious signs of damage. A shuttle whose lifesystem had been unseamed by a string of bomblets in a kamikaze act of sabotage that had killed every member of the fleeing government of Baghdad, Enceladus. A freighter wrecked by a low-yield nuclear device, the cargo pods attached to its long spine peeled back and half-melted like Daliesque flowers. Tugs that had been hastily converted into singleship fighters drilled by X-ray lasers or riddled by smart rocks.


  The fusion and attitude motors of ships damaged beyond repair were dismounted, reusable components and rare metals were stripped out, and lifesystems, hulls and frames were rendered into chunks of scrap steel, fullerene composite and construction diamond. But most of the ships, including the first three that Karyl helped salvage, were simply brain dead, cybernetic nervous systems zapped by microwave bursts or EMP mines during the investment of the Saturn system, powerless and frozen but otherwise intact.


  In these cases, the salvage and refurbishment process was pretty straightforward, not much different from Karyl’s work in the shipyards. Apart from having to deal with the dead, of course. Every ship was a tomb, and the dead had to be located and documented and removed before any work could begin. It wasn’t physically unpleasant. After their AIs had been killed and their nervous systems had been crippled, the ships had lost power and life support, and bodies had had little time to decompose before they’d been frozen solid. But it was quite clear that crew and passengers had lived for hours or even days after their ships had been crippled beyond repair. They had composed with varying degrees of resignation and despair and anger last messages to their families and friends. Some had zipped themselves into sleeping niches and taken poison or cut their wrists or throats or fastened plastic bags over their heads; others had climbed into pressure suits, hoping to survive for a few days more, hoping against hope for rescue. In one ship people had fought over pressure suits because there had not been enough to go around.


  Karyl didn’t contribute to the forensic speculations about what might have happened on the crippled ships in those last desperate hours, with no power or air circulation, and temperatures plummeting towards minus two hundred degrees Centigrade. Nor did he take part in the gossip and rumours the salvage gangs exchanged by clandestine laser blink whenever they were out of the line-of-sight of the supervisors’ ship. He poured scorn on the rumours of ghosts and hauntings, of curses worked by dying crews, of hatches mysteriously locked or unlocked, machinery suddenly starting up or breaking down. He ridiculed the vivid stories that Ty Siriwardene, the youngest member of salvage gang #3, liked to conjure up, told him that the last thing anyone needed on a job like this was an imagination. The signs and traces of the last desperate moments of the dead were poignant and harrowing enough. He didn’t even want to know the names of the dead, and tried to avoid looking into their frosted faces because there was always the constant, low-level dread that he might recognize someone.


  After the dead and their personal possessions had been removed, the black boxes containing the ship’s logs and flight data were dismounted and handed over to the Greater Brazilian officer who supervised the salvage operation, and any cargo was catalogued and removed. Damaged AIs and control system components were replaced, lifesystems were stripped out and refurbished and quickened, fusion motors were given static tests, and the ship was handed over to the Three Powers Authority.


  So it went for the first three jobs, the first hundred days of Karyl’s commuted sentence. And at first the fourth job didn’t seem to be any different, except that it was a small shuttle that he had helped to build more than twenty years ago, in the shipyard orbiting Callisto. Ty Siriwardene said that the coincidence was deeply spooky; Karyl said that it was ridiculous to make anything of it. He’d worked fifteen years at the yards. It was a statistical inevitability that sooner or later he’d find himself dealing with a ship he had once helped assemble or repair, and he was determined to treat the job like any other.


  After their supervisor had sent in his drones to check for weapons, Karyl did the initial internal survey of the dead shuttle with Somerset, while Ty Siriwardene and Bruno Peterfreund checked the integrity of the hull. Somerset was the newest addition to salvage gang #3, a replacement for poor Jak Pretorius, who had died at the end of their last job when the lifepack of her pressure suit had suffered a catastrophic failure. Karyl wanted to find out how the new man performed.


  Pretty well, as it turned out. Somerset knew how to handle himself in free fall, and had a quick grasp of the work. Together, they established that the ship seemed to be grossly intact, undamaged by kinetic or energy weapons, and although the lifesystem was colder than any ordinary deep freeze it was still pressurized. The only potential problem was the thick black crust that coated much of the visible parts of the fusion motor, some kind of fast-growing vacuum organism that was probably subsisting on water vapour leaking from the attitude motor tanks. Somerset, who had been a data miner before getting religion, plugged the memory core from the shuttle’s dead AI into a slate and pulled the logs from the memory core. The shuttle had departed from Dione in the middle of the battle for the moon’s chief city, Paris. It had been scheduled to transport miscellaneous agricultural supplies to the Jupiter system, but no doubt its cargo had been dumped when it had tried to flee. It wasn’t a big jump in logic to assume that the vacuum organism had somehow escaped then, and contaminated it.


  The bodies of eight people, the three crew and five passengers, all in sealed pressure suits, were huddled together in an equipment locker around some kind of impedance heater lashed up from cable and an exhausted fuel cell. The locker, the heater and the pressure suits had been their last stand against the inevitable after the shuttle’s systems had been fritzed by an EMP mine. One by one, they had succumbed to hypothermia’s deep sleep, and their corpses had frozen solid. The inner surface of their visors were thickly coated with frost, so Karyl was spared the sight of their faces.


  Watched by one of the half dozen drones that were floating about the lifesystem, Somerset identified each of the bodies, collected and documented their personal effects, and then Karyl helped him seal them into plastic coffins. Once the coffins, personal effects, and the ship’s black box had been sent on their way, Ty Siriwardene and Bruno Peterfreund came aboard. They rigged lights and a power supply, collected drifting trash, vented the lifesystem, and generally made the lifesystem safe, so that they could begin the second stage of the salvage operation, removing the shuttle’s defunct control systems and stripping the lifesystem to its frame.


  It was Ty Siriwardene who noticed that the shuttle’s foodmaker had been dismantled and its yeast base block was missing. He told Karyl about it at the end of the shift, as they rode the little robot transporter back to the living modules; Karyl said that it couldn’t be due to one of his famous ghosts, because it was well known that ghosts didn’t eat. Ty was the one of the youngest people in the salvage crews, an eighteen-year-old kid who like Karyl had been caught with embargoed material, although in Ty’s case he’d been trying to impress some girl he was infatuated with. He was a romantic, and a sucker for the spooky stories circulating amongst the gangs.


  “The stuff’s not there, someone or something took it,” he said. “I’m not making this up.”


  “Maybe the crew ate the yeast because the maker couldn’t synthesize food without power,” Karyl said.


  “They didn’t live long enough to finish the food paste in their suits. And if they did want to scarf up pure yeast for some reason, why did they go to the trouble of dismantling the maker? Parts of it are missing, too,” Ty said. “And that’s not the only thing missing. Bruno told me that all the fuel cells in the back-up power system are gone.”


  The transporter was nothing more than an impulse motor and a slim shaft ten metres long, studded with spars and straps and cargo nets. Karyl and Ty were sprawled side by side in one of the nets as the transporter dropped through eighty kilometres of black space towards the silvery asterisk of the living module cluster. Their helmets were touching so that they could speak without using their radios. Ty’s voice sounded muffled and intimate; Karyl could hear the smacking noise he made as he chewed gum.


  He said, “The crew moved them inside after their ship was crippled. We found one right by their bodies.”


  Ty said, “Yeah, but where are the other three?”


  Karyl had been working for twelve hours straight, was looking forward to the oblivion of sleep, and didn’t have time for Ty’s spooky shit. He said, “Maybe you should concentrate on the work at hand rather than waste your time making mysteries out of thin air.”


  “You really don’t feel it? It’s not just that something weird happened on that shuttle. It’s as if something’s still here. A presence, a ghost.”


  “That would be Barrett. You know he’s always on our tails to keep to schedule. We have thirty days to strip the shuttle. It’s a pointless and arbitrary schedule because the TPA doesn’t give a shit about the ships, just like it doesn’t give a shit about fixing up Paris or anything else it wrecked. But thirty days are what we’ve got, Barrett is a stickler for the rules, and if we fall behind, he’ll make our lives even more miserable than they are now. Forget about the maker. Forget about the fuel cells. It’s nothing. Let me hear you say that.”


  “It’s something,” Ty said.


  “If you think it’s something, write up a report for Barrett.”


  Ty didn’t write it up, of course. The officer in charge of the salvage gangs, Captain James Lo Barrett, was an inflexible bureaucrat obsessed with targets and timekeeping who had no idea of the practical difficulties of the work. But Ty didn’t let it go, either. The next day, mid-shift, Karyl caught him and Bruno Peterfreund having a private conversation in the service core that ran through the middle of the shuttle’s lifesystem, their suits linked by a patch cord. He pulled a cord and plugged into Bruno’s suit: the two men told him that they had just spent a couple of hours combing through the shuttle’s lifesystem, and presented him with an inventory. The comms module was gone; pumps and filters from the air conditioning system had been dismounted; tools were missing.


  “I want to know just one thing,” Karyl said. “I want to know if this is some kind of joke on me. If you’re all winding me up because I helped build the ship, and I’ve bored you to death about why I don’t believe in ghosts. If that’s what it is, ha-ha, you’ve all made your point, and I’m wiser for it. But we have to get back on schedule.”


  “The stuff, it is not floating around somewhere,” Bruno said. “It’s gone. I swear on the life of my family, no joke.”


  “Someone took all this stuff,” Ty said, “and made themselves a nice cozy nest.”


  “First, we would have found this nest, if it existed. Second, the shuttle was zapped right at the beginning of the war,” Karyl said. “It’s been falling around Saturn ever since. Nothing could have survived out here for two hundred days.”


  “Nothing human,” Ty said.


  “He could be right, boss,” Bruno said. “Maybe it’s one of those spooky spies the Greater Brazilians used against us. Maybe it’s hiding in the shadows, waiting to jump our asses.”


  “The war’s over,” Karyl said, and told the two men to get back to work. But he knew this wouldn’t be the end of it. Ty and Bruno had wasted precious time chasing a ghost that couldn’t possibly exist. They had fallen behind on the job.


  Sure enough, at the end of the shift, a soldier intercepted Karyl before he could follow the others into the airlock of the cluster and told him that Captain Barrett wanted to see him. He was handcuffed and given a ride in one of the little scooters the navy personnel used and, still handcuffed, dragged through the fallways and corridors of the Greater Brazilian ship to Barrett’s office. The soldier unlatched his helmet, attached one ring of the cuffs to a steel loop in the wall, and left him hanging there.


  Barrett swam in thirty minutes later, moving clumsily in freefall to the sling seat on the other side of the little room, settling into it and taking a sip from a foam-insulated bulb as he regarded Karyl. Barrett didn’t offer to unhandcuff Karyl, and Karyl didn’t ask. At last, Barrett said that he’d checked the day log, and wanted to know why Karyl’s gang were still stripping out the control systems when they should have started to check the integrity of the fusion plant.


  Karyl wasn’t prepared to expose the others to Barrett’s petty spite, so he flat-out lied. Told him that the calibration of the portable refinery that boiled metals off the circuitry and separated and collected them by laser chromatography refinery had drifted, that there had been cross-contamination in the collection chambers, that he’d had to run everything through it all over again.


  “I don’t want to punish you,” Barrett said, ‘but I’m going to have to do all the same. You’ve gotten behind, Mezhidov. You have lost a day, so you will all have to give one back. I am adding one day to each of your sentences, and if your gang don’t have the fusion plant dismounted by the end of tomorrow, I’m afraid that I’ll be forced to add another day. I don’t want to do it of course, but regulations are regulations.”


  Captain James Lo Barrett, the smug bastard, sprawling in the sling seat and giving Karyl a synthetic look of soapy sympathy. He was a heavily-built man with a fleshy face and a skinny little beard that was no more than a braid hung off his chin and wrapped in black silk thread. He looked, Karyl thought, like a foetus blimped up by some kind of accelerated growth program. When he took a sip from the insulated bulb he cradled in his podgy hands Karyl caught a whiff of coffee that brought saliva to the back of his throat.


  He said, “We’ll get back on schedule. No problem.”


  “Work with me, Mezhidov. Don’t let me down.”


  “Absolutely,” Karyl said, thinking that it would be so much easier if Barrett had been a tough son-of-a-bitch. He could deal with sons-of-bitches—you always knew where you were with them. But Barrett pretended that he was not responsible for the authority he wielded, pretended that punishing his crews hurt him as much as it hurt them, demanding their sympathy even as he sequestered money that was needed to feed starving children. His spineless mendacity made him a worse tyrant than any bully.


  “If there’s a problem,” he said, “you know I’m always here to help.”


  As if. Karyl knew that if there really was a problem, Barrett would send him down to one of the labour camps without a qualm. He gave his best smile, and said, “The refinery threw a glitch, but it’s fixed now. We’ll get on top of the schedule first thing.”


  “You take pride in your work, I know. And I want you to know that I approve.”


  Karyl didn’t know what to say to that, so he didn’t say anything.


  Barrett took another sip from his bulb. “As for me, I don’t give a fuck if these ships are fixed or not. But those in charge tell us that some kind of normality needs to be established, that cooperative cities need to be rewarded. The Saturn System needs ships to function properly, and those ships were either stolen by the cowards who fled to Neptune and Uranus, or they are casualties of war. So here we are, we have a schedule to maintain, and I will not be made to look bad by a bunch of tweaks. I will not tolerate any sign of this famous non-violent resistance on my watch. So get on top of your work, Mezhidov, or I’ll find someone else to do it, and you can spend six years working on one of those so-called farms.”


  “Whatever you say.”


  “Yes indeed. Whatever I say. I can condemn you in a moment. On the other hand, if you help me, then I can help you.”


  Karyl didn’t say anything to this, either, although he was wondering what Barrett was leading up to.


  “Those dead people on the shuttle,” Barrett said. “Did you happen to recognize any of them?”


  “I never look too closely at them. I document their possessions and put them in coffins and hand them over to you and hope that you do the right thing by them.”


  “There were three crew, and five passengers,” Barrett said. “But it is the passengers I’m interested. We’re interested in.”


  Karyl noted the slip, but didn’t say anything.


  “You looked at them or you did not, it is all the same to me,” Barrett said. “And you did not recognize them, and you did not recognize their names when you documented them.”


  “No.”


  “I suppose there is no reason why you should,” Barrett said. “However, I am sure that you have heard of Avernus.”


  “Who hasn’t?”


  Avernus was the best and most famous gene wizard in the Outer system. She was at least two hundred years old. One of the people who helped found the cities and settlements on the moons of Jupiter and Saturn, after Karyl’s great-grandparents fled the Moon. She created many of the vacuum organisms that grew out on the surface of the moons, and many other things, too. Plants and animals, gardens . . .


  “Before the war, she was perhaps one of the most important people amongst the Outers. But now no one knows where she is,” Barrett said. “Does that surprise you?”


  “I suppose she has something to do with one of those dead people we found on the shuttle.”


  “She was arrested before the war. She had taken up residence in Paris, Dione. The self-proclaimed centre of resistance to our quite legitimate presence in the Saturn System. She was part of the peace movement, and because of her prominence the mayor of Paris arrested her and put her in a prison outside the city. She escaped from the prison when the war started, and we chased her to Titan, where she escaped again.” Barrett took a sip of coffee and said, “She had a daughter. Well, she called the little girl who accompanied her everywhere her daughter, but who knows. Perhaps she was a clone, or some other monstrous creation. Still, Avernus treated her like a daughter, and no one knows where she is, either. She was put in prison with Avernus, and most people think that she went to Titan with Avernus. It is quite possible. But there is one problem with that story. The person who caught up with Avernus on Titan saw no since of the so-called daughter. It may mean nothing. Titan is a big moon. Perhaps the daughter was there, but hiding somewhere else. Or perhaps the daughter went somewhere else, after the prison escape.”


  “It was a confusing time,” Karyl said.


  “You’re wondering what this has to do with your work. Well, I’ll tell you.” Barrett pushed away from the sling chair and floated across the small room and caught hold of the wall next to Karyl. “Those people you found on the shuttle may have known what happened to the daughter because they were part of Avernus’s entourage. They were put in prison with Avernus; they escaped when she did. But they did not go with Avernus to Titan. Instead, they got away from Dione on that shuttle, the shuttle encountered an EMP mine, and the rest you know.”


  “I know we didn’t find the body of a little girl,” Karyl said. He was thinking of the foodmaker and the missing yeast, the missing fuel cells. Tell Barrett now? No. Wait and see where this was going.


  “No, you did not. As far as I know you did not.”


  Barrett’s dark brown eyes, pinched by folds of flesh, were fixed on Karyl from about a metre away. Karyl could smell the stale tang of garlic on the man’s breath.


  He said, “You sent in the drones before you sent us in. You know what was there, and what wasn’t.”


  “Let me confess something,” Barrett said. “After I found out who those dead passengers were, I made a personal visit to the shuttle. The drones had already checked everything in the lifesystem, but I wondered if Avernus’s daughter might still be alive, hiding somewhere. So I went out myself and performed an infrared scan of the wreck from stem to stern. Do you know what I found? Not a fucking thing.”


  “Even if she had been on board, she would be dead now,” Karyl said. “The shuttle was killed stone dead. The EMP blast fritzed every circuit. No lights, no air conditioning, no heat, no communications, no hope of rescue.”


  “Alive or dead, if she was on that shuttle, I want to know,” Barrett said. “It would be far better if she alive of course. I think you know why.”


  Karyl knew. The Three Powers Authority badly wanted to capture Avernus and mine her for every one of her secrets. So far she had eluded its search parties, but if the TPA had her daughter, it would have leverage. It could try to persuade her to surrender.


  Barrett’s gaze moved over Karyl’s face and he smiled when he saw what was there. “You understand completely,” he said. “That is why I’m going to make you an offer. I will forget about the delay. I will eat it if I have to. But only if you agree to strip that shuttle to its frame. I want every possible hiding place ripped open and exposed. If she is not there, I want to be absolutely certain. And if she is hidden somewhere, well, you and your gang could benefit handsomely.”


  “Even if she’s dead?”


  “Even if she’s dead. I have put my trust in you, Mezhidov. Do not fail me. Do not betray me. If I find out that you have been hiding anything from me, I will punish you and your gang. You can be sure of that,” Barrett said, and turned and swam out of the room.


  7.


  When Karyl got back to the cluster of living modules, he had to stand outside his cell while two guards made a show of searching it. He cleared up the mess they’d left and ate his usual solitary supper of lukewarm soup and black bread and a carbohydrate bar and lay awake most of the night, thinking about everything Barrett had told him. He wasn’t able to tell the others in the gang about Barrett’s punishment and warning until the next morning, in the big locker room where the thirty-odd members of the salvage gangs were suiting up for the day’s work.


  Karyl, Somerset, Bruno and Ty hung in a tight huddle in one corner, checking the seals and lifepacks of each other’s suits, checking their tools, while he told them that Barrett had extended their sentences by a day and threatened more punishments if their work continued to fall behind schedule. He waited until Ty had finished complaining about this, then said that Barrett knew that some of the dead had been part of Avernus’s entourage, that he believed that Avernus’s daughter might be hidden somewhere aboard the shuttle.


  “I told you,” Ty said. “Didn’t I tell you?”


  He was a raggedy young man, scrawny, pale-skinned, thick black tattoos squirming over his shaven scalp. He chewed gum incessantly; he was chewing it now behind a wide grin, a tendon jumping on his neck.


  “Just because Barrett believes it doesn’t mean it’s true,” Karyl said. “And I really do hope he’s wrong. Because if he is right, and if we do find the girl, we will be in serious trouble.”


  Bruno shrugged. “If this girl is on the shuttle, she is surely dead. So what harm can we do to her by finding her?”


  Somerset said, “Because she’s Avernus’s daughter. She might know all of Avernus’s hiding places. Her secret gardens. Or the Three Power might threaten to kill her if Avernus doesn’t surrender. And if Avernus surrenders, it will be a huge coup for the Three Powers, and a big loss for us.”


  “We have already lost the war,” Bruno said. “Nothing can change that. But if we find Avernus’s daughter, perhaps we will be rewarded. Perhaps we can go home to our families.”


  Karyl said, “Let me ask you something. Where your cells searched last night?”


  The three men nodded.


  “We were strip-searched, too,” Bruno said. “So? They are always on the lookout for stuff we might try to keep.”


  “Barrett wants us to know that he doesn’t trust us,” Karyl said. “And we can’t trust him, either. He wants this girl for himself. Otherwise he would have done the right thing, and had the ship towed to the dock and searched under close supervision. But if he did that, he would have had to tell his commanding officer, and share the glory, and any reward. Instead, he snuck out to the ship himself, hoping to find her. He didn’t, and now he wants us to do his dirty work. And if we find the girl, alive or dead, we can’t trust him to let us live. He knows that we will be questioned. And he can’t allow that, because then everything about his little scheme to enrich himself would come out.”


  Karyl had thought this through during the night, examined every angle. Now he watched Ty and Bruno and Somerset think about it.


  “If we found her, we could tell Barrett’s boss,” Ty said.


  “There’s a chain of command. I report to Barrett, not his commanding officer,” Karyl said. “If I wanted to talk to her, I’d have to ask him for permission. And even if I found a way around him, why would she believe anything a prisoner told her? No, our best chance, if we do find this girl, is to keep her hidden. If she’d dead, we can move her body to one of the other ships. If she’s alive, we’ll have to keep her hidden. When the ship goes for refurbishment, she’ll have a chance to escape.”


  Bruno said, “What if she’s caught?”


  “I expect Mr Barrett will be very unhappy,” Karyl said. “But as long as she’s caught at the docks he won’t be able to do anything about it. If we deny any knowledge of her and stick together we should be all right.”


  “Karyl is right,” Somerset said. “If we find the girl, we must do our best by her.”


  Bruno shrugged. “I miss my wife and kids. I don’t want any trouble and I don’t want to spend a day longer here than I have to.”


  “Neither do I,” Somerset said. “Which is why I want to hear you say that you agree to Karyl’s plan. You too, Ty.”


  “I don’t like Barrett any more than you do,” Ty said.


  “Is that a ‘yes’?” Barrett said.


  Ty popped his gum. “Why not?”


  Somerset looked at Barrett. “And you?”


  “I’ve been on this team longer than you. I always pull my weight.”


  The two men were staring at each other, floating a couple of metres apart. Helmetless in their pressure suits. Others in the cold spherical space turned to look, sensing the possible excitement of a fight. Karyl saw that the two soldiers by the airlock were watching too, and told Bruno and Somerset to knock it off.


  “If we’re lucky, the girl isn’t on that shuttle at all,” he said. “Meanwhile we will do our work and we will make sure we stick to the schedule from now on. Ty and Bruno will work inside, pulling out the control systems. Somerset and I will finish up stripping that vacuum organism from the fusion motor. When we have finished, we’ll come give you two a hand. Okay?”


  “We’ll all stick together,” Somerset said again. “Because we all want to go home.”


  “We all know what you want,” Bruno said, and flinched but held his ground when Somerset moved closer.


  Bruno was a chunky fellow and Somerset was as slightly built as Ty, but he possessed a calm intensity and a formidable reputation. He’d been incarcerated in a correctional facility for ten years before the war, after he’d taken a hitchhiker on board his tug and raped and killed her and dumped her body somewhere in churning vastness of the rings. Despite extensive therapy, despite joining a Buddhist sect that believed in gardening microhabitats whose health and harmony were reflection of their spiritual states, he’d had no chance of ever being released, but then war had come and gone, and the Three Powers Authority had made him the same offer they’d made every other prisoner with experience of working on ships: join the salvage crews in exchange for commutation of his sentence.


  He said now, his face a scant half metre from Bruno’s, “I can never atone for my crime, but I want the chance to go out into the world and heal damaged gardens and make new ones. To do my best to do good. This is my only chance, so I will do anything I can to secure it.”


  Karyl got between them and pushed them apart, just as one of the soldiers sculled up and asked if there was a problem.


  “We’re discussing our work schedule,” Karyl said. “Right, boys?”


  “How to get back on target,” Somerset said, still looking at Bruno.


  “Absolutely,” Bruno said, looking back at Somerset.
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  Karyl and Somerset sculled over the shuttle’s hull, up and over the flared skirt of the fusion motor’s radiation shield. Saturn’s fat crescent hung way out there in the vast black sky, bracketed by the delicate line of its ring system and crescents three of the inner moons—Epimetheus, Tethys, Dione—strung in a line beyond. In the opposite direction was the life module cluster and the Greater Brazilian ship. And all across the sky, near and far, were the differently shaped stars of dead ships awaiting salvage.


  Following Somerset down in the absolute darkness of the shield’s shadow, Karyl switched on the light on top of her helmet, and Somerset turned neatly, his face pale behind his visor, eyes squint-shut in the glare of Karyl’s light. He offered a patch cord and as soon as Karyl plugged it in Somerset told him it would be a good idea to switch off his light.


  “Barrett doesn’t have any drones watching the shuttle,” Somerset said. “If he did, his commanding officer might suspect something is up. But he might be watching us from the ship. In fact, I would be amazed if he wasn’t. It’s only a couple of hundred kilometres away. Any telescope could easily pick us out.”


  Somerset was always courteous and scrupulously polite, but Karyl could never quite shake off the feeling that the murderer he’d once been still lived somewhere inside him. A monster biding its time. He said, “Tell me what’s on your mind.”


  “You’re the only one I can trust,” Somerset said. “And I’m not even sure if I can trust you completely, but I have to tell someone because I can’t do this by myself.”


  “If you’re planning to escape,” Karyl said, “I don’t want to know.”


  “I found her hiding place,” Somerset said, with such straightforward simplicity that it took Karyl a moment to work out what he meant.


  “When? When did you find it?”


  “Two days ago.”


  “Where is she? Is she still alive?”


  “Switch off your light and I’ll show you.”


  Somerset had set a tether line around the cylindrical housing of the fusion motor. In absolute darkness, Karyl felt his way along it until Somerset told him they had gone far enough, they were on the far side of the shuttle from the Greater Brazilian ship.


  “We have about ten minutes before the shuttle’s rotation carries us into sunlight and line-of-sight view,” he said, and switched on his helmet light, aiming it at a spherical tank tucked against the radiation shield.


  It was one of the two tanks that held water used as reaction mass for the motors that adjusted the shuttle’s trim. Like the most of the fusion motor’s bulbous cylinder, it was coated with the black crust of the vacuum organism, smooth as spilled paint in some places, raised in thin, stiff sheets and vase-shapes like mutant funeral-flowers in others.


  “In there?” Karyl said. “But the water inside it will frozen hard. No, wait, she vented the water, didn’t she?”


  “That’s what first raised my suspicion,” Somerset said. ‘There are simple mechanical indicators as well as the usual electronics. One tank was empty, one half-full. I had to wonder why.”


  Like Barrett, he’d checked the tank’s temperature, and found that it was the same as the rest of the vacuum-organism growth covering the fusion motor assembly, just a few degrees warmer than the rest of the shuttle.


  “I thought the temperature difference was due to the vacuum organism’s metabolism, or because it retained heat from sunlight,” Somerset said. “But then I tried to peel away some of it, and found fine threads running through it. Superconducting threads.”


  “She’s inside the tank, and she’s using the vacuum organism as a radiator,” Karyl said.


  “The vacuum organism also generates electricity. Something like ten point six watts over its entire surface. Not very much, but enough to keep her alive,” Somerset said.


  “You looked inside, didn’t you?”


  “Karyl, I can’t trust the other two with this. I know you can’t either. Because Barrett knows that she might be alive. That is why he came out to the shuttle.”


  “He knew that the other passengers were part of Avernus’s entourage. He knew that her daughter was missing, that there was a good chance she was on the shuttle.”


  “Barrett is a lazy man, unskilled in freefall vacuum work. Yet he came out here and scanned the shuttle for anomalous temperature gradients. I don’t think he would have gone to that trouble unless he had hard evidence that she might be alive. I think someone told him about the foodmaker, and the missing fuel cell.”


  “You think Ty or Bruno told him?”


  “I am certain someone did,” Somerset said. “The ship will be in line-of-sight in less than two minutes. We should get to work, in case Barrett is watching.”


  “We can’t scrape up the vacuum organism. It is keeping her alive.”


  “It is supplementing the fuel cell. She won’t need it much longer,” Somerset said, and pulled the patch cord.


  They worked for an hour. The shuttle slowly rotated, bringing them in sight of the Greater Brazilian ship, taking them out of sight again. Karyl tried to think things through as he worked, and kept coming back to the same conclusions. He’d have to tell Ty and Bruno, swear them to secrecy. They’d have to find some way of keeping the girl hidden. He’d have to lie to Barrett . . .


  The shuttle slowly revolved and at last the cluster of life modules and the Greater Brazilian ship sank beneath the sharp edge of the motor pod. The sun’s pale disk was dropping towards the edge of the pod, too, and in the last of its light Somerset sculled over to the spherical tank and showed Karyl a clear spot in the otherwise ubiquitous coating of the vacuum organism, hidden behind one of the triangular struts that secured the tank to the motor’s spine. It was like a dull grey eye surrounded by ridged and puckered black tar. In its centre, a fine seam defined a circle less than a metre in diameter.


  “That is what gave me the clue,” Somerset said. ‘The tank was pressurized with ten millibars, standard nitrox mix. There was a slight leak, I believe deliberate, and the vacuum organism must be an oxygen hater because it hasn’t grown over the hatch.”


  “She thought everything through,” Karyl said. “Wait, you said that tank was pressurized. Does that mean what I think it does?”


  “I admit that when I discovered this, I had to know if I was correct in thinking I had discovered the missing passenger’s hiding place. So I opened it,” Somerset said. “With your permission?”


  “Go right ahead,” Karyl said. His mouth was dry and he could feel her heart beating quickly and lightly.


  Somerset unhooked a tool from his pressure suit’s utility, a pry bar with a sucker-like adhesive seal at one end, comprised of millions of nano-scale elements that gripped as tightly as a miser’s claw. He applied the seal to the clear patch, thumbed the switch that activated it, and in a smooth motion lifted away the circle of composite.


  Inside, beyond a double layer of taut, transparent plastic, lit by the overlapping glare of Karyl’s and Somerset’s helmet lights, a girl in a prison-yellow pressure suit was curled in a nest of insulation foam between two of the anti-slosh vanes that honeycombed the interior of the tank.


  Somerset told Karyl that he’d first thought that the girl had been dead: her pressure suit’s internal temperature had been barely above the freezing point of water, and she had no pulse or respiration signs. But a quick ultrasonic scan had shown that her blood was sluggishly circulating through a cascade filter pump connected to the femoral artery of her left leg. There was also a small machine attached to the base of her skull, something coiled in her stomach, and a line in the vein of her left arm that went through the elbow joint of her p-suit and was coupled to a lash-up of tubing, pumps and bags of clear and cloudy liquids, and the missing fuel cell.


  “That’s what happened to the foodmaker,” Karyl said. “She has some kind of continuous culture running, doesn’t she?”


  He hung at the edge of the narrow circle of the hatch, amazed and frightened.


  “She is hibernating,” Somerset said. “I have heard of the technique. Enemy soldiers are infected with nanotech that can shut them down if they are badly injured.”


  “Are you saying that she isn’t Avernus’s daughter? That she’s one of those creatures the enemy used to infiltrate our cities before the war?”


  “It was my first thought,” Somerset said. “Now, after Mr Barrett’s assertion that the other passengers were part of Avernus’s entourage, I don’t know what to think.”


  “One thing’s for certain,” Karyl said. “No ordinary child could have rigged this.”


  “There’s something else you should know,” Somerset said. “The temperature inside her suit has risen by five degrees since I last checked her. I think she’s waking up.”


  “You had to go and complicate things,” someone said, over the common band.


  Karyl spun around and looked up and saw Ty staring down at her from the top of the radiation shield. He held a welding pistol in one hand. Its tip glowed white-hot. One swipe and it would unseam a pressure suit. Another figure raised up beside him: Bruno.


  “You two come away from there,” Ty said.


  “There’s no point trying to do anything foolish,” Bruno said. “Mr Barrett will be here soon.”
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  Ty wasn’t at all happy to learn that the girl was waking up. He wanted to put her back into hibernation, and he lost the last of his fragile cool when Somerset told him that the process had started back when he had first uncovered the girl’s hiding place; he’d had nothing to do with starting it and he had no idea how to stop it, much less reverse it.


  “We may well kill her if we interfere,” Karyl said.


  He and Somerset were squatting either side of one of the tank’s support struts, their wrists lashed to it by wire pulled so tightly Karyl could feel the pressure through the cuffs of his gloves. Ty clung to another strut, his faceplate reflecting them and the curve of the motor cover. Bruno was under the tank, studying the vital signs of the girl curled inside. All around, the black sky and the constellations of dead ships slowly revolved. A spark amongst the ships was growing brighter: the supervisor, James Lo Barrett riding a scooter towards the shuttle, eager to claim his prize.


  Ty and Bruno had made a deal with him. Barrett would get all the glory of discovering Avernus’s daughter; they would get their freedom. Karyl had tried to persuade them that Barrett wouldn’t keep to his part of the deal. Telling them that he was no more than a prison warder, so how could he reduce their sentences, much less grant them clemency?


  But Ty was desperate and wouldn’t listen to reason, and although Bruno was calmer, he had convinced himself that everyone in the gang would profit by turning over the girl to Barrett. After all, he’d told Karyl, how could they, mere prisoners, presume to contact let along negotiate with the commander of the salvage operation? As far as they were concerned, Barrett was the highest-ranking officer they could talk to, so Barrett was the person they had to deal with.


  “Just remember that it’ll be your word against his when it comes to it,” Karyl had said. “Think it through, Bruno. Can you really trust him?”


  “Like you said, if we stay here we’ll be worked until we die. And even if we survive they’ll probably dump us back in their prison system,” Bruno said. “Maybe we don’t have much chance of getting something out of this deal, but it’s all we have.”


  “We have to play it where it lays,” Ty had said. “Right?”


  “Right,” Bruno had said.


  Now, Bruno sculled back from the underside of the tank and pushed upright, saying that he reckoned the girl would be awake before they could get her back to the administration cluster.


  “That’ll be Barrett’s problem,” Ty said.


  “It’s his and ours,” Bruno said.


  “Let me see what’s what,” Ty said.


  “Look all you want,” Bruno said, as Ty squirmed under the tank. “It won’t change anything. She’s almost awake.”


  “There is another option that you don’t seem to have considered,” Somerset said.


  “It’s too late for any of your fancy ideas,” Ty said. “The man will be here in a few minutes.”


  “Four minutes twenty-two seconds, by my reckoning,” Somerset said. “Just enough time to do what must be done.”


  “You aren’t in any position to do anything,” Ty said. “But don’t worry, Bruno and me, we’ll cut you in. You too, Karyl. You don’t like our deal, you’d scupper it if you could, but we’ll let you in on it anyway. Because I always liked you. You were a decent boss.”


  “It seems I was too trusting,” Karyl said.


  “Kill the girl,” Somerset said.


  There was a silence. Then Ty began laughing, and Bruno said, “I might have known. You claim to have been redeemed, Somerset, but you still have a murderer’s heart.”


  “Barrett knows she’s alive,” Ty said. “Can’t undo that.”


  “Then make it look like an accident,” Somerset said calmly. “Like a glitch in the revival process. Think it through. If the girl is Avernus’s daughter, and if she is taken alive, she will be put in prison and she will never be let out. She will be paraded like some zoological specimen. She will be tortured to make her give up everything she knows because the TPA is desperate to find Avernus. You can save her from that.”


  “Barrett finds her dead, what do you think he’ll do to us?” Ty said.


  “She is valuable whether she is dead or alive. Dead, she has propaganda value for the TPA. It can claim a small triumph, use the fact of her death to prove that it is making advances against the so-called resistance. And since she is Avernus’s daughter, she no doubt has benefitted from unique cuts that would be of value once they are understood.”


  “You’re a sick fuck with a sick imagination,” Ty said.


  “He’s right,” Karyl said. “If you let me go, I’ll do it myself.”


  He was as repulsed by the idea of killing the girl as Ty seemed to be, but if he could persuade Ty and Bruno to unlash him it would give him a chance to do something. His best idea was that he could deal with Barrett somehow, create a diversion, give the girl time to escape. He would most likely be killed, by Barrett here and now or by trial and execution later on, but he was sure that he was going to die anyway, if he let Ty and Bruno hand the girl over. And he didn’t want to be killed while he was squatting in a p-suit, lashed to the strut of a dead shuttle.


  “I don’t think so,” Bruno said. “Sit quietly, Karyl. Let us deal with Barrett.”


  “He’ll deal with you,” Karyl said. “You know it, Bruno.”


  “You don’t have a family,” Bruno said. “If you did, you’d understand why I’m doing this.”


  “If you let Barrett take the girl alive, what will your family think of you?” Somerset said.


  “They’ll be glad to see me safe and well,” Bruno said. “Be quiet now. You too, Karyl.”


  “Her eyes are open,” Ty said.


  Bruno squirmed in beside him, his breathing loud over the comm link, said after a moment that she wasn’t awake yet. “She’s coming around fast, though.”


  “Core temperature normal, pulse low but steady, blood pressure 40 over 70. Looks like she’s breathing on her own, too,” Ty said. “Maybe we better seal this up.”


  “That’s not a bad idea,” Bruno said. “Barrett will want to see her first. But yes, then we can seal her in if he wants, cut this whole thing free and tow it back. Let me talk to him, Ty. I can make him believe he thought of it himself, and it’s our best bet. He’ll need us to get this tank back, you understand?”


  “And he won’t be able to do anything to us once we get back. Sounds like a plan.”


  Bruno wriggled back out from under the tank and swam up to the edge of the shield, waiting for Barrett to arrive; Ty lay on his back under the tank, reporting on every incremental change in the girl’s condition. Karyl and Somerset wriggled around until they could touch helmets and talk without being overheard.


  “This is the point when you tell me you have a knife, or anything else that can cut this wire,” Karyl said.


  “And with one bound we are free,” Somerset said.


  “Something like that. Would you really have killed the girl, if you had the chance?”


  “We are at war.”


  “If there was a war, we lost it a while back.”


  “We are still at war, Karyl. Those who advocate nonviolent resistance know that. Those who have fled outward know that. Even those who collaborate with the TPA know that.”


  “I’m no collaborator. But I couldn’t kill anyone because it would hurt the TPA.”


  “She is a great prize, and I admit that’s one reason why I think it would best to kill her. But it is not the only reason. A quick death, while she still sleeps, would be more merciful than allowing her to be captured, and to be tortured to death, in captivity. And the TPA would torture her, Karyl, to find out if she knows where her mother is.”


  “If that’s what it takes to win, then what have you won if you win?”


  “If we could ask the girl that, what answer would she give?”


  “Thankfully, we aren’t going to find out.”


  “We’ll see,” Somerset said, calm as ever.


  The little star of Barrett’s scooter quickly resolved detail as it grew near and with a bright twinkle decelerated and matched the shuttle’s slow revolution. The man was greedy and corrupt, but he wasn’t stupid. He refused Bruno’s offer to haul the scooter in and fix it to the shield, and hung a couple of hundred metres off the end of the motor casing, beyond the vent. Karyl had a good view of him, sitting inside the scooter’s transparent bubble in his pressure suit, leaning in the straps of his seat as he studied the situation, asking at last why two of them were tied up.


  Bruno reminded him to use the line-of-sight comm rather than the common band, just in case someone in the administration cluster caught the conversation.


  “Right.” Barrett switched over, asked again why Karyl and Somerset were tied up.


  “They disagreed with us,” Bruno said.


  “Even so, they’re still part of this deal,” Ty said, and told Barrett that the girl was waking up, he better make up his mind what he wanted to do.


  “Mr Siriwardene means that we would like to show you what we found,” Bruno said. “And then, if I may make a suggestion, we can seal up the tank. It would be best, we believe, to keep the girl inside it. To keep her safely out of sight. We can cut it free from the shuttle, and help you to tow it back.”


  “I’m sure you could,” Barrett said. “Siriwardene, you back away from the tank. Go join your friend while I scope this out.”


  Something detached from Barrett’s scooter, a little drone that scooted across the gap and glided under the tank.


  “She is who we think she is, yes?” Bruno said.


  “She has such green eyes,” Barrett said. “How long as she been awake?”


  “She is not fully awake,” Bruno said. “But she soon will be.”


  “Somerset started the revival process,” Ty said. “Ask him what he did.”


  The drone drifted from the pitch-black shadow under the tank, turned through ninety degrees, began to rise.


  Barrett said, “You know why you tweaks lost the war? Aside from the fact that most of you are cowards who threw up their hands first sign of trouble, you’re always quarreling amongst yourselves. I’m not interested in which of you is to blame for what. You know why? Because none of us are interested in you. That’s why I can do this.”


  The drone was level with the two men perched on top of the radiation shield now.


  “Wait,” Bruno said, and that was all he said because the drone exploded in a flare of smoky red light, and then what was left of Bruno and Ty were tumbling away from each other end over end, spinning and jerking and twitching amidst thinning clouds of vapour and widening clouds of glittering debris as their shattered lifepacks emptied.


  Somerset banged helmets with Karyl and shouted, “Save yourself!”


  And then he pulled away, he was free somehow, scooting straight for the tank like a fish gliding over the bottom of the sea. Karyl saw something tumbling away after him, a pressure suit glove, and realized that Somerset had shucked his glove and pulled his naked and frozen hand out of the wire to give himself enough room to get free. Somerset’s suit would have pinched shut around his wrist, but Karyl could only imagine how badly it must hurt, to have exposed his hand to vacuum and a temperature of minus two hundred degrees Centigrade. Like plunging it into liquid nitrogen. He started to wriggle against the slack bands of wire, managed to get an arm free. Barrett was shouting, telling Somerset to stop, but Somerset was already under the tank. Karyl shouted too, telling Somerset to spare the girl, but Somerset didn’t reply. His pressure-suited figure jerked and shivered madly for a moment and then drifted backwards from the tank, turning to show the shattered visor of its helmet.


  Karyl pulled his legs underneath him in a squat, started to kick as hard as he could. The third kick freed him and as he shot straight up he pulled the reaction pistol from his belt. Barrett shouted at him and he fired the pistol and shot sideways. As he went past the top of the radiation shield he saw another drone glitter out from Barrett’s scooter, and he fired the reaction pistol again and corkscrewed down past the far side of the radiation shield. Light flared above it as the drone incontinently exploded; thirty seconds later he was swimming through one of the shuttle’s airlocks.


  Less than two minutes later he emerged from another airlock, on the far side of the shuttle. The side that was presently in shadow. He was carrying a welding pistol, the only tool he could find that would approximate a weapon. The radiation shield cut a sharp shadow from the starscape. He clung to the edge of the airlock and looked for Barrett’s scooter but it had moved from its station beyond the end of the motor. All right. He would have to find Barrett before one of Barrett’s drones found him.


  He sculled around the circumference of the shuttle’s hull. Scooting from shadow to shadow, pausing to scan the sky, looking for any movement amongst the fixed stars and the slow twinkling revolutions of the wrecked ship. At any moment, a drone could sneak up on him and blow itself up. It didn’t even have to get too close to kill him: one bad rip in his pressure suit would do that. He was aware, too, that he had only an hour or so of air left. If Barrett was smart, he would realize that all he had to do was wait it out. Karyl could raise an emergency flag on the comm, but how was he going to explain what had happened here—three men dead, a passenger on the shuttle found alive? It would be his word against Barrett’s. He’d be arrested, tried, executed. Unless he could get to Somerset’s body, unless he could retrieve Somerset’s lifepack . . .


  He circumnavigated the shuttle, saw no sign of Barrett. Either he’d run off, gone back to the administration cluster to get reinforcements, or he was on the other side of the radiation shield. There was only one way to find out.


  Karyl fingertip-swam up the shield, looked over the top, a quick peek. Barrett’s scooter was tethered to the motor casing by a sticky line and two bodies were lashed loosely to one of the struts of the tank. One was Somerset, Karyl would recognize that scuffed white suit anywhere. The other was too big to be the girl, it had to be Barrett. Karyl eased over the lip of the shield, sculled down, turning this way and that, looking for movement. He knew what must have happened to Barrett, and he was even more afraid, now. Barrett he knew; the girl he didn’t.


  So he almost jumped out of her suit when someone said over the comm, “I won’t hurt you if you don’t hurt me.”


  Karyl turned right and left but couldn’t see anyone. Slowly and deliberately, he stuck the welding pistol in one of the loops on his belt and raised both hands to show that they were empty, and the girl shot out of shadow to his left, was in his face so fast it was as if she had teleported across the gap. She gripped Karyl’s shoulders, looked straight into Karyl’s face. Her eyes were chlorophyll green, large in a thin and drawn face that clearly showed the skull beneath. Although the modified foodmaker had been dripping nutrients from the yeast culture into her blood, she had used up all of her body fat and a good deal of muscle mass in her long sleep.


  She lowered her helmet so that it touched Karyl’s and said, “Come with me if you want to live.”


  “On the scooter?”


  “It will get us to Rhea.”


  “We’ll need to find air and fuel first. You can help me with that.”


  “I’m a prisoner here. Working for the TPA. The only place to get air and fuel is the ship, and that’s manned by guards.”


  “The TPA?”


  “The Three Powers Authority.”


  “That would be Greater Brazil, the European Community, and the Pacific Union. I was trying to escape at the beginning of the war when the shuttle was disabled by an EMP mine,” the girl said. Her green gaze calm and level, locked on Karyl. “It was clear that we were losing then; it is clear now that we lost. But you can explain what happened later. That is, if you decide to come with me. What’s your name?”


  “Karyl. Karyl Mezhidov.”


  “A good name. From Chechnya, where they knew how to resist oppression. I need to find my mother, Karyl,” the girl said. “But to begin with, I need to get to Rhea. Are you with me, or do you want to stay here?”


  Karyl remembered, in that moment, what Shizuko had told him in the garage of that little oasis, just before things changed and war came to Dione and the rest of the Saturn System. There would come a time, she’d said, when he would have to choose which side he was on. And here it was, and after trying and failing to stay out of the war it wasn’t any kind of choice, not really.


  “Let’s go,” he said.
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  Sea Change, With Monsters


  She made it clear that she was taking the job as a favour.


  Vlad Simonov pretended to be slighted by her reluctance. He said, ‘But Indira, why is there a problem? It is a fantastic job, and it is not as if you are working.’


  ‘I have been working,’ Indira said. ‘Now I’m resting.’


  She had spent two weeks supervising the clearance of an infestation of urchins at the perimeter of a farm collective. It had been difficult, dangerous, tiring work, and she had nearly been killed in almost exactly the same way she had nearly been killed on her first job, when she hadn’t really known what she had been doing. She had come full circle. She was beginning to believe that she had killed enough monsters.


  Vlad snapped his fingers and leaned close to the camera of his phone. ‘After that picayune little job you need to rest? That kind of thing I do as an exercise. I do it for relaxation. I do it in my sleep, after a real day’s work. You know what your problem is?’


  Indira smiled. ‘I know you’re going to tell me.’


  They went all long way back, Indira and Vlad. He was one of the first generation of hunters, one of the few to have survived the early days of tracking the biowar macroforms, the monsters, which had been set loose during the Quiet War. Indira had started out as his apprentice.


  ‘You are getting bored,’ he told her. ‘Urchins, spinners, makos, they are all the same to you. Routine, routine, routine. It hurts me to see you like this. If you are not careful, one day you find yourself old and tired and wondering what happened to your life.’


  ‘We are all getting old, Vlad,’ Indira said. ‘Even you.’


  A pod of urchins had ambushed her towards the end of the last job. She had been finning down a long flaw in pure water ice, leading her diving buddy, a nervous farm worker. The flaw had been polished smooth by methane seep. It had reflected her lights in a bluewhite glare that had prevented her seeing very much of what was ahead. The urchins had fallen down on her from a crevice. She had doubled up, knocking two urchins off her face mask – their spines left deep scratches in the glass – and had started firing her flechette pistol even as she kicked backwards. Her diving buddy had been frozen with fear, blocking her escape; the urchins had bobbed towards her through a dancing dazzle of reflected light. She had coldly and methodically killed every one in a zenlike calm that had thawed to violent trembling as soon as the slaughter was over.


  ‘The monsters do not get old,’ Vlad said. ‘Another reason why I do you a favour, getting you this job. Because while you are resting, socalled, while you sit around in your nice, warm, comfortable apt, the monsters are out in the cold and the dark, pumping sulphides, getting strong. So you need some pep in your life, yes? To make you think again. To get you out of your routines.


  ‘Indira, listen. The people who commission this job are some kind of funny monks who know nothing about the value of money. I would take it myself, it is so good, except already I am already committed to three other contracts. So I give it to you. With my usual finder’s fee of course, but the terms are so generous you will not notice the little I have to take to feed my children.’


  ‘What’s the catch?’


  ‘It is not exactly a catch. These monks, they claim it is a dragon.’


  ‘A dragon? Are you sure?’


  No one had seen a dragon for years. Only a few had been released, in the war, and most hunters believed that they had all been accounted for.


  ‘I am not one hundred per cent certain,’ Vlad said. ‘In our work, we can never be one hundred per cent sure of everything, can we? But I after I listen to their story, I think there is maybe a fifty per cent chance it is a dragon. You have never hunted one, but you are my best pupil, I know you can do it. That is why I ask only you. What do you say?’


  ‘I can’t go solo against a dragon. If it is a dragon.’


  He said, ‘You won’t need to go solo. The monks have a big weed farm and their workers will help you. Anyway, it may be no more than a mako. The monks see something lurking just beyond their perimeter and make it bigger than it is. Let me tell you what I know.’


  * * * * *


  Indira’s daughter, Alice, came in two hours later. She found her mother in the workshop, the luggage pod open on the floor. She said, ‘You only just came home.’


  ‘I know, sweetie.’


  Alice stood in the doorway, bouncing up and down as gently as a tethered balloon. Seven years old, smart and determined. She wore baggy shorts and a nylon vest with many pockets and an iridescent flared collar that rose above her head like a lizard’s ruff. Fluorescent tattoos braided her thin brown arms. She had changed them since she had gone off to school that morning. They had been interlocking lizards and birds then; now they were long fluttering banners, red and violet and maroon. Her hair was done up in tight cornrows and decorated with little tags that flashed in random patterns of yellow and green.


  Alice said, ‘Have you told Carr yet?’


  Indira didn’t look up. She was fitting her dry suit into the pod, taking great care not to crease it. She said, ‘He’ll be home soon. How was school?’


  ‘I’m doing a project.’


  ‘Tell me all about it.’


  ‘It’s a secret.’


  A pause. Indira knew that her daughter had been down to the service levels of the city again, at the bottom of the ice. She had beeped Alice’s location after she had finalised the contract with Vlad. And Alice knew that she knew. She watched solemnly as her mother checked the weapon cases. They were flat metal shells with foam plastic bedding inside. The smallest contained three kinds of tailored neurotoxin in glass snaptop phials. Indira made very sure that these were packed properly.


  At last, Alice said, ‘Did you know that the city once had another name?’


  ‘Of course.’


  ‘It was called Minos. Why was that?’


  ‘Because Minos was one of the sons of Europa. Of Europa and Zeus.’


  When Alice stamped her foot she bounced a metre into the air. ‘I know that! It means creature of the moon. He was the king who built a maze under his palace. But why did it change?’


  ‘Politics.’


  ‘Oh. You mean the war.’


  Alice had been born ten years after the Quiet War. Like all of her generation, she couldn’t understand why the adults around her spent so much time talking about it when it clearly made them so unhappy.


  ‘Yes, the war. Where did you find this out?’


  ‘I saw a sign.’


  ‘A sign? In school?’


  Alice shook her head. ‘Of course not in school. The Goonies –’ which was the latest nickname for the soldiers of the Three Powers Occupying Force – ‘have changed all the signs they know about. But they don’t know everything.’


  ‘Then where was it?’


  Alice said, ‘Carr will be cross because you’re going away so soon.’


  ‘That’s because he loves me almost as much as he loves you. Where was this sign, Alice?’


  ‘It’s to do with my project. So it’s a secret until my project’s finished.’


  Indira closed the luggage pod. It made a little whirring noise as it sealed itself up. She did not want an argument just before she went away but she did not want Alice to think that she could disobey her. She said, ‘I think we had better have a little talk, you and I.’


  Later, Carr said, ‘There’s nothing to harm her down there.’


  ‘Don’t take sides,’ Indira said.


  ‘I’m not. I’m trying to be realistic. Kids go down there all the time. They like staring out into the dark.’


  ‘She dresses like a Ring smuggler. Those lights in her hair . . .’


  ‘All the kids her age dress like that. They get it from the sagas. It’s harmless.’


  ‘Why are you so fucking reasonable?’


  ‘It’s a talent I have.’


  Indira snuggled closer to him. They were just made love and were both sweating on the big bed, beneath a simulated starscape. Carr liked to keep their room warm and humid. Bamboos and ferns and banana plants surrounded them. The walls were set to show misty distances above a moonlit rainforest. Carr had been born on Earth. His family had migrated from Greater Brazil to Europa a few years before the Quiet War. He was part of the city’s ecological maintenance team; once upon a time he would have been called a gardener. He was a strong, solid, and dependable. He and Indira had been a couple for nine years now; several months ago they had started to buy tickets in the child lottery for the second time.


  Carr said, ‘I think it’s nice that she wants to make gardens under the ice. A little bit of me, a little bit of you. Did she show you her drawings?’


  ‘Of course she did. Once we had made up after the argument about her going down to the service levels. All those friendly crabs and fish.’


  Carr stretched luxuriously and asked the bed’s treacher for a glass of water. ‘Citrous, fizzy, ice.’ He told Indira, ‘She wants to think that one day there might be a world without monsters.’ He took a sip of water. He said, ‘She wants to be a gene wizard.’


  ‘She wanted to be a tractor driver last week.’


  ‘That was two months ago. She has been asking all sorts of questions about bioengineering. She asked me why there weren’t any fish out there in the ocean. You know, I think sometimes she tells me things because she knows I’ll tell you.’


  ‘She’s smart.’


  Carr sipped his water. After a while he said, ‘Why do you have to go away so soon?’


  ‘Because of a monster. One of the angry fish Alice wants to replace with happy, smiling fish.’


  ‘There are other hunters.’


  ‘You knew what I did when we met, Carr. That hasn’t changed. And we need the money to pay for the lottery tickets.’


  Carr put his water down and folded his arms around her. The hand which had held the glass was cool on her flank. He said, ‘I didn’t even know there was a nunnery on Europa.’


  ‘It’s a monastery. For monks. Male nuns. Vlad was a bit vague about them and I can’t find anything about them on the net. They’re some kind of Christians, but not any of the mainstream sects.’


  ‘Whatever. Tell me again why they can’t kill this monster for themselves.’


  ‘I think they tried.’ A silence. She took a deep breath and said, ‘I haven’t told you everything, and it’s only fair that you know. Vlad thinks it might be a dragon.’


  Carr said, ‘They’re extinct, aren’t they?’


  ‘The last time one was killed over ten years ago. No one has seen once since. But absence of evidence —’


  ‘Is not evidence of absence. So Vlad the Impaler wants to send you out against a dragon all by yourself.’


  ‘We’re not certain it is a dragon. And I won’t exactly be alone. There will be the monks.’


  * * * * *


  Indira had met Vlad Simonov almost twenty years ago, just after the end of the Quiet War. She had been a construction diver then, helping build the city’s first weed farm. Biowar macroforms were getting past the sonar and electrical barriers that were supposed to keep them away from the city’s underside, and Vlad had been hired to clear out a nest of urchins. The things had learned to drift passively through the barriers on currents and reactivate in the lights of the construction site. They were etching away support pylons, and in those days there were still a few of the kind which manufactured explosive in their cores. Two construction workers had been killed.


  Indira volunteered to assist Vlad, and they quickly located the place where the urchins were breeding. It was five kilometres east of the weed farm, downstream of the currents driven by the upwelling plume. It was an area of rotten ice eroded by the relatively warm water of the upwelling, riddled with caves and crevices and halfcollapsed tunnels, rich in precipitated sulphides. Indira did not panic when urchins started dropping out of crevices in the ice. They seemed like harmless toys, spiny, fistsized black balls that wobbled this way and that on pulsed jets of water. She forgot that some could be carrying explosive charges and coolly and methodically killed them with neurotoxintipped flechettes, not wasting a shot. Afterwards, Vlad said that he liked her style, and that evening they got drunk together to celebrate their victory. She thought no more about it, but a few weeks later he called her up to ask if she would like to help out again.


  The engineered biowar macroforms had been delivered to Europa’s ocean by penetrator probes during the Quiet War. Viruses had destroyed the food yeasts (and incidentally had caused the extinction of the indigenous microbes which had lived around the hydrothermal vents at the bottom of the ocean); the macroforms had wrecked the yeast reactors, the mines and the cargo submarines, the heat exchangers and the tidal generators.


  Earth had not expected to win the Quiet War quickly. The Three Powers Occupying Force had made no plans to decommission the monsters they had set loose, and no one knew how many there were now. They reproduced by parthenogenesis, and they had contained dormant embryos when they had been released. Hunters like Vlad Simonov made a good living protecting settlements and farms from their attacks.


  The second job was against a mako which had been systematically destroying mine intakes at Taliesin. Vlad and Indira spent a dozen hours hanging by the probe of one intake, following it as, like a giant articulated proboscis, it moved this way and that in the black water, tracking mineralrich currents. The mako came in hard and fast out of the darkness, straight at Indira. She held steady and Vlad hit it with his second shot. Afterwards, he offered her a permanent job, and she accepted.


  Vlad cultivated a buccaneering image. He had two wives and five children. He drank brandy and smoked huge cigars. He had a wild mane of black hair and a beard he liked to braid with white ribbons. He wore a long leather coat made from the hide of a dragon he’d killed. He kept all his scars, and was missing two fingers on his left hand. But there was no safer or cautious hunter in all of Europa’s ocean, and he taught Indira everything he knew.


  She discovered a talent for killing. She got no pleasure from it, except to do it as cleanly and professionally as possible, and it did not diminish the guilt she felt because she had survived the Quiet War and her parents had not. Only time did that. But she was good at killing monsters. She cleaned out hundreds of urchin nests, destroyed infestations of fireworms which had wrapped themselves around electrical cables and caused crippling overvoltages, went up against and killed makos and mantas and spinners. But she had never before had to face a dragon, the smartest and most dangerous of all the monsters.


  * * * * *


  Indira took the railway west from Phoenix, along Phineus Linea to Cadmus. The scarp stood to the north, an endless fault wall half a kilometre high. It was one of the tallest features of Europa’s flat surface. Mottled terrain stretched away to the south, textured by small hills and cut by numerous dykes and fracture lines. Lobes of brown and grey ice flows were fretted by sublimation and lightly spattered with small craters. This was one of the oldest landscapes of Europa. The ice here was almost five kilometres thick.


  It was early morning, four hours after sunrise. Europa’s day was exactly the length of its orbit around Jupiter, and so from any point on Europa’s subjovian hemisphere Jupiter hung in the same spot in the sky, waxing and waning through the eightyfive hour day. At present Jupiter was completely dark, a louring circular black hole in the sky nearly thirty times as big as Earth’s moon. Indira was in the train’s observation car, sipping iced peach tea and watching the beginning of the day’s eclipse. It would last three hours and was the nearest thing to true night on the subjovian hemisphere, for when the sun set Jupiter was full, and there was almost always one or more of the other three Galilean moons in the sky.


  There was a sudden flash of light that briefly defined Jupiter’s lower edge as the diamond point of the sun disappeared behind it. Darkness swept across the ice plain; rigid patterns of stars suddenly bestrode the sky. As her eyes adapted, Indira could make out the flicker of a lightning storm near the upper edge of Jupiter’s black disc – a storm bigger than Europa.


  Indira talked with Carr. She talked with Alice and told her what she could see, and tried to patch up the row they’d had.


  ‘Carr misses you already,’ Alice said. She was riding one of the slideways of the city’s commercial centre. ‘He says he’s going to change your room. It’s a surprise.’ She didn’t want to talk about her project. When Indira tried to press her about it, she said, ‘This is where I need to get off. I have to go.’


  The train was full of miners. They were all flying on some drug or other; it was their last chance to get high before they returned to work. They were native Europans, originally from South Africa. They wore leather jackets and fancy hightopped boots over pressure suit liners. One of them played a slow blues on a steelbodied guitar; another, egged on by his comrades, tried to chat up Indira. He was a young man, tall and very handsome. He spent more time looking at his reflection in the diamond window of the observation car, ghosted over the speeding, starlit landscape, than he did looking at Indira. His name was Champion Khumalo. Indira thought that it was a nickname, but no, all his friends had names like that, or names out of the Bible. Trinity Adepoju. Gospel Motloheloa. Ruth and Isaac Mahlungu.


  Once Champion gave up his halfhearted attempt to sweettalk Indira, they all became friends. Indira learnt that two of Champion’s brothers went to the same school as Alice. They passed around a bottle of pear brandy and snapsticks of something called haze. It smelt sharply of ketones and delivered an immediate floating feeling of bonhomie.


  The miners were fascinated by her profession. ‘To clean all the ocean of monsters,’ Gospel Motloheloa, said, ‘is a noble calling.’


  ‘Well I don’t see why we need to go into the world below,’ Isaac Mahlungu said. ‘I have been a miner for thirty years and I have never needed to go there. This is our land, the surface, in the sun, under Jupiter.’


  ‘But the ocean is part of our world,’ Gospel said. She was the oldest of the miners. Her irongrey hair was done up in medusa ropes wound with plastic wire. There were keloid scars on her forehead: because they spent their working lives on the surface, most miners suffered from radiationinduced cancers. She said, ‘The ocean makes the land what it is, and so it is important to get rid of the monsters which infest it.’


  ‘The monsters are from Earth,’ Trinity Adepoju said. ‘That’s why we have to get rid of them.’ He was the guitar player, a tall man even for a Europan, with a ready smile and fingers so long they seemed to have several extra joints as he moved them idly up and down the neck of his guitar.


  Indira remembered a conversation she had once had with Alice. She had been trying to explain to her daughter why Earth had won the Quiet War.


  ‘They have more wealth, more processing power, more people. They have used up their world and now they want to use up all the others.’


  ‘Then we’ll have to do things they can’t,’ Alice had said, so solemnly that Indira had laughed.


  Champion said, ‘Even with the monsters gone we will still live on Earth’s sufferance.’


  His friends nodded, and began to tell Indira their war stories. Many of the miners had been on Europa throughout the Quiet War. Although the population of the capital, then called Minos (the miners called it that still), had at last been evacuated to Ganymede, the miners had been left in their camps. Most had managed to synthesise enough oxygen from water ice, but there had not been enough food.


  ‘We were so hungry,’ Gospel told Indira, ‘that we were thinking of eating our boots at the end of it.’


  Ruth Mahlungu said, ‘What are you talking about, woman! You are so vain that you would starve to death and be buried in your boots rather than eat them!’


  The others laughed. It was true: Gospel’s boots were extraordinary, even for a miner: green suede decorated with intricate patterns made from little bits of mirror and red and gold thread.


  There were stories of cannibalism. Several camps had been vaporised by the nuclear device which had broken through the crust to allow penetrators containing the biowar organisms to reach the ocean. This was at Tyre Macula, on Europa’s antijovian hemisphere. Although the area had been lightly populated, the blast had killed more than a hundred miners and had left a flat plain of radioactive ice and radial grooves hundreds of kilometres long: a bright sunburst scar on Europa’s mottled brown face.


  Indira had heard all these stories before; it seemed that Europans would never tire of telling and retelling stories about the war. She had stories of her own, but they were all too sad to bear telling. The death of her family, the two years she had spent as an orphaned refugee on Ganymede. At last she managed to steer the conversation to the monastery.


  Champion grinned. ‘You’re going there? That’s a good joke!’


  The miners exchanged words in a language full of glottal clicks. They all laughed, but the young miner would not tell Indira what they found funny.


  ‘They’re very rich there, those people,’ Champion said. ‘They have a very big farm. They supply fixed carbon to half the mines.’


  ‘Their leader is a gene wizard,’ Gospel said.


  Trinity said, ‘He calls himself Rothar. I don’t think it’s his real name. They say he ran from Earth because they caught him doing something illegal. He’s probably doing something illegal out there, too.’


  ‘Maybe making more monsters,’ Champion said. ‘Maybe he makes one monster too many, and wants you to kill it.’


  ‘They are strange people,’ Gospel said. ‘Not Christian at all, although they claim to be. They call themselves Adamists.’


  This was more than Indira had managed to glean about the monastery from the commons. The miners didn’t know many hard facts, but they had plenty of gossip. Their talk grew lively and wild. Three hours after the beginning of the eclipse, the double star of Earth and Venus rose above Jupiter’s dark bulk, and then the Sun followed and flooded the ice plain with its light. Trinity took up his guitar again and had half the observation car singing along by the time the train reached Cadmus.


  * * * * *


  It was an industrial settlement, Cadmus: a cluster of stilt buildings, storage tanks, a spacefield that was little more than an ice field pitted with black exhaust blasts, the long track of a mass driver. Indira caught a few hours rest in a rented cubicle. Before she fell asleep she talked with Carr about the small change of his day. Alice was sleeping. She missed her mother, Carr said.


  ‘I miss her too.’


  ‘Be careful,’ Carr said.


  Soldiers of the Three Powers Occupying Force were much in evidence. Two officers were talking loudly in the canteen where Indira ate breakfast, oblivious to the resentful stares of the miners around them, and she had to endure a fifteen minute interrogation before she could board the rolligon bus that would carry her to the monastery of Scyld Shield.


  The journey took ten hours. As the bus travelled west, the diamond point of the Sun descended ahead of it, while Jupiter hung low in the east – Indira had travelled a long way, a quarter of the way around the icy little moon. Jupiter was almost full, banded vertically with the intricately ruffled yellow and whites of his perpetual storms. Io’s dirty yellow disc fell below the horizon and an hour later rose, renewed.


  The road was a single track raised on an embankment above a wide plain of crustal plates. Some were more than ten kilometres across; most were much smaller.


  Changes in currents in Europa’s ocean had broken the plates apart over and again, rafting them into new positions. It was like crossing the shaken pieces of a jigsaw puzzle of simple Euclidean shapes. You could see here that the surface of Europa was a thin skin of ice over the ocean, as fragile as the craquelure on an ancient painting. Triplet ridge and groove features cut across the plates. They were caused by the upwelling of water through stress fractures. The ridges were breccia dykes, ice mixed with mineralized silicates, complexly faulted and folded; the grooves between them were almost pure waterice. They were like a vast freeway system halfbuilt and abruptly abandoned, cut across where the ice plates had fractured or had been buried by bluewhite icy flows which had spewed from newer fissures.


  The road the bus was following crossed a groove so wide the ridge on one side disappeared over the horizon before the ridge on the far side appeared. Beyond it, geysers powered by convective upwellings had built clusters of low hills that shone amidst patches of darker material.


  Like Io, Europa’s core was kept molten by heat generated by tidal distortions that pulled it this way and that as the moon orbited Jupiter. Heat leaking through underwater vents and volcanoes kept the ocean from freezing beneath its icy crust and drove big cellular currents from bottom to top. Cadmus was at the edge of the Nemo Chaos, where a huge upwelling current kept the ice crust less than a kilometre thick. The same upwelling currents which eroded and shaped the icy crust brought up minerals from the bottom of the ocean. It was why the miners were there. Indira saw a solitary cabin crawling away towards the horizon, its red beacon flashing. Every twenty or thirty kilometres the bus passed the drillhead of a mine, with one or two or three cabins raised high on stilts like so many copies of Baba Yaga’s hut. The mines pumped mineralrich water into huge settling basins. Vacuum organisms grew on the ice and extracted metals, and the miners harvested them.


  Alice called Indira. She was enthusiastic about her project. Indira pretended to be enthusiastic, too, but she resolved that she would talk with Alice’s monitors when this was over. Her daughter’s education was taking a direction she did not like.


  ‘Spend some time with Carr,’ Indira told Alice. ‘Help him out.’


  ‘I don’t like the flowers. Some of them make me sneeze. And the light is too bright in the greenhouses.’


  ‘It helps them grow.’


  ‘The weeds don’t need light.’


  ‘That’s because they don’t photosynthesise.’


  ‘I know that. They’re —’ Alice scrunched up her face and said slowly and carefully— ‘chemolithotrophs. They absorb the chemicals in the water and make biomass which we eat.’


  They talked about the metabolism of the weeds for a while. Alice promised that she would ask Carr about photosynthesis. She said that she was doing some gene splicing in the garden labs. Indira was encouraging. The more time Alice spent in the labs and the gardens, the less she spent skulking around the lower levels of the city.


  The bus had low priority and had to keep pulling into refuge lanes to allow trucks pass. Indira was its only passenger; its first for several weeks. It seemed that very few people went to Scyld Shield. The bus grumbled that the monks weren’t friendly.


  ‘They tell me to be quiet, but it is a long drive out and I like to talk. It’s part of my personality design.’ The bus paused. It added, ‘I hope you don’t mind talking with me.’


  ‘What do you know about the monastery?’


  ‘It was a mine, before the war. The monks have built around the old shaft. But of course I have never been inside. They don’t have a garage. If I broke down someone would have to come all the way out from Cadmus. It’s irresponsible, but that’s the way things are these days in the freemarket economy. No one wants to pay for the upkeep of publicly owned infrastructure.’


  Someone had probably dumped a bunch of antilibertarian propaganda in the bus’s memory. Indira was sympathetic, but hastily told it that she wasn’t interested in discussing politics. There was a silence. At last the bus said, ‘Many of the trucks come from the monastery. They supply huge amounts of cheap fixed carbon. Glycogens, proteins, cellulose, starches. They supply the bioreactors of most of the mines in this region.’


  ‘There must be a lot of monks.’


  ‘I wouldn’t know,’ the bus said. ‘Only two of them regularly travel to and from Cadmus. The rest keep themselves to themselves.’


  Which was what the dispatcher at the bus garage had told Indira. She could have called Vlad Simonov, of course, but she had her pride.


  The sun set. Jupiter’s hard yellow light spread across the ice plains. Io had disappeared behind him; a few of the brightest stars had come out. Ahead, something briefly glittered on the horizon, vanishing before Indira could see what it was. The bus crawled on, and an hour later Indira saw the fugitive glitter again, much closer now. A plume of gas, shining in the sullen light of jupitershine.


  ‘There she blows,’ the bus said.


  ‘What is it?’


  ‘Scyld Shield’s methane vent,’ the bus said. ‘Most of the mines around here have them.’


  Methane bubbled up from the hydrothermal vents and collected under the ice crust, occasionally breaking the rafts apart as it escaped through fault lines. Mines vented excess methane to keep themselves stabilised. The methane gas vanished into hard vacuum – at -150 degrees Celsius, Europa’s surface was slightly too warm for it to condense as snow – but the vent had deposited drifts of dirty white water ice across a huge polygonal plate. The monastery was on a ridge of brecciated ice beyond.


  It was not as large as Indira expected, no more than a single silvered dome. The bus took a spur off the main road. It climbed a winding switchback up the face of the ridge and dived into a wide apron hacked out of an ice bench, where half a dozen tanker trucks were parked in front of a mass of insulated pipes, presumably taking on loads of raw biomass. The bus reversed onto an airlock coupling and said goodbye to Indira.


  ‘I’ll be back in three days,’ it said. ‘I come here every three days even when there isn’t anyone who wants to ride. That is, if I don’t break down. Perhaps you can tell me about the monastery when I take you back to Cadmus.’


  The luggage pod followed Indira through the freezing cold flexible coupling into a big, echoing, brightly lit room. Two monks were waiting there. Both wore black robes and a kind of cowl around their heads, topped with square headdresses. Both had untrimmed patriarchal beards, with big pectoral crosses hung over them. The older monk was impassive, but the younger was the first person Indira had ever seen do a doubletake in real life.


  * * * * *


  The two monks left Indira with her luggage pod in the middle of the big, empty space. Marks on the concrete floor suggested that it had once been partitioned into many small rooms. A gutted air compressor sat in one corner. She sat down on the pod and tried to call Carr, but her phone wasn’t getting any signal. It was so cold that the smoke of each breath crystallised into a floating frost with a tiny tinkling sound, too cold to sit still and wait.


  She began to prowl around. The empty room took up half the dome; a corridor looped around the other half, with little rooms opening off on either side. None showed any sign of recent habitation. There were two service tunnels. One led downwards, curving out of sight; she had just opened the door of the other, its ribbed wall rimed with ice and stopped with a locked hatch, when the oldest of the two monks found her. It seemed that Brother Rothar, the abbot of the monastery, would talk with her.


  The old monk’s name was Halga. Indira asked him about the other tunnel as they walked down, and he said that it led to the old mine structure, which had sunk into the ice after it had been abandoned during the war.


  ‘We cut a tunnel to it to see what we could salvage. Now we use it for storage.’


  ‘I didn’t mean to pry. I was just wondering where I should stow my gear.’


  ‘I think you should talk with Brother Rothar,’ the old monk said.


  ‘Is there a problem?’


  ‘Brother Rothar will explain.’


  The tunnel wound down a long way. Indira realised that the monastery was like a pin piercing the ice – a pin a kilometre long, with the dome at its head and a winding series of chambers and passages built around its shaft. Brother Halga explained that the whole structure had been synthesised from glass and silicates extracted from the brecciated ice, and bound together by diamond wire. Indira wondered how often they had to adjust the shaft because of stress in the icy crust; Brother Halga told her that the monastery was built on a breccia intrusion that went almost all the way down to the ocean.


  ‘The surface is covered with ice, but otherwise it is quite stable.’


  The old monk had a mild, diffident manner. He did not look at her when he spoke.


  She said, ‘I don’t mean to make you uncomfortable by asking all these questions.’


  ‘We are not used to people like you. To women, I mean.’ His brown face, framed by the black cowl, darkened. He was blushing.


  They walked on in silence, and at last took a side corridor whose walls, floor and ceiling were covered in thick red fur. The air was at blood heat. Double doors at the end were covered in some kind of hide, dyed the same red as the fur. Brother Halga opened them, ushered her in, and announced her to the man who stood at the far end of the dimly lit room.


  ‘Brother Rothar,’ the old monk whispered, and stepped backwards and pulled the double doors shut behind him.


  On one side of the room, shelves holding printed books stepped up into darkness. On the other, a stone wall was muffled by an ancient tapestry: an enlarged reproduction of a section of the ceiling of the Vatican’s Sistine chapel, God leaning out from the clouds towards a casually reclining Adam. At the far end of the room a man was standing in front of a huge fireplace, watching a bank of holos that floated in the darkness to one side. The fireplace was as big as an emergency shelter and held an actual, real fire. The flames crackled and danced above a bed of whitehot pressed carbon chunks and sent little licks of aromatic smoke curling over the monumental lintel, and firelight beat over the Persian carpets that layered the floor.


  Indira had been told that monastery was wealthy, but she had not realised how wealthy.


  ‘Welcome,’ the man said. His voice was subtly amplified. It boomed and rolled, mellow as good whisky, around the corners of the sumptuous room.


  He was an old man, thin and straightbacked, with a shrewd, hawkish face. His pale skin was marked with dark blotches. He wore the same black robes as the monks, but instead of a cowl his bald pate was covered with a black skullcap on which molecular shapes were embroidered in gold wire. Heavy gold rings extended the lobes of his large, papery ears.


  ‘I have arranged for some food,’ he said.


  He crossed to the side of the fireplace, tracked by a spotlight that came on somewhere high above, and pulled a Florentine chair from a little burred walnut table. A plastic tray of food was set on the table: a sloppy puree of some kind of green leaf; a slab of gelatine seamed with chunks of uncooked vegetable; dry salty biscuits. A plastic beaker held pure water.


  Rothar watched Indira push the puree around and said, ‘The same food is served in our refectory. We are an aesthetic order.’


  He gestured, and one of the holos floating to the side of the fireplace inflated. It showed a view looking down on a refectory in which about a hundred blackrobed monks sat in rows, ten by ten, along white plastic tables.


  She said, ‘I ate at Cadmus, and then on the bus. This isn’t quite —’


  ‘What you expected? No. It is not what I expected, either.’


  The holo shrank back into the array. Others showed views of a weed farm that seemed to stretch forever. Indira realised that Rothar was showing off. This room; his army of monks; the vast farm.


  Rothar said, ‘I have been trying to talk with Vlad Simonov about this problem. But he is nowhere on the net.’


  He was rubbing his hands over each other. She noticed that when he thought she wasn’t looking at him he made little grabby glances at her body. She wished that she had thought to wear something over her skintight suit liner.


  She said, ‘Vlad is working at a mine on the antijovian hemisphere. He’s probably under the ice. What is this problem? When do I start to work? Perhaps I can see the echo traces, and any video you have.’


  When Rothar looked at her for a moment, she added, ‘Of the monster. The monster I’ve come to kill.’


  ‘I’m afraid that there has been a misunderstanding.’


  ‘A misunderstanding? You have reported a Dragon Class biowar macroform in your area. You made a contract with Vlad Simonov, and Vlad sent me.’


  ‘There is the misunderstanding. You see, we did not expect him to send us a woman.’


  ‘One of Vlad’s little jokes.’


  ‘A very embarrassing joke for both of us, Ms. Dzurisin.’


  ‘That’s between you and him. Meanwhile, I have a job to do.’


  ‘I’m afraid not, Ms. Dzurisin. I am revoking your contract.’


  Indira sat back in the chair and stared at Rothar, but he would not meet her gaze as he told her that the monastery was forbidden to women. She would leave as soon as the bus returned, he said, in three days.


  ‘I will pay the kill fee, of course. But I cannot allow you to work here. Meanwhile we will be unable to tend to our farm, because of the . . . intruder. It is costing us a great deal of money. We are very angry with Mr. Simonov.’


  He did not seem angry; he had not raised or varied his voice at any time during the interview. ‘I have arranged for accommodation,;’ he told Indira. ‘Please do not leave it. Breakfast will be brought to you, at six a.m. We are a contemplative order. We rise early.’


  ‘I need to tell my family about the change of plan, but my phone isn’t working,’ Indira said. ‘Perhaps I could plug into your commons. Or are you cut off here?’


  ‘I suppose that you could go up to the surface,’ Rothar said. A pause. He added, ‘You will be quite safe here. We have been freed of the normal Satanic lust which blinds men. Not by chemical or physical castration. Both are unreliable and have unsatisfactory sideeffects. And of course chemical castration would involve use of those hormones which taint you and your kind. No. We have all submitted to nanosurgery which has isolated the neurons which control the lordotic response. We are incapable of being tempted because we are incapable of arousal.’


  Indira stared at him. ‘I see,’ she said.


  Rothar made no signal, but at the far end of the room Brother Halga opened the big double doors.


  * * * * *


  The old monk took Indira back up the helical tunnel and left her in one of the dome’s empty cells. It was as Spartan as the room in which Indira had lived with her foster parents in the refugee centre on Ganymede: three metres long and two wide, a bare concrete floor and fibreboard walls sprayed with thick resin, the only furniture a folddown shelf bunk and a combination shower and toilet. Brother Halga assured her that it was like all the other cells in the monastery. If that was true, then no wonder Rothar could afford a real fire, all those old books, the ostentatious decor. Like any other pseudoreligious sect, the devotees did the work, and the leader got the geld.


  Her phone still wasn’t working. And she could not lock the door of the cell. She left the luggage pod outside and told it to keep watch, but found that she could not sleep. It was too cold and she could not switch off the light, only dim it. And something somewhere in the dome made a roaring noise at unpredictable intervals, shutting off with an explosive bang and a dying series of rattles.


  Memories of hiding in the city’s service tunnels crept around the edge of her consciousness. She resisted them.


  The monks had some kind of religious phobia about women. Fine. Europa was big enough for all kinds of eccentrics. The original charter, drawn up by the first settlers and suspended but not revoked after the Quiet War, had expressly allowed freedom of belief and speech. Let them get on with their devotions; maybe they could keep off the monster by prayer alone. But really, the setup was as ridiculous as one of those old gothic sagas. An order of misogynist monks, a megalomaniac leader who was quite possibly a mad scientist, a secret passage. And a monster, of course, haunting the vast dark ocean at the basement of the monastery . . .


  Indira told herself that it was nothing to do with her. But Rothar’s cold, indifferent dismissal had cut her deeper than she liked to admit.


  She tried the phone again. Still no luck. It was two in the morning and she knew that she would not sleep now. She decided to go outside and try her luck with the phone there, and opened the door and told the luggage pod that she needed her pressure suit.


  * * * * *


  No one tried to stop or interrogate Indira when she used the airlock. She crossed the brightly lit apron, where the trucks squatted over their shadows all in a row, like supplicants, and left the road and climbed to the top of the ridge. Jupiter sat at the eastern horizon, exactly where he had been sitting when the bus had arrived. A crescent of darkness was eating into the bottom of his disc. His yellow light tangled long shadows across the rough, dark ice.


  The phone still wasn’t working. Indira went a long way out, in long easy lopes that barely touched the ground, until, about two kilometres out, the phone suddenly woke and started scanning channels. She had to go another kilometre before she could get a steady signal.


  It was half past three in the morning. It was half past three in the morning all over Europa. No one had been able to divide the moon’s 85.2 hour day in a sensible way, so Europans kept universal time. Indira left a message with Carr’s avatar, saying that she was fine but the job had panned out and she would be coming back in a couple of days. She put a priority call to Vlad, and his avatar made various excuses until she cut it off and said, ‘This is an emergency. I’m flying the black flag.’


  Which was the ridiculous code phrase that gave access to the avatar’s special functions.


  The avatar, which looked exactly like Vlad, down to the white ribbons curled in its bushy black beard, froze in the little window in the upper righthand corner of her helmet’s visor, then reformatted. It said, in a voice that was clipped and neutral, now not Vlad’s at all, ‘Of course, druzhok. What do you wish me to do?’


  The avatar could not contact Vlad – he really was working – but it was able to give her some information about the Adamists. As the miners had told her, Rothar was some kind of gene wizard. His birth name was Gregory Janes. He had been born in Canberra. Presently he was claiming asylum as a political refugee in the occupied territory of the Outer System. He had been working for the government of Earth’s Pacific Community, but precisely on what was obscured by contradictory rumours, most of which were almost certainly black propaganda. There was speculation that he had worked on the biowar macroforms before the Quiet War, and that he had improved the productivity of the weeds grown in the monastery’s farm.


  Rothar had not founded the Adamists, but had taken them over after the death of the charismatic mystic whose acolyte he had become – another crime lurking there, perhaps. The Adamists were an extremist separatist group, the kind that only the pressure cooker of Earth could have evolved. Their creed was simple. They believed that God had created Adam and Lilith as the first of a race who would worship God on Earth as angels did in Heaven. But Lilith had been murdered by Satan, who had then created Eve by ripping a rib from Adam while he had been sleeping. All men since Adam had been tainted by Satan’s mark, fallen but redeemable; all women were the handmaidens of Satan. The avatar told Indira that much of the Adamists’ creed was mixed up with considerable misuse of genetics, involving the Y chromosome and homeoboxes, and asked her if she wanted a precis. She told the avatar to skip it. She had heard enough to know that she was glad Rothar didn’t want her to work for him.


  ‘And tell Vlad that I’ll see him when I get back,’ she said. ‘We’ll have a lot to talk about.’


  She had kept walking while she talked with the avatar, along a folded ridge above the dome that capped the monastery’s shaft. The regolith here was gravelly, marked with tracks and the cleated prints of boots, scored and ridged with fretted humps of bare ice. She had begun to follow a road, she realised, a wide road that had once taken a lot of traffic.


  Europa’s surface was one of the youngest in the Solar System. Every part had been flooded and reflooded by eruptions of water and slush ice from the ocean that covered the moon from pole to pole beneath its icy crust; Europa had very few craters because most had been buried or eroded by the constant resurfacing. The landscapes of Mars were billions of years old and the planet was covered in gardened regolith – debris from meteorite strikes – to a depth of more than a kilometre. Ganymede’s much younger regolith was merely metres deep; Europa’s was no more than a few centimetres. But like any moon with almost no atmosphere, the ordinary processes of erosion were so slow that they might as well be nonexistent. A footprint could last a hundred million years before it was erased by micrometeorite bombardment.


  And so here. Indira had stumbled upon the road which had served the original mine. All around, the surface was marked by dozens of years of activity. Parts of the road had been worn through to ice, and the ice had been eroded into knobs and long slides, shot through with cracks and columns of bubbles frozen in place that glittered like diamonds in the helmet light of Indira’s pressure suit, diamonds glittering up at her wherever she looked.


  She still had a couple of hours before she was due to be woken. She did not relish spending it in the Spartan cell of the creepily uninhabited dome. Instead, she decided to explore.


  The suit’s radar soon gave her the location of the old mining station: it was below her, buried in the ice. It had probably been built on some kind of insulated raft with superconducting thread dispersing waste heat to radiators in the ocean far below, and its systems must have been left running when it had been abandoned in place. But something – perhaps a quake caused by the Tyre Macula nuclear device – had deflated its insulating raft, and perhaps some biowar macroform had destroyed its heat sink. The dome had sunk slowly through ice melted by its own waste heat.


  Indira was tracing the perimeter of the dome when her proximity alarm beeped. A moment later she saw a figure duck behind a fold of ice. Someone was following her.


  She circled around, keeping as low as the pressure suit would allow. No sign of the figure, either visually or on radar. She crossed the old road again, crept in towards the place where she had last seen the figure.


  A square hole had been cut into the ice, and steps led down into darkness.


  The monks had excavated the old entrance and later reburied it, but a stress fracture had collapsed and partly reopened the long, steep shaft. Indira climbed over a flow of glassy ice and found the airlock.


  It was still operational.


  The mysterious figure could be behind the door. What the hell. She cycled through.


  The airlock walls had been deformed by the pressure of the ice into which it was slowly sinking, but someone had caulked the cracked seams with black resin. And there was an atmosphere beyond the airlock, the usual seven hundred millibar nitrox mix of Europan habitats. Indira kept her suit sealed. It was very cold, -50 degrees Celsius, although not as cold as the surface.


  Indira crept through the old mining base, quiet and watchful, looking for any trace of the person who’d been following here. It had been abandoned in a hurry. Perhaps its crew had spotted the incoming missile whose nuclear warhead had blown a hole in the crust to the northwest. Metal equipment lockers lined the corridor which led away from the airlock. Their locks had been punched out and their doors hung open. There was a big rec room in what must be the centre of the dome. Food boxes were stacked along one wall; broken furniture along another. Ice crystals had gathered here and there in little drifts, crunching under her pressure suit’s boots like dry beach sand. Overhead, the curved ceiling groaned and creaked: the structure was compressed all around by the ice into which it had sunken.


  The rooms were as small as the cell Indira had been assigned. She looked in one. It was halffilled with a shocking intrusion of ice, its surface glistening bluewhite and smoothly sculptured like a muscle flayed of skin, its depths dirty with suspended silicates. In the next room, bed clothes were frozen with the impress of the man who had last slept there twenty years ago. His clothes were still scattered on the floor, stiff and sparkling with frost. Posters of lithe young women scaled the wall. One pinup stirred against a feeble backglow. She cupped her breasts and began to say something, then froze and rastered back to the beginning of her cycle and stirred again.


  As she turned away, Indira heard footsteps coming along the curving corridor – then a beam of light slashed through the air, turning suspended ice crystals into fugitive diamonds. Somehow the person she had been following had managed to get behind her.


  Indira dodged back into the room. In her bulky pressure suit she was like a monster intruding on a child’s bedroom. The poster lit up again, and she tore it down and wadded it in her stiff gloves until its scratchy voice died. She killed her helmet’s light and hunkered down, listening intently, her heart beating quickly and lightly.


  She had hidden from the soldiers of the Three Powers Occupation Force when they had begun to evacuate Minos. She had been eleven, as stubborn then as Alice was now. The city had been a prime target for the biowar macroforms. Its heat exchangers and its turbines had been destroyed, its yeast reactors had been poisoned. With no food, no power except feeble battery power, its environmental cycling running out of control, Minos had surrendered while the rest of Europa was still notionally at war. Indira had hidden during the evacuation because she had been possessed with the romantic notion that she would join rebel forces who in reality were little more than an invention of the Occupation Force’s black propaganda unit.


  She had been found, of course, but she had missed boarding the heavy lifter which had evacuated the rest of her family. And which, in the long slow orbit between Europa and Ganymede, had been crippled by an explosion in its antimatter pod and lost all power. Its crew and passengers had either suffocated or died of cold. Indira hadn’t known about that until she had arrived at Ganymede, fifty days later. She had spent the next two years as a refugee, trying to escape the idea that she was somehow responsible for the deaths of her parents.


  Her suit’s microphone picked up the sound of footsteps, boots rattling on loose plastic tiles whose adhesive had given way in the intense cold. Going past, dying away.


  Indira stayed still, counting out a minute and then another minute, before she dared to crack open the door. Dark and silence beyond. She saw cleated bootprints in a drift of ice crystals, leading away down the curving corridor.


  The airlock had definitely been alarmed. Someone had come to check. To look for her.


  A new section of corridor had been roughly welded to an opening cut in the dome’s skin. Aluminium stairs led down. As Indira descended, her suit reported that it was growing warmer, a strange inversion given that warm air should rise. But then she reached the highceilinged corridor at the foot of the stairwell and discovered the heat engines which crouched on either side, humming labouriously, their coils shining with frost. Heat was being pumped out of the dome and transferred . . . where?


  To somewhere behind a doglatched door with the universal trefoil symbol for biological hazard in black on fluorescent orange.


  Indira hesitated only for a moment. She was still fully suited. If she was exposed to any biological agent she could sterilise her suit by returning to the nearvacuum and 150 degrees Celsius of Europa’s surface.


  The heavy metal door was latched but not locked. Its seals gave only momentary resistance. It swung open on its massive hinges and she stepped over the sill.


  It was an airlock. She waited while it cycled. When the door on the far side opened, her suit’s temperature sensor registered a sharp rise in temperature as air gusted around her, and lamps came on in the big room beyond. They hung from chains under the high ceiling. They registered only in infrared. Indira swept the beam of her helmet’s light from side to side. Beneath the lamps were rows of big square tanks linked by grey plastic pipework, crusted with yellowish salts and holding various levels of still, black water. Seawater, she realised, the salty, sulphurous water of Europa’s ocean. The temperature was just above zero. The air was ninety per cent nitrogen and ten per cent carbon dioxide, with traces of hydrogen sulphide, sulphur dioxide and hydrogen.


  All of the tanks were empty. The recirculating pumps were switched off; a row of incubators held only racks of flaccid saltcrusted plastic sleeves; a tiled work bench was empty, marked with chemical stains and the places where machines had once rested. A brown glass vial had fallen behind a strut. Indira turned it over in her clumsy gloves, smudged frost from its label. It had held the mixture of restriction nucleases and DNA ligases commonly used to insert genes into bacterial plasmids for cloning, either for identification of gene product or use in bioengineering.


  Indira secured a sample of water from one of the tanks and went out through the airlock on the other side of the room. It cycled her into a long, rising corridor. At its far end, she stepped through an open hatch and found herself in the curved corridor of the dome which capped the monastery. Down the curve of the corridor, a red light flashed insistently. It was the emergency beacon of her luggage pod.


  * * * * *


  ‘Several people came after you left,’ the luggage pod said. ‘They tried to open me. I responded with a class two defence as specified in subsection two paragraph three of the —’


  Indira set the helmet of her pressure suit on the floor and said, ‘What did you do?’


  ‘I activated my alarm and gave two warnings. After these were ignored, I passed a high amperage, low voltage current through my outer frame. One of the men who were trying to force me open was rendered unconscious.’


  ‘Did they manage to open you?’


  ‘Of course not. After I defended myself, they went away.’ The pod added, ‘Two of them had to carry the man who had been incapacitated.’


  ‘By incapacitated, do you mean dead?’


  ‘The shock was sufficient to cause unconsciousness but not death in a healthy adult human, as specified in subsection —’


  ‘You’ve probably landed me in a whole world of shit.’


  The pod said that it did not understand this remark.


  ‘Trouble.’


  ‘I am sorry,’ the pod said. ‘I had believed that I had adequately dealt with the problem.’


  ‘Open up. I need to stow my pressure suit.’


  * * * * *


  By the time Brother Halga appeared, announcing that Rothar would speak with her again, Indira had desuited and run the sample of water through her chemical sniffer. Brother Halga did not mention the attempt to open the luggage pod; neither did Indira.


  As before, Rothar was standing on front of the roaring fire. If the room was a symbol of his power, then the fire was its focus. Her breakfast waited for her on the little table. Gruel, watery coffee, and a sticky, pale yellow liquid that was, Rothar said, mango juice.


  Her pressure suit could supply better food, but she drank the coffee to be polite. It was weaker than any of the excuses she had made up, as she had walked down the helical corridor with Brother Halga, to try and explain why she had trespassed in the old mining station.


  ‘You will work for me after all,’ Rothar said. ‘There have been . . . developments.’


  ‘I’m not sure that I want to. And surely a man would be better than a mere woman.’


  ‘Ah. You have been researching us.’


  ‘A little. But I only need to know a little to realise how much I dislike the entire idea of you and your crew.’


  Rothar smiled. He had small, widely spaced teeth, like those of a young boy. He said, ‘We do not despise women. We pity them as we pity all of humanity. We are a contemplative order that prays for redemption from the mark of Satan that is imprinted in each of our cells.’


  ‘That’s very nice of you.’


  His smile went away. ‘You will work for us, Ms. Dzurisin. Or forfeit the penalty clauses of the contract you have already signed.’


  ‘From which you released me.’


  ‘Only verbally. Do you have a recording? I thought not. Then you have no proof that it ever took place.’


  ‘For a holy man you don’t set much store by truth or trust.’


  ‘None of us are holy, child. And besides, a small lie can often serve a higher truth.’


  Which could justify anything, Indira thought. No wonder organised religion had caused so much trouble on Earth.


  Rothar said, ‘It should not take long. You are an experienced hunter, and I will provide experienced divers to help you. We have men here from all trades. We aim to be selfsufficient. By the way, I hope our laboratory impressed you.’


  Indira looked at Rothar but said nothing. If he wanted to accuse her, she could accuse him of trying to tamper with her equipment. She had a pretty good idea of what the monks had been after. And there was the matter of what she had found in the water sample from the laboratory.


  ‘We no longer use that facility,’ Rothar said, ‘but it has provided the basis of our farm’s profitability. Which is why —’ his smile came back— ‘we will have to search you thoroughly after you have finished. Whether you catch the monster or not.’


  ‘Oh, I’ll catch it.’


  Meaning, I’ll show you what a woman can do, and shame you for your presumption that I’m inferior to you because of my sex.


  She didn’t put the two things together. Her discovery, Rothar’s aboutface. After all, the story about the weed was entirely plausible; he couldn’t know that she had evidence that he must be lying. She thought that it was a matter of pride. His. Hers.


  * * * * *


  The two men who had been assigned to accompany her, Brother Fergus and Brother Finn, were competent and professional, but did not bother to hide their distaste for having to work with a woman. Fergus was dark and wiry and nervous; Finn was blond and burly and quiet, and one of the tallest men Indira had seen, overtopping her by half a metre. His head, covered with the hood of his dry suit so that only his face showed, was as big and bumpy as a boulder. His beard was white, and as fine as cornsilk. Both monks made it quite clear that they thought that this duty was an insult to their dignity. Neither offered any information about the dragon. No sonar signals, no video grabs, no chemical traces.


  ‘We know it is there,’ Finn said.


  ‘Still, I would like to see what evidence you have,’ Indira said. ‘It would confirm that it is a dragon. The neurotoxins I use are class specific.’


  ‘It is a terrible monster,’ Fergus said. ‘That’s all you need to know. We can no longer work the farm because of it.’


  They were suited up and sitting in the pressure chamber. Finn and Fergus wore black dry suits and black stabilisation jackets; Indira’s suit was white, her stab jacket yellow. Their scooters made the chamber crowded; they had to rest their feet on them. They were ready to go, but Indira insisted on talking first. She wanted to establish a plan of action and emphasise that they must stick to it. She did not trust them. She had filled her airtanks herself, and done all her suit checks alone.


  Finn said, ‘We know where its lair is.’


  Indira said, ‘It has a lair?’


  The big macroforms were creatures of the open water, spending long periods drifting in upwelling plumes, fixing carbon and storing energy for their attacks. And occasionally reproducing. They had been designed to operate for years – overdesigned, as it turned out. The Quiet War had been a rout.


  ‘It lives in the ice,’ Finn said.


  ‘Near the farm,’ Fergus said.


  They were a double act. The idea appeared to be to give away as little information as possible. It didn’t matter. Indira had worked with less – although of course she had never worked against a dragon.


  ‘We can do most of the work,’ Fergus said.


  ‘In fact,’ Finn said, ‘if you give us the neurotoxins we can do it all.’


  The neurotoxins, expensive and hard to obtain, had been tailored to specific classes of biowar macroforms by the wizards who had engineered them. They were bought on licence from the Three Powers Occupying Force, and only hunters were licensed to use them. Grey chemists had tried to isolate the specifics, but they were mixed with several thousand closely related chemicals. Indira had guessed that the phials of neurotoxin were what the monks had been trying to take from her luggage pod when it had zapped one of them. Having failed to get the neurotoxins, they were stuck with her.


  ‘I have already caught and killed one like it,’ Finn said, deadpan.


  ‘She doesn’t need to hear that,’ Fergus said, with sudden violence. ‘You were told —’


  Finn punched him on the side of the head and the little monk shut up, glaring at Finn with resentful anger. But Finn was smiling at Indira. He seemed to have about a hundred teeth, as gleaming white as fresh ice. His gaze glittered with psychotic intensity.


  He said to Indira, ‘I really did. Do you want to know how?’


  ‘You’re making a fool of yourself,’ Fergus said, and flinched when Finn stuck his massive fist in front of his face.


  ‘I didn’t have any fancy gear,’ Finn said. ‘No nets or shock bombs or toxins. I fought it one on one. We fought for days. The water boiled with the fury of our struggle. It took me down to the bottom of the ocean, thinking it would crush me and drown me. But I was too strong. It tried to escape then, but I held onto it. I broke open a vent and seared off its fins and its teeth with the lava that spewed out.’


  As he spoke, in a low voice as monotonous as Rothar’s, he brought his face closer and closer to Indira’s. His pupils were hugely dilated. Sweat stood out like oily droplets on his smooth, pale skin. His breath smelled bad: acetone, butanol, sweet rot.


  Indira was sure that he was flying on something. Perhaps drugs were part of the devotions of these strange, sinister monks. She said, as calmly as she could, ‘That’s a good story.’


  ‘It’s the truth,’ Finn said. ‘You don’t believe it but that doesn’t mean it isn’t true.’


  ‘We don’t know how many are out there,’ Fergus said. ‘No one knows how often they reproduce. There could be hundreds out there. Thousands.’


  ‘We didn’t need to bring anyone in,’ Finn said, still staring at Indira. ‘I can handle it.’


  Indira thought of the tanks in the laboratory under the old mining camp. The analysis had showed traces of metabolites and degradation products consistent with the presence of animal metabolism, although her sniffer had not been able to identify the type of animal. Perhaps Finn had caught a monster. Perhaps they had kept it in one of the tanks they had used to develop their strains of weed. Indira doubted that it had been a dragon; even a hatchling would have torn up the lab. A spinner, perhaps, or a juvenile mako. What had they done to it?


  Fergus leaned over and dared touch Indira’s arm. His black eyes brimmed with what Indira thought was genuine concern. ‘Brother Finn is always wired up before he goes out into the deep dark. But out there, he’s all business, and so am I. We both know what we’re doing. Don’t worry. We’ll take care of you.’


  Finn said, ‘No more talk. We go.’


  Indira told him to wait. She had already checked her equipment, but now she wanted to check it again in front of the two monks, to show them what she had, to show them that she meant business. The spear gun with its hollow tipped spears. The taser. The percussion bomblets, the sticky bomblets, the flares. The diamond mesh drift nets. The bait traps, which leaked chemicals that attracted monsters. Static cameras that could be stuck to structures or spiked to ice. The sonar. The motion detector. The sniffer.


  The two monks watched with studied disinterest. They were equipped with ordinary spear guns and knifes. Fergus carried a video rack, and a mesh bag of the kind of explosive squibs used by construction workers hung from Finn’s harness, but that was it.


  ‘All right,’ Indira said at last. ‘Let’s do it.’


  Fergus allowed a little water in. Although it was filtered to remove its chemical load, it still had the rotten egg stench of hydrogen sulphide. Indira could feel its cold through the layers of her suit.


  They busied themselves in the small space, rinsing their face masks in the water and then spitting in them and rubbing the spittle over the inside of the glass of the visors so they wouldn’t fog up, checking the seals of their hoods and the straps which fastened the fins to their feet, their weightbelts and the harnesses which held their tanks, putting on their face masks and adjusting regulator mouthpieces.


  Fergus switched on the lamp of his video equipment: harsh light flooded the chamber, bleaching out all colours. Then he opened the valve all the way and water gushed from the floor vent, filling the chamber in a few moments.


  Although its freezing point was reduced because of its heavy concentration of salts, most of the water in the boundary layer immediately beneath the icy crust was halffrozen slush. Grease ice and firn ice. Brash ice and bergy bits bumping along the roof of the great world ocean. In places, though, currents driven by plumes from hydrothermal vents at the bottom of the sea, fifty kilometres below the surface, carried relatively warm, mineralrich water to the bottom of the ice crust. Sometimes, currents driven by especially active vents melted the ice crust, and water and slush spilled across the surface of Europa like lava.


  Mines and farms were built above vent plumes. Mines sucked up the mineralrich water; farms grew engineered weed in the Europan equivalent of tropical seawater enriched with nutrients. The monastery’s farms were fed by one such plume; even so, the water that flooded the chamber was at a chill 2 degrees Celsius. As it rose around Indira, an intense ring of cold gripped her body, rising with the water and inducing a terrific headache right between her eyes. It was as if she had gulped down a litre of icecream. The cold of the water was already sucking heat through her thin gloves. It stung the little bits of exposed skin where the seal of her face mask did not quite meet the seal of her hood; then the skin went numb. She bit down hard on the soft plastic regulator that filled her mouth and concentrated on her breathing until the first agony of immersion passed. The air that hissed through the regulator at each breath was dry and metallic.


  Fergus was staring at a little handheld screen. It switched every two seconds to show different views of black water under ice. His voice said in her earpiece, ‘Looks clear.’


  Finn said impatiently, ‘They said it was clear. They switched on the lights to make sure that it was clear.’


  ‘But the thing can travel fast.’


  Their voices were thin and muffled and flat, subvocalisations picked up by throat mikes and processed for clarity.


  Indira said, ‘I hope it does come to us. Then we won’t have to waste time and energy travelling.’


  ‘We’ll find it,’ Finn said, and hit a big red button with his fist.


  The chamber rotated with a grinding noise. They spilled out into the black water, dragging their scooters with them.


  They were in a wide shaft. Above them it was plugged with a massive blister of steel studded with grab rails and red and green lights. Someone moved behind a thick bullseye port. The two men angled away and Indira followed. The white vee of her scooter hummed, vents pushing out water in muscular streams on either side of her, pulling her towards the open water below.


  The two men were moving at a fast clip, past the finned radiators which bled waste heat into the ocean. They had not waited for her. It was a challenge, a typical male gesture. Indira paused to gauge the current, chose a long flat curve that would carry her ahead of them, and throttled up her scooter’s reaction motor.


  She had expected the farm to be big, but it was more than twice the size of her wildest estimate. The maintenance lights were on and she could see that racks of weed stretched away on all sides of the bottom of the shaft, hundreds upon hundreds of them. Each rack was thirty metres long and five metres wide, bolted to its neighbours in a hexagonal array with orange floatation buoys at each corner; each array was linked at its six points to neighbouring arrays and to pylons fixed in the ice roof of the ocean. Weed dangled from ropes attached to the wire stretchers of the racks, filmy ribbons that in the weak lights glistened violet or purplish red or the reddish brown of dried blood. Mature weeds were a hundred metres long. The whole – weed, racks, rack arrays – flexed sinuously in the current, like the hide of a gently breathing beast. A haze of molecular sulphur, the waste product of the weeds’ carbon fixation, smoked off it.


  Unlike the green plants which decorated Phoenix’s public and private spaces, weeds did not need light to grow; the lights were for the workers who maintained the rafts and cropped mature blades. Green plants harvested light energy and used it to transfer hydrogen ions and electrons from water to carbon dioxide, forming the simple sugar glucose, with oxygen as a byproduct. But no light penetrated Europa’s kilometresthick ice crust and there was no free oxygen in all its deep ocean: a fish would drown as quickly as a human. Like the indigenous microbes of Europa and chemolithotrophic bacteria of Earth, the weed used reduced inorganic compounds containing nitrogen or sulfur or iron instead of water and light to turn carbon dioxide into sugars.


  Most available carbon on Europa was in the form of carbon dioxide dissolved in the ocean beneath its thick icy crust. There had been proposals to crash a carbonaceous chondrite asteroid onto Europa to supply carbon which could be processed by vacuum organisms, but no one had been able to work out how to do this without splitting the crust and resurfacing half the moon. There had been a halfhearted attempt to reach agreement between the five inhabited moons to establish a carbonmining facility at one of Jupiter’s Lagrangian points, but the plan had foundered in acrimonious arguments about sharing the startup costs of purchasing mining rights to a suitable asteroid and moving it into orbit.


  Before the Quiet War, Europans had augmented their expensive greenhouses by drawing up water and using it to grow engineered yeasts in big tanks, utilising metabolic pathways copied from the indigenous microbes which grew in the crushing blackness at the bottom of the ocean, around the hydrothermal vents which opened along ridge faults. The Europan vent microbes had been the only known extant lifeforms in the Solar System other than those of Earth. Their genetic code had been based on triplet base sequences strung on a DNA double helix, confirming the modified HoyleWickramasinghe panspermia hypothesis that all life in the Solar System, including the longextinct Martian microflora, had a common ancestor. On Earth, certain bacteria had combined and evolved into multicellular eukaryotes – into plants and fungi and animals. Perhaps this step required an oxygen atmosphere and the more efficient energygenerating metabolic pathways it could support; in Europa’s anaerobic ocean, nothing had evolved beyond the level of colonial microbes, which had formed crusts and sheets, lacework baskets and vases, and vast beds of long filaments, around the hot, black, mineralrich water which issued from the vents. Life had not spread from these refugia; the rest of the ocean had been a sterile desert.


  Tailored biowarfare viruses released in the Quiet War had destroyed the industrial yeasts and the native microflora. Afterwards, a Pacific Community cartel had introduced licensed strains of chemolithotrophic weed. Even with the premium license tax, the weeds were a cheaper source of fixed carbon than algal ponds or hydroponic greenhouses, and provided the base input of fixed carbon to Europa’s expanding population, just as vacuum organisms growing on the methane and carbon monoxide ices and tars of carbonaceous chondrites supplied fixed carbon to the new Kuiper Belt settlements.


  In the midst of the monastery’s huge weed farm, Indira overtook Finn and Fergus and turned her scooter to face them as they vectored towards her. Her arms ached slightly and she worked one and then the other. Her headache had crept downwards, a mantle of numbing cold that penetrated the dry suit and its three underlayers – a fleece liner, a quilted undersuit with a little skull cap, the liner from her vacuum suit. Her fingertips were numb inside the thin gloves; the little bits of exposed skin between hood and face mask were slivers of stinging pain. This would not go away. This would get worse. Yet she felt a thrill of elation vibrating in her core. She was here. She was doing her job. The close possibility of death made her more alive than at any other time. It was not something she could talk about, even with Carr. Only other hunters could understand it.


  Above, a thick, rippling forest of weed blades trailed from a ceiling of hexagonal arrays of racks; below, fifty kilometres of black water. There was no sign of any movement on her sonar and the chemical sniffer which sampled water every few seconds showed no trace of metabolites specific to biowar macroforms. Her regulator valve rattled; dry air hissed. She checked the elapsed time on her mask’s headup display – she had six hours of air in the two tanks she carried on her back, another hour in the emergency bottle clipped to the scooter.


  ‘I think she’s made a point,’ Fergus’s thin, processed voice said in her earpiece, as the two monks swung in beside her.


  Boy’s games.


  She said, ‘I want to look at the damage this monster did.’


  Finn: ‘That’s where we’re going.’


  Fergus: ‘It’s at the southern edge of the farm.’


  Finn: ‘You follow us. Enough hotdogging.’


  Yes, boy’s games.


  She let the men lead.


  They travelled a long way through the cold and the dark. Two kilometres, three. The farm was deserted. No one was working amongst its racks, tending and harvesting mature plants, stringing new ropes seeded with sporelings. Everything had been abandoned, because of the monster.


  Indira wondered how the monastery could manage to run such a huge farm. Where were the facilities for servicing the huge numbers of divers that must be needed? Rothar had shown her the crowded refectory, no doubt to demonstrate his power and importance, but it had contained no more than a hundred men. Even if all of them worked full time, they’d be stretched to maintain a farm this size . . .


  At last, an hour after they had set out, they finally reached the damaged section. It was near the edge of the farm. It was extensive: at least a hectare. Lights were blown, or dimmed to a greenish glow. Long strips of racks had been wrenched free from their supporting pylons, and dangled disjointedly. Other sections were completely missing: presumably they had fallen away to crushing darkness at the bottom of the deep ocean.


  Weed grew over broken racks and wire stringers, thick growths of fronds and straps that streamed out in a strong southerly current. Indira had to keep blipping her scooter’s throttle to stay in place. There were patches in the weed which looked like they had been harvested very recently. The cuts were fresh, no more than two of three days old, done by someone who knew to leave a length of blade to allow swift regeneration. Had the monks tried to salvage their crop after the monster had wrecked this section?


  Indira drifted along the wreckage, powered back to where the two monks were waiting. ‘I’ve only seen pictures of what a dragon can do,’ she said, ‘but the damage to the racks is suggestive.’


  ‘I told you,’ Finn said. ‘I told you that I caught one.’


  Indira ignored this. She repeated what she had told them when they had first met. ‘We’ll check out the surrounding volume, set up bait points and static cameras. And then we’ll go back and wait to see what turns up.’


  She would identify and kill the monster tomorrow, or the day after, and then she could go home.


  Fergus switched on his lights and took shots of Indira against the wreckage, moving around her with dainty frogkicks. ‘Just for the record,’ he said, when she protested that they were wasting time.


  ‘She feels the cold,’ Finn said.


  ‘I feel the cold,’ Fergus said.


  ‘She feels the cold because she fears the monster,’ Finn said. ‘Now she has seen what it can do, she is afraid. She knows she cannot fight it. She wants to run away.’


  ‘I want to find out what it is before I face it,’ Indira said.


  ‘I can show you,’ Finn said. ‘I know where it lives.’


  ‘Macroforms don’t make nests,’ Indira said.


  Finn sculled close to her, his gaze furious and dark behind the visor of the face mask.


  ‘Are you calling me a liar?


  ‘I think you’re mistaken.’


  ‘I think you a coward. It’s only natural, because of what you are. It’s only natural that you lack a hunter’s heart,’ he said, and thumped his chest.


  Indira turned to Fergus and said, ‘I thought you said that your brother knew what he was doing.’


  ‘I know what I know,’ Fergus said. ‘Follow me, and I’ll prove it. If you don’t, I’ll know exactly what you are.’


  And then the big man was powering off into the dark beyond the edge of the farm. Against her better judgement, Indira followed, riding the smooth water in his scooter’s wake to conserve her own scooter’s power. She did not believe the story about a lair, but she knew that she would have to look.


  Another long fall through black cold water. Once, she looked over her shoulder to check that Fergus was following, and saw that the lights of the farm had dwindled far behind: a little constellation of sparks set in the vast cold night of the ocean. They were skimming along just beneath the icy roof. It undulated in long smooth swales, eroded by the relatively warm upwelling current. It glistened blue and green in the wide beam of the lamp of Indira’s scooter. Fringes of ferny platelet ice hung down everywhere, delicate growths that softened the swelling contours of the ice.


  Now the roof angled down – a smooth intrusion in the ice, an upsidedown hill. Indira followed Finn down the long slope. Her depth gauge pinged at every twenty metre contour. She had nanoformed scavengers in her blood which prevented both nitrogen narcosis caused by high pressure and bubble formation caused by tooswift ascents, but the scavengers only worked within certain limits.


  They went down almost two hundred metres; then the slope steepened into a vertical wall, and they dragged below its inverted crest. Beyond was a chaos of slab ice where part of the crust had broken away and reformed. Habitatsized chunks of ice stuck out at all angles, blue pressure ice shot through with white stress marks, like a jumble of giant, roughcut gems. Finn slowed and Indira slowed too. They drifted beneath the jagged chaos and came to a stop near a black rift that led back into the ice – a long gently curving slot like a grinning mouth.


  ‘This is where they went.’


  Indira did not know if Finn or Fergus had spoken – the distortion of their treated subvocalisations and a sudden surge of adrenalin in her blood obliterated the subtle distinction.


  ‘We will get them back.’


  Was that the same voice? Fergus had drifted a little way beneath Finn, who was shining a strong lamp into the rift. Fluted ice reflected its red light in a thousand splinters.


  ‘We finish the matter now.’


  That was definitely Finn.


  Indira’s chemical sniffer was flashing urgently. She called up the display. Strong metabolic traces, but no positive identification. Were there several types of macroform here? She started the sniffer’s analytical program. There was definitely something in there.


  ‘Watch my back,’ she told the two monks, and turned up all her lights and cautiously edged into the mouth of the rift. A faint but steady current issued from it. The sniffer started to flash spiky lines as it separated the unknown metabolites. She called up the chemical signature of a dragon as an overlay. And there it was, buried amongst traces of other complex chemicals which the sniffer was unable to match against its library.


  ‘Got you,’ she said, and something flew past her, a quick flash leaving a wake of bubbles that rose around her like a silvery rope.


  Her backbrain recognised what it was and she turned away in reflex before she realised that someone – Finn or Fergus – had fired some kind of selfpropelled explosive charge into the rift.


  Then it exploded.


  The pressure wave clamped around Indira, lifted her, shoved her against the roof of the rift, dragged her down amongst the glistening smooth hummocks of its floor. Big chunks of ice fell with her, tumbling through a haze of chips and fragments that washed to and fro in the crosshatched froth of aftershock currents.


  Someone was shouting, a thin voice like tearing metal. ‘Not this way! Not yet!’


  Somehow, Indira had kept hold of her scooter. She killed its lights and dropped down to the floor, crouched behind a fallen ice block. Strong, freezing currents washed across her. There were lights hung beyond the slot of the rift’s mouth – the two monks, shining the high beams of their scooters here and there. She realised that she had been set up. They planned to kill her here, and blame the monster. Because of what she had seen, even if she did not understand what she had seen. Because she was a woman who had dared to trespass on men’s territory.


  Her sonar bleeped. She started to turn, and something big and fast shot past. Someone screamed and one of the lights went out.


  * * * * *


  It was the dragon.


  It doubled back, quick as thought. Indira tried to untangle her spear gun. She had an impression of something black and sleek, with two big fins or flippers that curled around a mansized bundle.


  Then it was past, swimming strongly into the depths of the rift. Gone.


  It had taken Finn. Fergus’s small figure hung some distance from the entrance. ‘Keep away,’ he said, as she angled towards him. ‘Keep away. I’m armed.’


  She kept going. A spear trembled past, a wide shot that disappeared into the black water. She gunned her scooter and slammed into Fergus before he could recock his gun, spun him around, uncoupled the air hose from his face mask.


  His masked face was obscured by a sudden flood of silvery bubbles. He waved his arms in blind panic. She counted to ten, then placed the end of the hose in his hand, hung back as he struggled to plug it into his mask.


  ‘You don’t get a second chance,’ she said. ‘Tell the truth. Tell me everything.’


  ‘It came right at us,’ Fergus said. ‘I looked right into its face. And then it took Finn . . .’


  ‘You expected it to kill me.’ Indira said. ‘And you wanted to show it on video.’


  Finn nodded, up and down.


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Rothar said it was necessary. He said you would be bait for the monster.’


  ‘Because I’m only a woman. Foolish, weak. Helpless. And if I somehow escaped, or if the dragon didn’t come, you would have killed me anyway, and made up a story.’


  Fergus didn’t deny it. He said, ‘Finn should have waited.’


  ‘He was an angry man. And a fool. Well, he’s dead now. That’s what dragons do.’


  ‘It has our workers,’ Fergus said.


  Indira said, ‘If it took them into that rift, they’re as dead as Finn.’


  How many had the dragon killed? There were about a hundred monks now, but many more than that would have been needed to maintain the farm . . . Indira was very cold, and found it hard to follow any thought to its conclusion. Every few seconds a tremor passed over her entire skin. That sleek black shape. Bigger and faster than anything she had every seen before.


  Fergus made a choking, squealing noise. It was laughter, translated by his throat mike. ‘It didn’t eat them,’ he said. ‘It befriended them. They came out to feed, just yesterday. The dragon was with them. They ripped up the perimeter of the farm and disappeared before we could get at them. You though, you’re dead. Rothar saw to it. You’re dead, but you don’t know it.’


  Then he kicked out with surprising strength and broke free. She let him go. If Rothar was determined to kill her, one little monk wouldn’t be much of a bargaining chip.


  Fergus was a solitary star dwindling through the ocean’s black volume towards the distant constellation of the farm. His voice came faintly to her.


  ‘Finn really did kill one. It was small, but he killed it.’


  And then: ‘Don’t try to follow me. You don’t have enough air . . .’


  Indira had almost used up one of her two airtanks. With a sudden queasy feeling of dread, she switched to the second. Gas hissed through the regulator, but she suddenly couldn’t get her breath. Nitrogen. The fuckers had somehow filled her second tank with nitrogen. She switched back, breathed in. She had about twenty minutes’ air left, and the trip back would take at least an hour. She had insisted on filling her airtanks herself, but Finn or Fergus must have done some kind of switch, changed the compressor’s outlet from the standard nitrox mix to pure nitrogen. She checked the emergency bottle in her scooter, even though she knew what she would find. It had been filled with nitrogen, too.


  It was a simple, deadly trick, but it had one flaw. Something that Fergus, in his panicky flight, had forgotten. The two men hadn’t counted on the monster targeting them, instead of her. Finn’s scooter with its emergency bottle was gone, still falling towards the true surface of Europa, a fifty kilometre fall that might take three days. But his main air tanks might still be intact.


  She had no other choice. And there was the mystery of the workers. Still alive, Fergus had said. Something had harvested patches of weed. Something was producing the chemical traces which overlay the dragon’s metabolic signature.


  She realised then what the workers must be. What the laboratory had been used for.


  She turned and powered back into the rift.


  * * * * *


  Finn’s explosive charge had brought down a lot of ice, but the dragon had punched a hole in it. Indira shot through the ragged gap. She didn’t have time to waste.


  The passage was long, rising in a gentle lefthanded curve. It was as smooth as a gullet. The gleaming ice walls confused Indira’s sonar, so she switched it off. The sniffer told her all she needed to know: increasing concentrations of the complex mixture of metabolic exudations, including the dragon’s fingerprint of methylmalonic acid semialdehyde, alphaketoisovaleric acid, and a triple peak of phosphatidic acids.


  When the passage suddenly opened out on all sides, Indira slewed to a stop and fired off a fan of flares. They ignited as they floated away, a string of harsh white stars that starkly illuminated the lower half of a vast chamber. Indira’s heart was beating quickly and lightly, driven by anticipation and dread. If this wasn’t the monster’s lair, if she was wrong about the workers, she was fucked. She did not have enough air to get back out into open water.


  The flares floated higher. The chamber was easily twice the size of the Buddhist Temple in Phoenix, but she’d seen ones that were far bigger. They were common in the base of Europa’s icy crust, opened by tidal stresses and carved by intrusive currents until they grew too big, even in Europa’s low gravity, and collapsed. This one was floored with chunks of ice which had fallen from the ceiling high above and fans of ice rubble slumped from the fluted walls. The chunks had been worn as smooth as pebbles by currents of relatively warm water.


  Something moved at the edge of the shifting shadows cast by the string of floating flares. The quick beat of Indira’s heart sharpened. Belatedly, she remembered to switch her sonar back on, saw a cluster of small signals, each about the size of a human child. Finn had killed a juvenile dragon, and its parent had killed him. But suppose it had spawned more than once . . .


  Then she saw the faint, regular pattern beyond the cluster of childsized creatures, and felt a wash of relief. It was a set of racks bolted to the ceiling of the chamber. They had started their own weed farm; the currents that flowed through the chamber were as rich in sulphides and ammonium as those in the open water.


  A big signal suddenly angled down like a guided missile, brushing through the picket line of flares and sending them spinning. Indira barely had time to aim her spear gun. There was a very fine tremor in her arms but now it was happening she was quite calm.


  The thing came on and she did not fire. It was so very fast! She did not fire, and at the last moment revved the scooter and shot under the monster as it swept past.


  She rolled in its wake and brought up her spear gun again as she came around. The dragon had already turned. It hung there in the glare of her lights and the drifting stars of the flares.


  She had seen pictures and brief video sequences of dragons, but she had never seen one in real life. No one had seen one in real life for more than ten years. Until now, she had not known how beautiful they were.


  Its body was streamlined and compact, a long wedge of muscle twice her length, gloved in a flexible carapace of long black bony scales. Its fused rear flippers fanned out horizontally like a whale’s fluke, three, four metres across. Its pectoral fins fanned the water. Long bony fingers grew beyond the margins of the fins; tipped with long, sharp, black claws. Its mouth gaped wide in a humourless grin, showing rows of backwardstilted ripsaw teeth. Not for feeding – it had no digestive system, fuelled itself by pumping sulphiderich water through internal lamellae dense with symbiotic carbonfixing symbiotic bacteria – but for attack. Its forehead was humped and swollen, with a band of warty protrusions, electrical sensory organs on which it relied more than sight, although it kept one rolling blue eye on Indira. That eye was unnervingly human; she had the uncanny impression that someone was buried inside the monster’s carapace, peering out at her.


  No, not at her, she realised. At the spear gun and the spear racked ready for firing, at the spear’s explosive hypodermic tip, its charge of tailored neurotoxin. Just a trace of neurotoxin could paralyse the dragon, and if it could not pump sulphiderich water over its symbionts, it could not generate energy, and after all this activity it must have depleted most of the energy stored in its battery muscles. Paralysis would quickly kill it.


  Indira raised the spear gun and watched the dragon shift with precise flicks of its pectoral fins, keeping its rolling blue eye on the tip of the cocked spear. For the first time in her life, she saw that her quarry was not a monster, but an intelligent creature.


  Slowly, carefully, she sculled downwards rolled and laid the spear gun amongst watersmoothed ice rubble on the floor. Came back rightsideup.


  The dragon hung there, watching her. Smaller shapes gathered above and behind it, shadows moving to and fro against the guttering light of the flares, which floated amongst the hanging blocks of the ceiling. She could hear a faint chirruping of crosstalk.


  Still moving with dreamlike slowness, she took the emergency bottle from her scooter and vented it. The dragon sculled backwards from the column of bubbles. Oxygen was poisonous to its symbiotic bacteria. But the bottle released only nitrogen, and the dragon eased back to its original position.


  Still moving slowly, Indira took off her harness. She was careful not to tangle the hose which led from the one functional airtank to the regulator in her face mask. She vented nitrogen from the second tank. This time the dragon did not shy back.


  It knew.


  The regulator valve rattled more deeply each time she drew a breath. The airtank was almost exhausted. She hung in front of the monster, staring at its blue eye, small under the ridge of its swollen bony forehead. It must know she was not like its enemies. Her dry suit was white and her stab jacket was yellow: compared to the monks’ utilitarian black she was a tropical bloom. And all biowar macroforms had a good sense of taste. It must be able to tell that she was releasing a different set of chemical signals into the cold water, that she was not a man.


  The regulator rattled and suddenly she could not breath. It rattled again and her rib cage fully inflated but she could not draw any air. She tried not to panic. She knew that she could hold her breath for more than three minutes. She tapped the regulator, tapped the airtank.


  The monster watched, immobile, unfathomable.


  Indira stripped off her face mask, spat out her regulator and clamped her lips against the pressure of the freezing water. She wanted so much to breath.


  A rapid fire of clicks and chirps.


  The cold salty water stung her eyes when she opened them. Something shot down, swooped between her and the dragon, dropped something and shot away again.


  Finn’s harness and his air tanks.


  Indira dove for them. The mouthpiece of the regulator was halfbitten through and the tank it drew on was empty. She prayed that Finn had not switched over to his second tank before the dragon had killed him, jammed the regulator in her mouth, tasting Finn’s blood and sputum, twisted the valve to the second tank, and drew a deep shuddering breath.


  A bullet of freezing cold sulphurous water hit the back of her throat. She choked on it, bubbles leaking from her mouth, and then realised that she was breathing again.


  More clicks tapped through the water. Small figures swooped down out of the darkness beyond and above the dragon. They hung in the black water either side of its smooth bulk, gazing down as she hooked the hose of Finn’s airtank to her face mask and turned it on full to purge the mask of water as she fastened it over her face. They were half her size – Alice’s size. Thick smooth coats of lustrous grey fur, sad brown human eyes, long vibrissae on either side of snouts swollen to the size of melons – they must rely on echo location as much as sight. They had the long, halffused rear flippers of seals, but short, stout human arms where their pectoral flippers should be, human hands with long, webbed fingers.


  The farm workers. The creatures Rothar had engineered and used as slaves to increase the wealth of the monastery. The creatures which the dragon had freed.


  They clicked to each other using the flat, grinding teeth in their narrow jaws. They did not have the symbionts that fed the biowar macroforms. They needed to eat weed. They had to stay near the farm. But the dragon had shown them how they could live free. How to steal racks of weed and use them to start their own farm.


  The dragon moved forward. The long forefinger of one of its pectoral fins scratched something on a slab of ice. And then it flicked its body like a whip and shot away into the darkness. The workers trailed after it, kicking strongly through the water. One hovered for a moment, watching Indira, and then a sharp chorus of clicks sounded and it turned and followed its companions.


  Indira was alone. Cold and dark pressed all around the little bubble of light cast by her scooter’s lamp. She finned over to the iceslab, traced the crude but legible letters the monster had gouged.


  No more war.


  * * * * *


  Indira got back to the lock with less than half an hour’s air left. They had to let her in. She showed Finn’s explosive charges to the cameras and mimed slapping them against the hatch to make it clear that she would blow her way in if she had to.


  Rothar came to her as soon as she had cycled through. A burly monk stood just behind him. Indira was cold and exhausted, and her dry suit stank of hydrogen sulphide, but she straightened her back and looked right at Rothar. She did not bother to look at the bodyguard.


  She said, ‘Finn is dead.’


  ‘I know.’


  ‘The dragon killed him. Your workers were accompanying it. They gave me Finn’s airtank. That’s how I survived your attempt to kill me.’


  She glared at Rothar defiantly. He was looking at a point somewhere behind her left shoulder. The dark blotches on his white face were vivid in the red light of the chamber. Only a slight tremor in his jaw betrayed the effort with which he was suppressing his emotions.


  ‘You tried to steal my neurotoxins,’ Indira said. ‘And when you failed, you knew you would have to let me go after the dragon. And you wanted me out of the way after I saw the laboratory, but you couldn’t just get rid of me – too many people knew I was here. So you sent me out without enough air. Either the dragon would kill me and Finn would take my spear gun and kill the dragon, or I would kill the dragon and run out of air, and Finn would mutilate my body to make it look like I’d been fatally wounded by the dragon.’


  Rothar told his bodyguard to stand outside the door, then turned back to Indira and said mildly, ‘If you had given us the neurotoxins or let us take them, none of this would have happened.’


  ‘You had to kill me after I found the laboratory.’


  ‘Not at all. We tried to open your luggage pod as soon as you went outside to use your phone, but it attacked us. So I was forced to implement a second plan. The only way to get your neurotoxins was to take them from you in the ocean, and the only way to take them from you was to kill you. I let you find the laboratory. In fact, I led you to it. Once they realised that you had discovered our secret, my community knew that you had to die.’


  Indira was too tired to feel any hatred, or fear. She said, ‘You were certain the dragon would kill me. Fergus was supposed to video my death. And if I did somehow manage to kill the dragon, I wouldn’t have been allowed to live because it would have made a mockery of your creed. So whatever happened, I had to die.’


  Rothar did not deny it.


  ‘Instead, the dragon took Finn. He fired an explosive charge into its lair, to draw it out. And it worked. But dragons are smart. It saw that he carried explosives and I didn’t, so it killed him. And perhaps it knew, somehow, that he had killed its child. Perhaps the workers told it. Anyway, it killed him, and I don’t know what happened to his body. It’s back there, I guess, in the ice.’


  ‘We will hold a service in memory of his soul.’


  ‘Your workers won’t be back. They’ve started their own farm.’


  ‘They will have to come back,’ Rothar said. ‘They require an amino acid that the weed cannot provide. They know this.’


  Indira said, ‘An amino acid present in the human body?’


  Rothar didn’t reply.


  Indira said, ‘That’s why the dragon took Finn’s body, isn’t it?’


  Rothar shrugged. ‘If they do not come back, I will raise more of them.’


  ‘And meanwhile your farm will fail. And perhaps your new workers will rebel and escape, too. How intelligent did you make them?’


  ‘Intelligent enough.’ Rothar paused. He said, ‘Not as intelligent as the dragons.’


  Indira understood something. She said, ‘You were a gene wizard, on Earth.’


  Rothar looked at her, looked away. He said, ‘I was part of a team, Ms. Dzurisin. Unfortunately, we did not have anything to do with designing the dragons, or I would not have needed your neurotoxin.’


  ‘But you used that knowledge to engineer your workers when you came here. Those blotches on your face – they’re from some kind of industrial accident, aren’t they? You couldn’t get it treated because then people would know that you had been working illegally. Finn killed a dragon, a juvenile. At first I thought you caught it because you wanted to learn the secret of how the macroforms can live off the ocean, but now I think he killed it because he could.’


  ‘Finn was a useful man, but his propensity for violence could not always be controlled. I did not need to learn any secret, Ms. Dzurisin. My workers are a type of macroform that was not used in the Quiet War. I merely tweaked them to make them dependent on the weed they grow.’


  ‘Finn killed a juvenile dragon, and its parent came looking for it. And found the workers. I didn’t kill it,’ Indira said. ‘But you’ll pay me anyway.’


  Rothar said, with a note of amusement, ‘I do not think so.’


  ‘I do. Because you’ll need me to negotiate with it.’


  * * * * *


  The bus pulled away from the monastery and began to descend the road that switchbacked down towards the plain. By the clock, it was the middle of the night; on the surface of Europa, at 2ES 84EW, it was just after dawn. The small, shrunken sun stood just above the eastern horizon. Jupiter’s big, bright crescent hung in the west. Out there, on the patchwork plain of ice plates and triplebanded ridges, everything had two shadows.


  The bus said, ‘Did you find the monster? Did you kill it?’


  ‘I found something else,’ Indira said.


  She thought of her daughter and her dreams of sea gardens full of benign animals. She thought of all the children of Phoenix, their fascination with the limitless dark of the ocean. She thought of the workers, and the monster which had adopted them. It was smarter than its makers knew. Perhaps it had learned wisdom in the black depths of the sea. Who knew what thoughts, what philosophies, the dragons spun as they hung in the cold and the dark and pumped lifegiving water through symbiontrich lamellae? Perhaps one day Alice and her generation would find out.


  Indira would have to talk with the other hunters. There must be no more hunting for dragons. No more war. Perhaps they could set up feeding stations where Rothar’s workers could get their dietary supplements of vitamins and essential amino acids. Perhaps they could learn the workers’ chattering patois. Make contact. Cooperate. And begin to make the ocean a place to live.


  Indira said, ‘I think I might have found something that Earth can’t control.’


  The bus didn’t understand. Indira wasn’t sure that she understood it either, but it didn’t matter. Alice and all the other children would.


  Dead Men Walking


  I guess this is the end. I’m in no condition to attempt the climb down, and in any case I’m running out of air. The nearest emergency shelter is only five klicks away, but it might as well be on the far side of this little moon. I’m not expecting any kind of lastminute rescue, either. No one knows I’m here, my phone and the distress beacon are out, my emergency flares went with my utility belt, and I don’t think that the drones patrol this high. At least my legs have stopped hurting, although I can feel the throb of what’s left of my right hand through the painkiller’s haze, like the beat of distant war drums . . .


  * * * * *


  If you’re the person who found my body, I doubt that you’ll have time to listen to my last and only testament. You’ll be too busy calling for help, securing the area, and making sure that you or any of your companions don’t trample precious clues underfoot. I imagine instead that you’re an investigator or civil servant sitting in an office buried deep inside some great bureaucratic hive, listening to this out of duty before consigning it to the memory hole. You’ll know that my body was found near the top of the eastern wall of the great gash of Elliot Graben on Ariel, Uranus’s fourthlargest moon, but I don’t suppose you’ve ever visited the place, so I should give you an idea of what I can see.


  I’m sitting with my pressure suit’s backpack firmly wedged against a huge block of dirty, rockhard ice. A little way beyond my broken legs, a cliff drops straight down for about a kilometre to the bottom of the graben’s enormous trough. Its floor, resurfaced a couple of billion years ago by a flood of waterice lava, is a level plain patched with enormous fields of semivacuum organisms. Orange and red, deep blacks, foxy umbers, bright yellows . . . they stretch away from me in every direction for as far as I can see, like the biggest quilt in the universe. This moon is so small and the graben is so wide that its western rim is below the horizon. Strings of suspensor lamps float high above the fields like a fleet of burning airships. There’s enough atmospheric pressure, twenty millibars of nitrogen and methane, to haze the view and give an indication of distance, of just how big this strange garden really is. It’s the prison farm, of course, and every square centimetre of it was constructed by the sweat of men and women convicted by the failure of their ideals, but none of that matters to me now. I’m beyond all that up here, higher than the suspensor lamps, tucked under the eaves of the vast roof of fullerene composite and transparent halflife polymer that tents the graben. If I twist my head I can glimpse one of the giant struts that anchor the roof. Beyond it, the big, bluegreen globe of Uranus floats in the black sky. The gas giant’s south pole, capped with a brownish haze of photochemical smog, is pointed at the brilliant point of the sun, which hangs just above the western horizon.


  Sunset’s three hours off. I won’t live long enough to see it. My legs are comfortably numb, but the throbbing in my hand is becoming more urgent, there’s a dull ache in my chest, and every breath is an effort. I wonder if I’ll live long enough to tell you my story . . .


  * * * * *


  All right. I’ve just taken another shot of painkiller. I had to override the suit to do it, it’s a lethal dose . . .


  Christos, it still hurts. It hurts to laugh.


  * * * * *


  My name is Roy Bruce. It isn’t my real name. I have never had a real name. I suppose I had a number when I was decanted, but I don’t know what it was. My instructors called me Dave – but they called all of us Dave, a private joke they never bothered to explain. Later, just before the war began, I took the life of the man in whose image I had been made. I took his life, his name, his identity. And after the war was over, after I evaded recall and went on the run, I had several different names, one after the other. But Roy, Roy Bruce, that’s the name I’ve had longest. That’s the name you’ll find on the roster of guards. That’s the name you can bury me under.


  My name is Roy Bruce, and I lived in Herschel City, Ariel, for eight and a half years. Lived. Already with the past tense . . .


  My name is Roy Bruce. I’m a prison guard. The prison, TPA Facility 898, is a cluster of chambers – we call them blocks – buried in the eastern rim of Elliot Graben. Herschel City is twenty klicks beyond, a giant cylindrical shaft sunk into Ariel’s icy surface, its walls covered in a vertical, shaggy green forest that grows from numerous ledges and crevices. Public buildings and little parks jut out of the forest wall like bracket fungi; homes are built in and amongst the trees. Ariel’s just over a thousand kilometers in diameter and mostly ice; its gravity barely exists. The citizens of Herschel City are arboreal acrobats, swinging, climbing, sliding, flying up and down and roundabout on cableways and trapezes, nets and ropewalks.


  It’s a good place to live.


  I have a oneroom treehouse. It’s not very big and plainly furnished, but you can sit on the porch of a morning, watch squirrel monkeys chase each other through the pines. I’m a member of Sweat Lodge #23. I breed singing crickets, have won several competitions with them. Mostly they’re hacked to sing fragments of Mozart, nothing fancy, but my line has good sustain and excellent timbre and pitch. I hope old Willy Gup keeps it going . . .


  I like to hike too, and climb freestyle. I once soloed the Broken Book route in Prospero Chasma on Miranda, twenty kilometres up a vertical face, in fifteen hours. Nowhere near the record, but pretty good for someone with a terminal illness. I’ve already had various bouts of cancer, but retroviruses dealt with those easily enough. What’s killing me – what just lost the race to kill me – is a general systematic failure something like lupus. I couldn’t get any treatment for it, of course, because the doctors would find out who I really am. What I really was.


  I suppose that I had a year or so left. Maybe two if I was really lucky.


  It wasn’t much of a life, but it was all my own.


  * * * * *


  Uranus has some twentyodd moons, mostly captured chunks of sooty ice a few dozen kilometres in diameter. Before the Quiet War, no more than a couple of hundred people lived out here. Rugged pioneer families, hermits, a few scientists, and some kind of Hindu sect that planted huge tracts of Umbriel’s sooty surface with slowgrowing lichenous vacuum organisms. After the war, the Three Powers Alliance took over the science station on Ariel, renamed it Herschel City, and built its maximum security facility in the big graben close by. The various leaders and lynchpins of the revolution, who had already spent two years being interrogated at Tycho, on Earth’s Moon, were moved here to serve the rest of their life sentences of reeducation and moral realignment. At first, the place was run by the Brazilian Navy, but civilian contractors were brought in after Elliot Graben was tented and the vacuum organism farms were planted. Most were exService people who had settled in the Outer System after the war. I was one of them.


  I had learned how to create fake identities with convincing histories during my training: my latest incarnation easily passed the security check. For eight and half years, Roy Bruce, guard third class, cricket breeder, amateur freestyle climber, lived a quiet, anonymous life out on the fringe of the Solar System. And then two guards stumbled across the body of Goether Lyle, who had been the leader of the Senate of Athens, Tethys when, along with a dozen other city states in the Outer System, it had declared independence from Earth.


  I’d known Goether slightly: an intense, serious man who’d been writing some kind of philosophical thesis in his spare time. His body was found in the middle of the main highway between the facility and the farms, spreadeagled and naked, spikes hammered through hands and feet. His genitals had been cut off and stuffed in his mouth; his tongue had been pulled through the slit in his throat. He was also frozen solid – the temperature out on the floor of the graben is around -150 degrees Celsius, balmy compared to the surface of Ariel, but still a lot colder than the inside of any domestic freezer, so cold that the carbon dioxide given off by certain strains of vacuum organisms precipitates out of the atmosphere like hoar frost. It took six hours to thaw out his body for the autopsy, which determined that the mutilations were postmortem. He’d been strangled, and then all the other stuff had been done to him.


  I was more than thirty klicks away when Goether Lyle’s body was discovered, supervising a work party of ten prisoners, what we call a stick, that was harvesting a field of vacuum organisms. It’s important to keep the prisoners occupied, and stoop labour out in the fields or in the processing plants leaves them too tired to plan any serious mischief. Also, export of the highgrade biochemicals which the vacuum organisms cook from methane in the thin atmosphere helps to defray the enormous cost of running the facility. So I didn’t hear about the murder until I’d driven my stick back to its block at the end of the shift, and I didn’t learn all the gruesome details until later that evening, at the sweat lodge.


  In the vestigial gravity of worldlets like Ariel, where you can drown in a shower and water tends to slosh about uncontrollably, sweat lodges, saunas, or Turkishstyle hamams are ideal ways to keep clean. You bake in steam heat, sweat the dirt out of your pores, scrape it off your skin, and exchange gossip with your neighbours and friends. Even in a little company town like Herschel City, there are lodges catering for just about every sexual orientation and religious belief. My lodge, #23, is for unattached, agnostic heterosexual males. That evening, as usual, I was sitting with a dozen or so naked men of various ages and body types in eucalyptusscented steam. We scraped at our skin with abrasive mitts or plastered green depilatory mud on ourselves, squirted the baking stones of the hearth with water to make more steam, and talked about the murder of Goether Lyle. Mustafa Sesler, who worked in the hospital, gave us all the grisly details. There was speculation about whether it was caused by a personal beef or a turf war between gangs. Someone made the inevitable joke about it being the most thorough suicide in the history of the prison. Someone else, my friend Willy Gup, asked me if I had any idea about it.


  ‘You had the guy in your stick last year, Roy. He have any enemies you know of?’


  I gave a noncommital answer. The mutilations described by Mustafa Sesler were straight out of my training in assassination, guerrilla tactics, and black propaganda. I was processing the awful possibility that Goether Lyle had been murdered by someone like me.


  You must know by now what I am. That I am not really human. That I am a doppelganger designed by gene wizards, grown in a vat, decanted fully grown with a headful of hardwired talents and traits, trained up, and sent out to kill the person whose exact double I was, and replace him. I do not know how many doppelgangers, berserkers, suicide artists and other cloned subversives were deployed during the Quiet War, but I believe that our contribution was significant. My target was Sharwal Jah Sharja, a minor gene wizard who lived alone in the jungle in one of the tented crevasses of East of Eden, Ganymede, where he orchestrated the unceasing symphony of the city state’s closed loop ecosystem. After I took his place, I began a programme of ecotage, significantly reducing the circulation of water vapour and increasing the atmospheric concentration of carbon dioxide and toxic trace gases. By the time the Quiet War kicked off, some four weeks later, the population of East of Eden was wearing breathing masks, the forests and parks were beginning to die, and most food animals and crops had died or were badly stricken, forcing the city to use biomass from vacuum organism farms to feed its citizens. A commando force of the Three Powers Alliance annexed East of Eden’s farms in the first few hours of the war, and after two weeks its starving citizens agreed terms of surrender.


  I was supposed to turn myself in as soon as the city had been secured, but in the middle of the formal surrender, deadender fanatics assassinated half the Senate and attacked the occupying force. In the subsequent confusion, the tented crevasse where I had been living was blown open to vacuum, Sharwal Jah Sharja was posted as one of the casualties, and I took the opportunity to slip away. I have successfully hidden my true identity and lived incognito amongst ordinary human beings ever since.


  Why did I disobey my orders? How did I slip the bonds of my hardwired drives and instincts? It’s quite simple. While I had been pretending to be Sharwal Jah Sharja, I had come to love life. I wanted to learn as much about it as I could in the brief span I’d been allotted by my designers. And so I adopted the identity of another casualty, and after the war was over and the Three Powers Alliance allowed trade and travel to resume, I left East of Eden and went out into the Solar System to see what I could see.


  In all my wanderings I never met any others like me, but I did find a hint that at least one of my brothers and sisters of the vat had survived the war. All of us had been imprinted with a variety of coded messages covering a vast range of possibilities, and a year after going on the run I came across one of them in a littleused passageway between two chambers of the city of Xamba, Rhea.


  To anyone else it was a meaningless scrawl; to me, it was like a flash of black lightning that branded an enciphered phone number itself on my brain. The walls of the passageway were thickly scribbled with graffiti, much of it prewar. The message could have been left there last year or last week; it could have been a trap, left by agents hunting renegades like me. I didn’t have the nerve to find out. I went straight to the spaceport and bought a seat on a shuttle to Phoebe, the gateway port to the other moons of Saturn and the rest of the Outer System. Six months later, wearing the new identity of Roy Bruce, I became a guard at TPA Facility 898.


  That’s why, almost nine years later, I couldn’t be certain that any of my brothers and sisters had survived, and I was able to convince myself that Goether Lyle had been the victim of the vicious internal politics of the prison, killed and mutilated by someone who knew about the black propaganda techniques in which we’d been trained. But that comforting fiction was blown apart the very next day, when another mutilated body was found.


  * * * * *


  The victim was a former senator of Baghdad, Enceladus, and a member of the prison gang that was intermittently at war with the gang to which Goether Lyle had belonged. A message written in blood on the ground next to the senator’s body implied that he’d been murdered by Goether Lyle’s cronies, but whoever had killed him must have done the deed in his cell some time between the evening count and the end of the night’s lockdown, spirited his body out of the facility without being detected, and left it within the field of view of a security camera which had been hacked to show a recorded loop instead of a live feed. Members of the rival gangs lived in different blocks, had chips implanted in their skulls which constantly monitored their movements, and were under lockdown all night. If the killer was a prisoner, he would have had to bribe more than a dozen guards; it was far more likely that the senator had been killed by one of the facility’s staff. And when I heard what had been done to the body, I was certain that it was the handiwork of one of my brothers or sisters. The senator had been blinded before he’d been strangled, and his lungs had been pulled through incisions in his back. It was a mutilation called the Blood Eagle, invented by the Vikings some two thousand years ago. I remembered the cold, patient voice of the instructor who had demonstrated it to us on a corpse.


  Someone in the warden’s office reached the same conclusion. Posted at the top of our daily orders was an announcement that a specialist team was on its way to Ariel, and emergency security measures were put in place at the spaceport. That evening Willy Gup told the sweat lodge that the warden reckoned that it was possible that the two murders were the work of the kind of vatgrown assassin used in the Quiet War.


  ‘So if you come across anything suspicious, don’t be tempted to do anything stupidly heroic, my brothers. Those things are smart and deadly and completely without any kind of human feeling. Be like me. Stay frosty, but hang back.’


  I felt a loathsome chill crawl through me. I knew that if Willy and the others realized that one of ‘those things’ was sitting with them in the steamy heat of the lodge, they would fall on me at once and tear me limb from limb. And I knew that I couldn’t hang back, couldn’t let things run their course. No one would be able to leave Ariel for the duration of the emergency security measures, and the specialist team would search every square centimetre of the facility and Herschel City, check the records and DNA profile of every prisoner, member of staff, citizen and visitor, and release a myriad tiny drones designed to home in on anyone breathing out the combination of metabolic byproducts unique to our kind. The team would almost certainly uncover the assassin, but they would also unmask me.


  Oh, I suppose that I could have hiked out to some remote location on the surface and hunkered down for the duration, but I had no idea how long the search would last. The only way I could be sure of evading it would be to force my pressure suit put me in deep hibernation for a month or two, and how would I explain my absence when I returned? And besides, I knew that I was dying. I was already taking dangerously large daily doses of steroids to relieve the swelling of my joints and inflamation of my connective tissue caused by my pseudolupus. Suspended animation would slow but not stop the progress of my disease. Suppose I never woke up?


  I spent a long, bleak night considering my options. By the time the city had begun to increase its ambient light level and the members of the local troop of spider monkeys were beginning to hoot softly to each other in the trees outside my little cabin, I knew what I would have to do. I knew that I would have to find the assassin before the team arrived.


  My resolve hardened when I started my shift a couple of hours later and learned that there had been two more murders, and a minor riot in the prison library.


  * * * * *


  I found it laughably easy to hack into the facility’s files: I had been trained well all those years ago, and the data system was old, and was easily fooled. I checked the dossiers of recently recruited staff but found nothing suspicious, and didn’t have any better luck when I examined the dossiers of friends and family of prisoners, their advocates, and traders and businesspeople currently staying in Herschel City. It was possible that I had missed something – no doubt the assassin’s cover story was every bit as good as the one that had served me so well for so long. But having more or less eliminated the obvious suspects, I had to consider the possibility that, just like me, the assassin had been hiding on Ariel ever since the war had ended. I had so much in common with my brothers and sisters that it would not be a wild coincidence if one of them had come to the same decision as I had, and had joined the staff of the prison. Perhaps he had finally gone insane, or perhaps the hardwired imperatives of his old mission had kicked in. Or perhaps, like me, he had discovered that he was coming to the end of his short life span, and had decided to have some fun.


  In the short time before the specialist team arrived, it would be impossible to check thoroughly the records of over three thousand staff members. I had reached a dead end. I decided that I needed some advice.


  Everyone in Herschel City and the prison was talking about the murders. During a casual conversation with Willy Gup, I found it easy enough to ask my old friend if he had any thoughts on how someone might go about uncovering the identity of the assassin.


  ‘Anyone with any sense would keep well clear,’ Willy said. ‘He’d keep his nose clean, he’d keep his stick in line, and he’d wait for the specialists.’


  ‘Who won’t be here for a week. A fullscale war could have broken out by then.’


  Willy admitted that I had a point. One of the original intake of guards, a veteran who’d served in one of the Navy supply ships during the Quiet War, he had led the team that put down the trouble in the library. Three prisoners had died and eighteen had been badly injured – one had gouged out the eyes of another with her thumbs – and the incident had left him subdued and thoughtful.


  After studying me for a few moments, he said, ‘If it was me, I wouldn’t touch the files. I hear the warden is compiling a list of people who are poking around, looking for clues and so forth. He tolerates their nonsense because he desperately wants to put an end to the trouble as soon as he can, and he’ll be pretty damn happy if some hack does happen to uncover the assassin. But it isn’t likely, and when this thing is over you can bet he’s going to come down hard on all those amateur sleuths. And it’s possible the assassin is keeping tabs on the files too. Anyone who comes close to finding him could be in for a bad surprise. No, my brother, screwing around in the files is only going to get you into trouble.’


  I knew then that Willy had a shrewd idea of what I was about. I also knew that the warden was the least of my worries. I said, as lightly as I could, ‘So what would you do?’


  Willy didn’t answer straight away, but instead refilled his bulb from the jar of iced tea. We were sitting on the porch of his little shack, at the edge of a setback near the top of the city’s shaft. Banana plants and tree ferns screened it from its neighbors; the vertical forest dropped away on either side. Willy’s champion cricket, a splendid white and bronze specimen in a cage of plaited bamboo, was trilling one of Bach’s Goldberg Variations. Willy passed the jar to me and said, ‘We’re speaking purely hypothetically.’


  ‘Of course.’


  ‘You’ve always had a wild streak,’ Willy said, ‘I wouldn’t put it past you to do something recklessly brave and dangerously stupid.’


  ‘I’m just an ordinary hack,’ I said.


  ‘Who goes for long solitary hikes across the surface. Who soloed that route in Prospero Chasma and didn’t bother to mention it until someone found out a couple of years later. I’ve known you almost nine years, Roy, and you’re still a man of mystery,’ Willy said, and smiled. ‘Hey, what’s that look for? All I’m saying is you have character, is all.’


  For a moment, my hardwired reflexes had kicked in. For a moment, I had been considering whether or not this man had blown my cover, whether or not I should kill him. I carefully manufactured a smile, and said that I hadn’t realized that I seemed so odd.


  ‘Most of us have secrets,’ Willy said. ‘That’s why we’re out here, my brother. We’re just as much prisoners as anyone in our sticks. They don’t know it, but those dumbasses blundering about in the files are trying to find a way of escaping what they are.’


  ‘And there’s no way you can escape what you are,’ I said. The moment had passed. My smile was a real smile now, not a mask I’d put on to hide what I really was.


  Willy toasted me with his bulb of tea. ‘Anyone with any sense learns that eventually.’


  ‘You still haven’t told me how you would catch the assassin.’


  ‘I don’t intend to catch him.’


  ‘But speaking hypothetically . . .’


  ‘For all we know, it’s the warden. He can go anywhere and everywhere, and he has access to all the security systems too.’


  ‘The warden? Really?’


  Willy grinned. ‘I’m pulling your chain. But seriously, I’ve done a little research about these things. They’re not only stone killers: they’re also real good at disguising themselves. The assassin could be any one of us. The warden, you, me, anyone. Unless this thing makes a mistake, we haven’t got a hope of catching it. All we can do is what we’re already doing – deploy more security drones, keep the prisoners locked down when they aren’t working, and pray that that’ll keep a lid on any unrest until that team arrives.’


  ‘I guess you’re right,’ I said.


  ‘Don’t try to be a hero, my brother. Not even hypothetically.’


  ‘Absolutely not,’ I said.


  But one of Willy’s remarks had given me an idea about how to reach out to the assassin, and my mind was already racing, grappling with what I had to do.


  * * * * *


  I decided that if the assassin really was keeping an eye on the people who were hacking into the files, then he (or at least, his demon), must be lurking in the root directory of the data system. That was where I left an encrypted message explaining what I was and why I wanted to talk, attached to a demon that would attempt to trace anyone who looked at it. The demon phoned me six hours later, in the middle of the night. Someone had spotted my sign and wanted to talk.


  The demon had failed to identify the person who wanted to talk, and it was infected with something, too: a simple communication program. I checked it out, excised a few lines of code that would have revealed my location, and fired it up. It connected me to a blank, twodimensional space in which words began to appear, emerging letter by letter, traveling from right to left and fading away.


  >>you got rid of the trace function. pretty good for an old guy – if that’s what you really are.


  >they trained us well, I typed.


  >>you think you know what i am. you think that i am like you.


  Whoever was at the other end of the program wanted to get straight down to business. That suited me, but I knew that I couldn’t let him take the lead.


  >we are both children of the vat, I typed. that’s why I reached out to you. that’s why i want to help you.


  There was a pause as my correspondent thought this over.


  >>you could be a trap.


  >the message got your attention because it is hardwired into your visual cortex, just as it is hardwired into mine.


  >>that kind of thing is no longer the secret it once was, but let’s say that i believe you . . .


  A black disc spun in the blank space for less than a second, its strobing black light flashing a string of letters and numbers, gone.


  >>do you know where that is?


  I realized that the letters and numbers burnt into my brain were a grid reference.


  >i can find it.


  >>meet me in four hours. i have a little business to take care of first.


  It was the middle of the night; the time when the assassin did his work.


  >please don’t kill anyone else until we have talked.


  My words faded. There was no reply.


  * * * * *


  The grid reference was at the precise centre of a small eroded crater sixty klicks south of the facility, an unreconstructed area in the shadow of the graben’s eastern rimwall. Before I headed out, I equipped myself from the armory and downloaded a hack into the security system so that I could move freely and unremarked. I was oddly happy, foolishly confident. It felt good to be in action again. My head was filled with a fat, contented hum as I drove a tricycle cart along an old construction road. The rendezvous point was about an hour away: I would have plenty of time to familiarize myself with the terrain and make my preparations before the assassin, if that was who I had been talking to, turned up.


  I want to make it clear that my actions were in no way altruistic. The only life I wanted to save was my own. Yes, I knew that I was dying, but no one loves life more than those who have only a little of it left; no one else experiences each and every moment with such vivid immediacy. I didn’t intend to throw away my life in a grand gesture. I wanted to unmask the assassin and escape the special team’s inquisition.


  The road ran across a flat terrain blanketed in vacuumcemented greybrown dust and littered with big blocks which over the eons had been eroded into soft shapes by impact cratering. The graben’s wall reared up to my left, its intricate folds and bulges like a frozen curtain. Steep cones and rounded hills of masswasted talus fringed its base. To my right, the land sloped away toward a glittering ribbon of fences and dykes more than a kilometer away, the boundary of the huge patchwork of fields. It was two in the morning by the clock, but the suspensor lamps were burning as brightly as they always did, and above the western horizon the sun’s dim spark was almost lost in their hazy glow.


  I was a couple of klicks from the rendezvous, and the road was cutting through a steep ridge that buttressed a great bulge in the wall, when the assassin struck. I glimpsed a hitch of movement high in a corner of my vision, but before I could react, a taser dart struck my cart and shorted its motor. A second later, a net slammed into me, slithering over my torso as muscular threads of myoelectric plastic tightened in constricting folds around my arms and chest. I struggled to free myself as the cart piddled to a halt, but my arms were pinned to my sides by the net and I couldn’t even unfasten the safety harness. I could only sit and watch as a figure in a black pressure suit descended the steep side of the ridge in two huge bounds, reached me in two more. It ripped out my phone, stripped away my utility belt, the gun in the pocket on the right thigh of my pressure suit and the knife in the pocket on the left thigh, then uncoupled my main air supply, punched the release of my harness and dragged me out of the lowslung seat and hauled me off the road. I was dumped on my back near a cart parked in the shadow of a housesized block and the assassin stepped back, aiming a railgun at me.


  The neutron camera I’d fitted inside my helmet revealed scant details of the face behind the goldfilmed mirror of my captor’s visor. Its demon made an extrapolation, searched the database I’d loaded, found a match. Debra Thorn, employed as a paramedic in the facility’s infirmary for the past two years, 22, unmarried, no children . . . I realized then that I’d made a serious mistake. The assassin was a doppelganger, all right, but because she was the double of someone who hadn’t been an adult when the war had ended she must have been manufactured and decanted much more recently than me. She wasn’t insane, and she hadn’t spent years under cover. She was killing people because that was what she’d been sent here to do. Because it was her mission.


  A light was winking on my headup display – the emergency shortrange, lineofsight walkietalkie. When I responded, an electronically distorted voice said, ‘Are you alone?’


  ‘Absolutely.’


  ‘Who are you?’


  I’d stripped all identifying tags from my suit before setting off, but the doppelganger who had killed Debra Thorn and taken her place was pointing a gun at my head and it seemed advisable to tell her my name. She was silent for a moment, no doubt taking a look at my file. I said, ‘I’m not the doppelganger of Roy Bruce, if that’s what you’re thinking. The person I killed and replaced was a gene wizard by the name of Sharwal Jah Sharja.’


  I briefly told the assassin the story I have already told you. When I was finished, she said, ‘You’ve really been working here for eight years?’


  ‘Eight and a half.’ I had made a very bad mistake about my captor’s motives, but I must have piqued her curiosity, for otherwise I would already be dead. And even if I couldn’t talk my way out of this and persuade her to spare me, I still had a couple of weapons she hadn’t found. I risked a lie, said that her net had compromised my suit’s thermal integrity. I told her that I was losing heat to the frozen ground, that I would freeze to death if I didn’t get up.


  She told me I could sit up, and to do it slowly.


  As I got my feet under me, squatting on my haunches in front of her, I glanced up at the top of the ridge and made a crucial triangulation.


  She said, ‘My instructors told me that I would live no more than a year.’


  ‘Perhaps they told you that you would burn briefly but very brightly – that’s what they told me. But they lied. I expect they lied about a lot of things, but I promise to tell you only the truth. We can leave here, and go anywhere we want to.’


  ‘I have a job to finish.’


  ‘People to kill, riots to start.’


  The assassin took a long step sideways to the cart, took something the size of a basketball from the net behind its seat, bowled it towards me. It bounced slowly over the dusty ground and ended up between my legs: the severed head of an old woman, skin burnt black with cold, eyes capped by frost.


  ‘The former leader of the parliament of Sparta, Tethys,’ the assassin said. ‘I left the body pinned to the ground in one of the fields where her friends work, with an amusing little message.’


  ‘You are trying to start a war amongst the prisoners. Perhaps the people who sent you here are hoping that the scandal will close the facility. Perhaps they think it is the only chance they’ll have of freeing their comrades. Who are you working for, by the way?’


  ‘I’ll ask the questions,’ the assassin said.


  I asked her how she would escape when she was finished. ‘There’s a special team on the way. If you’re still here when they arrive, they’ll hunt you down and kill you.’


  ‘So that’s why you came after me. You were frightened that this team would find you while they were hunting me.’


  She may have been young, but she was smart and quick.


  I said, ‘I came because I wanted to talk to you. Because you’re like me.’


  ‘Because after all these years of living amongst humans, you miss your own kind, is that it?’


  Despite the electronic distortion, I could hear the sneer in the assassin’s voice. I said carefully, ‘The people who sent you here – the people who made you – have no plans to extract you when you are finished here. They do not care if you survive your mission. They only care that it is successful. Why give your loyalty to people who consider you expendable? To people who lied to you? You have many years of life ahead of you, and it isn’t as hard to disobey your orders as you might think. You’ve already disobeyed them, in fact, when you reached out to me. All you have to do is take one more step, and let me help you. If we work together, we’ll survive this. We’ll find a way to escape.’


  ‘You think you’re human. You’re not. You’re exactly like me. A walking dead man. That’s what our instructors called us, by the way: the dead. Not “Dave”. Not anything cute. When we were being moved from one place to another, they’d shout out a warning: “Dead men walking.” ’


  It is the traditional warning when a condemned person is let out of their cell. Fortunately, I’ve never worked in Block H, where prisoners who have murdered or tried to murder fellow inmates or guards await execution, so I’ve never heard or had to use it.


  The assassin said, ‘They’re right, aren’t they? We’re made things, so how can we be properly alive?’


  ‘I’ve lived a more or less ordinary life for ten years. If you give this up and come with me, I’ll show you how.’


  ‘You stole a life, just as I did. Underneath your disguise, you’re a dead man, just like me.’


  ‘The life I live now is my own, not anyone else’s,’ I said. ‘Give up what you are doing, and I’ll show you what I mean.’


  ‘You’re a dead man,’ the assassin said. ‘You’re breathing the last of your air. You have less than an hour left. I’ll leave you to die here, finish my work, and escape in the confusion. After that, I’m supposed to be picked up, but now I think I’ll pass on that. There must be plenty of people out there who need my skills. I’ll work for anyone who wants some killing done, and earn plenty of money.’


  ‘It’s a nice dream,’ I said, ‘but it will never come true.’


  ‘Why shouldn’t I profit from what I was made to do?’


  ‘I’ve lived amongst people for more than a decade. Perhaps I don’t know them as well as I should, but I do know that they are very afraid of us. Not because we’re different, but because we’re so very much like a part of them they don’t want to acknowledge. Because we’re the dark side of their nature. I’ve survived this long only because I have been very careful to hide what I really am. I can teach you how to do that, if you’ll let me.’


  ‘It doesn’t sound like much of a life to me,’ the assassin said.


  ‘Don’t you like being Debra Thorn?’ I said.


  And at the same moment I kicked off the ground, hoping that by revealing that I knew who she was I’d distracted and confused her, and won a moment’s grace.


  In Ariel’s microgravity, my standing jump took me high above the assassin’s head, up and over the edge of the ridge. As I flew up, I discharged the taser dart I’d sewn into the palm of one of my pressure suit’s gloves, and the electrical charge stored in its superconducting loop shorted out every thread of myoelectric plastic that bound my arms. I shrugged off the net as I came down and kicked off again, bounding along the ridge in headlong flight towards the bulging face of the cliff wall and a narrow chimney pinched between two folds of black, rockhard ice.


  I was halfway there when a kinetic round struck my left leg with tremendous force and broke my thigh. I tumbled headlong, caught hold a low pinnacle just before I went over the edge of the ridge. The assassin’s triumphant shout was a blare of electronic noise in my ears; because she was using the lineofsight walkietalkie I knew that she was almost on me. I pushed up at once and scuttled towards the chimney like a crippled ape. I had almost reached my goal when a second kinetic round shattered my right knee. My suit was ruptured at the point of impact and I felt a freezing pain as the smart fabric constricted as tightly as a tourniquet, but I was not finished. The impact of the kinetic round had knocked me head over heels into a field of iceblocks, within striking distance of the chimney. As I halfcrawled, halfswam towards it, a third round took off the top of a pitted block that might have fallen from the cliffs a billion years ago, and then I was inside the chimney, and started to climb.


  The assassin had no experience of freestyle climbing. Despite my injuries I soon outdistanced her. The chimney gave out after half a kilometre, and I had no choice but to continue to climb the naked iceface. Less than a minute later, the assassin reached the end of the chimney and fired a kinetic round that smashed into the cliff a little way above me. I flattened against the iceface as a huge chunk dropped past me with dreamy slowness, then powered straight through the expanding cloud of debris, pebbles and ice grains briefly rattling on my helmet, and flopped over the edge of a narrow setback.


  My left leg bent in the middle of my thigh and hurt horribly; my right leg was numb below the knee, and a thick crust of blood had frozen solid at the joint. But I had no time to tend my wounds. I sat up and ripped out the hose of the water recycling system as the assassin shot above the edge of the cliff in a graceful arc, taser in one hand, rail gun in the other. I twisted the valve, hit her with a highpressure spray of water that struck her visor and instantly froze. I pushed off the ground with both hands (a kinetic round slammed into the dusty ice where I’d just been), collided with her in midair, clamped my glove over the diagnostic port of her backpack, and discharged my second taser dart.


  The dart shorted out the electronics in the assassin’s suit, and enough current passed through the port to briefly stun her. I pushed her away as we dropped towards the setback, but she managed to fire a last shot as she spun into the void beyond the edge of the setback. She was either phenomenally lucky or incredibly skillful: it took off my thumb and three fingers of my right hand.


  She fell more than a kilometre. Even in the low gravity, it was more than enough to kill her, but just to make sure I dropped several blocks of ice onto her. The third smashed her visor. You’ll find her body, if you haven’t already, more or less directly below the spot where you found mine.


  The assassin had vented most of my air supply and taken my phone and emergency beacon; the dart I’d used on her had crippled what was left of my pressure suit’s life support system. The suit’s insulation is pretty good, but I’m beginning to feel the bite of the cold now, my hand is growing pretty tired from using the squeeze pump to push air through the rebreather, and I’m getting a bad headache as the carbon dioxide concentration in my air supply inexorably rises. I killed the ecosystem of East of Eden by sabotaging the balance of its atmospheric gases, and now the same imbalance is killing me.


  Just about the only thing still working is the dumb little chip I stuck in my helmet to record my conversation with the assassin. By now, you probably know more about her than I do. Perhaps you even know who sent her here.


  I don’t have much time left. Perhaps it’s because the increasing carbon dioxide level is making me comfortably stupid, but I find that I don’t mind dying. I told you that I confronted the assassin to save myself. I think now that I may have been wrong about that. I may have gone on the run after the Quiet War, but in my own way I have served you right up until the end of my life.


  I’m going to sign off now. I want to spend my last moments remembering my freestyle climb up those twenty kilometres of sheer ice in Prospero Chasma. I want to remember how at the end I stood tired and alone at the top of a worldcleaving fault left over from a shattering collision four billion years ago, with Uranus tilted at the horizon, halffull, serene and remote, and the infinite black, starry sky above. I felt so utterly insignificant then, and yet so happy, too, without a single regret for anything at all in my silly little life.


  Macy Minnot’s Last Christmas on Dione, Ring Racing, Fiddler’s Green, The Potter’s Garden


  One day, midway in the course of her life, Mai Kumal learned that her father had died. The solicitous eidolon which delivered the message explained that Thierry had suffered an irreversible cardiac event, and extended an invitation to travel to Dione, one of Saturn’s moons, so that Mai could help to scatter her father’s ashes according to his last wishes.


  Mai’s daughter didn’t think it was a good idea. ‘When did you last speak with him? Ten years ago?’


  ‘Fourteen.’


  ‘Well then.’


  Mai said, ‘It was as much my fault as his that we lost contact with each other.’


  ‘But he left you in the first place. Left us.’


  Shahirah had a deeply moral sense of right and wrong. She hadn’t spoken to or forgiven her own father after he and Mai had divorced.


  Mai said, ‘Thierry left Earth; he didn’t leave me. But that isn’t the point, Shah. He wants – he wanted me to be there. He made arrangements. There is an open roundtrip ticket.’


  ‘He wanted you to feel an obligation,’ Shahirah said.


  ‘Of course I feel an obligation. It is the last thing I can do for him. And it will be a great adventure. It’s about time I had one.’


  Mai was sixtytwo, about the age her father had been when he’d left Earth after his wife, Mai’s mother, had died. She was a midlevel civil servant, Assistant Chief Surveyor in the Department of Antiquities. She owned a small efficiency apartment in the same building where she worked, the government ziggurat in the Wassat district of alIskandariyya. No serious relationship since her divorce; her daughter grownup and married, living with her husband and two children in an arcology commune in the Atlas Mountains. Shahirah tried to talk her out of it, but Mai wanted to find out what her father had been doing, in the outer dark. To find out whether he had been happy. By unriddling the mystery of his life she might discover something about herself. When your parents die, you finally take full possession of your life, and wonder how much of it has been shaped by conscious decision, and how much by inheritance in all its forms.


  ‘There isn’t anything out there for people like us,’ Shahirah said.


  She meant ordinary people. People who had not been tweaked so that they could survive the effects of microgravity and harsh radiation, and endure life in claustrophobic habitats scattered across frozen, airless moons.


  ‘Thierry thought there might be,’ Mai said. ‘I want to find out what it was.’


  She took compassionate leave, flew from alIskandariyya to Port Africa, Entebbe, and was placed in deep, artificial sleep at the passenger processing facility. Cradled inside a hibernaculum, she rode up the elevator to the transfer station and was loaded onto a drop ship, and fortythree days later woke in the port of Paris, Dione. After two days spent recovering from her long sleep and learning how to use a pressure suit and move around in Dione’s vestigial gravity, she climbed aboard a taxi that flew in a swift suborbital lob through the night to the habitat of the JonesTruexBakaleinikoff clan, her father’s last home, the place where he died.


  The taxi’s cabin was an angular bubble scarcely bigger than a coffin, pieced together from diamond composite and a cobweb of fullerene struts, and mounted on a motor stage with three spidery legs. Mai, braced beside the pilot in a taut crash web, felt that she was falling down an endless slope, as in one of those dreams where you wake with a shock just before you hit ground. Saturn’s swollen globe, subtly banded with pastel shades of yellow and brown, swung overhead and sank behind them. The pilot, a garrulous young woman, asked all kinds of questions about life on Earth, pointed out landmark craters and ridges in the dark moonscape, the line of the equatorial railway, the homely sparks of oases, habitats, and tent towns. Mai couldn’t quite reconcile the territory with the maps in her psuit’s library, was startled when the taxi abruptly slewed around and fired its motor and decelerated with a rattling roar and drifted down to a kind of pad or platform set at the edge of an industrial landscape.


  The person who met her wasn’t the man with whom she’d discussed her father’s death and her travel arrangements, but a woman, her father’s former partner, Lexi Truex. They climbed into a slabsided vehicle slung between three pairs of fat mesh wheels, and drove out along a broad highway past blockhouses, bunkers, hangars, storage tanks, and arrays of satellite dishes and transmission towers: a military complex dating from the Quiet War, according to Lexi Truex.


  ‘Abandoned in place, as they say. We don’t have any use for it, but never got around to demolishing it, either. So here it sits.’


  Lexi Truex was at least twenty years younger than Mai, tall and pale, hair shaven high either side of a stiff crest of strawcoloured hair. Her pressure suit was decorated with an intricate, interlocking puzzle of green and red vines. She and Thierry had been together for three years, she said. They’d met on Ceres, while she had been working as a freetrader.


  ‘That’s where he was living when I last talked to him,’ Mai said. It felt like a confession of weakness. This brisk, confident woman seemed to have more of a claim on her father than she did.


  ‘He followed me to Dione, moved in with me while I was still living in the old habitat,’ Lexi Truex said. ‘That’s where he got into ceramics. And then, well, he became more and more obsessed with his work, and I wasn’t there a lot of the time . . .’


  Mai said that she’d done a little research, had discovered that her father had become a potter, and had seen some of his pieces.


  ‘You can see plenty more, at the habitat,’ Lexi said. ‘He worked hard at it, and he had a good reputation. Plenty of kudos.’


  It turned out that Lexi Truex didn’t know that on Earth, in alIskandariyya, Thierry had cast bronze amulets using the lost wax method and sold them to shops that catered for the highend tourist market. Falcons, cats, lions. Gods with the heads of crocodiles or jackals. Sphinxes. Mai told Lexi that she’d helped him polish the amulets with slurried chalk paste and jewellers’ rouge, and create patinas with cupric nitrate. She had a clear memory of her father hunched over a bench, using a tiny knife to free the shape of a hawk from a small block of black wax.


  ‘He didn’t ever talk about his life before he went up and out,’ Lexi said. ‘Well, he mentioned you. We all knew he had a daughter, but that was about it.’


  They discussed Thierry’s last wishes. Lexi said that in the last few years he’d given up his work, had taken to walking the land. She supposed that he wanted them to scatter his ashes in a favourite spot. He’d been very specific that it should take place at sunrise, but the location was a mystery.


  ‘All I know is that we follow the railway east, and then we follow his mule,’ Lexi said. ‘Might involve some crosscountry hiking. Think you can manage it?’


  ‘Walking is easier than I thought it would be,’ Mai said.


  When she was young, she’d liked to wade out into the sea as deep as she dared and stand on tiptoe, water up to her chin, and let the waves push her backwards and forward. Walking in Dione’s vestigial gravity, onesixtieth the gravity of Earth, was a little like that. Another memory of her father: watching him make huge sand sculptures of flowers and animals on the beach. His strong fingers, his bare brown shoulders, the thatch of white hair on his chest, his total absorption in his task.


  They had left the military clutter behind, were driving across a dusty plain lightly spattered with small shallow craters. Blocks and boulders as big as houses squatting on smashed footings. A fan of debris stretching from a long elliptical dent. A line of rounded hills rising to the south: the flanks of the wall of a crater thirty kilometres in diameter, according to Lexi. Everything faintly lit by Saturnshine; everything the colour of ancient ivory. It reminded Mai of old photographs, Europeans in antique costumes stiffly posed amongst excavated tombs, she’d seen in the museum in alQahira.


  Soon, short steep ridges pushed up from the plain, nested curves thirty or forty metres high like frozen dunes, faceted here and there by cliffs rearing above fans of slumped debris. The cliffs, Mai saw, were carved with intricate frescoes, and the crests of the ridges had been sculpted into fairytale castles or statues of animals. A pod of dolphins emerging from a swell of ice; another swell shaped like a breaking wave with galloping horses rearing from frozen spume; an eagle taking flight; a line of elephants walking trunk to tail, skylighted against the black vacuum. The last reminding her of one of her father’s bronze pieces. Here was a bluff shaped into the head of a Buddha; here was an outcrop on which a small army equipped with swords and shields were frozen in battle.


  It was an old tradition, Lexi Truex said. Every Christmas, gangs from her clan’s habitat and neighbouring settlements congregated in a temporary city of tents and domes and ate osechiryori and made traditional toasts in saki, vodka, and whisky, played music, danced, and flirted, and worked on new frescoes and statues using drills and explosives and chisels.


  ‘We like our holidays. Kwanzaa, Eid ulFitr, Chanukah, Diwali, Christmas, Newtonmass . . . Any excuse for a gathering, a party. Your father led our gang every Christmas for ten years. The whale and the squid, along the ridge there? That’s one of his designs.’


  ‘And the elephants?’


  ‘Those too. Let me show you something,’ Lexi said, and drove the rolligon down the shallow slope of the embankment onto the actual surface of Dione.


  It wallowed along like a boat in a choppy sea, its six fat tyres raising roostertails of dust. Tracks ribboned everywhere, printed a year or a century ago. There was no wind here. No rain. Just a constant faint infalling of meteoritic dust, and microscopic ice particles from the geysers of Enceladus. Everything unchanging under the weak glare of the sun and the black sky, like a stage in an abandoned theatre. Mai began to understand the strangeness of this little world. A frozen ocean wrapped around a rocky core, shaped by catastrophes that predated life on Earth. A stark geology empty of any human meaning. Hence the sculptures, she supposed. An attempt to humanise the inhuman.


  ‘It’s something one of my ancestors made,’ Lexi said, when Mai asked where they were going. ‘Macy Minnot. You ever heard of Macy Minnot?’


  She had been from Earth. Sent out by Greater Brazil to work on a construction project in Rainbow Bridge, Callisto, she’d become embroiled in a political scandal and had been forced to claim refugee status. This was before the Quiet War, or during the beginning of it (it had been the kind of slow, creeping conflict that has no clear beginning, erupting into combat only at its very end), and Macy Minnot had ended up living with the JonesTruexBakaleinikoff clan. Trying her best to assimilate, to come to terms with her exile.


  As they drove around the end of a ridge, past a tumble of ice boulders carved into human figures, some caught up in a whirling dance, others eagerly pushing their way out of granitic ice, Lexi explained that one Christmas after the end of the Quiet War, her last Christmas on Dione, Macy Minnot had come up with an idea for her own sculpture, and borrowed one of the big construction machines and filled its hopper with a mix of ice dust and a thixotropic, lowtemperature plastic.


  ‘It’s too cold for ice crystals to melt under pressure and bind together,’ Lexi said. ‘The plastic was a binding agent, malleable at first, gradually hardening off. So you could pack the dust into any shape. You understand?’


  ‘I’ve seen snow, once.’


  It had been in the European Union, the Alps: a conference on security of shipping ports. Mai, freshly divorced, had taken her daughter, then a toddler. She remembered Shahirah’s delight in the snow. The whole world transformed into a soft white playground.


  ‘There’s always a big party, the night before the beginning of the competition. Macy and her partner got wasted, and they started up their construction machine. Either they intended to surprise everyone, or they decided they couldn’t wait. Anyway, they forgot to include any stop or override command in the instruction set they’d written. So the machine just kept going,’ Lexi said, and steered the rolligon through a slant of deep shadow and swung it broadside, drifting to a stop at the edge of a short steep drop.


  They were at the far side of the little flock of ridges. The rumpled dented plain stretched away under the black sky, and little figures marched across it in a straight line.


  Mai laughed. The shock of it. The madly wonderful absurdity.


  ‘They used fullerene to make the arms and eyes and teeth,’ Lexi said. ‘The scarves are fullerene mesh. The noses are carrots. The buttons are diamond chips.’


  There were twenty, thirty, forty of them. Each two metres tall, composed of three spheres of descending size stacked one on top of the other. Pure white. Spaced at equal intervals. Black smiles and black stares, vivid orange noses. Scarves rippling in an impalpable breeze. Marching away like an exercise in perspective, dwindling over the horizon . . .


  ‘Thierry loved this place,’ Lexi said. ‘He often came out here to meditate.’


  They sat and looked out at the line of snowmen for a long time. At last, Lexi started the rolligon and they drove around the end of the ridges and rejoined the road and drove on to the habitat of the JonesTruexBakaleinikoff clan.


  * * * * *


  It was a simple dome that squatted inside the rimwall of a circular crater. A forest ran around its inner circumference; lawns and formal flowerbeds circled a central building patchworked from a dozen architectural styles, blended into each other like a coral reef. Mai’s reception reminded her of the first time she’d arrived at her daughter’s arcology: adults introducing themselves one by one, excited children bouncing around, bombarding her with questions. Was the sky really blue, on Earth? What held it up? Were there really wild animals that ate people?


  There was a big, informal meal, a kind of picnic in a wide grassy glade in the forest, where most of the clan seemed to live. Walkways and ziplines and nets were strung between sweet chestnuts and oaks and beech trees; ring platforms were bolted around the trunks of the largest trees; pods hung from branches like the nests of weaver birds.


  Mai’s hosts told her that most of the clan lived elsewhere, these days. Paris. A big vacuumorganism farm on Rhea. Mars. Titan. A group out at Neptune, living in a place Macy Minnot and her partner helped build after they fled the Saturn system at the beginning of the Quiet War. The habitat was becoming more and more like a museum, people said. A repository of souvenirs from the clan’s storied past.


  Thierry’s workshop was already part of that history. Two brick kilns, a paved square under a slant of canvas to keep off the rain occasionally produced by the dome’s climate control machinery. A potter’s wheel with a saddleshaped stool. A scarred table. Tools and brushes lying where he’d left them. Neatly labelled tubs of clay slip, clay balls, glazes. A claystained sink under a standpipe. Lexi told Mai that Thierry had mined the clay from an old impact site. Primordial stuff billions of years old, refined to remove tars and other organic material.


  Finished pieces were displayed on a rack of shelves. Dishes in crescent shapes glazed with black and white arcs representing segments of Saturn’s rings. Bowls shaped like craters. Squarish plates stamped with the surface features of tracts of Dione and other moons. Craters, ridges, cliffs. Plates with spattered black shapes on a white ground, like the borderland between Iapetus’s dark and light halves. Vases shaped like shepherd moons. A scattering of irregular chunks in thick white glaze – pieces of the rings. A glazed tan ribbon with snowmen lined along it . . .


  It was so very different from the tourist stuff Thierry had made, yet recognisably his. And highly collectible, according to Lexi. Unlike most artists in the outer system, Thierry hadn’t trawled for sponsorship and subscriptions, made pieces to order, or given access to every stage of his work. He had not believed in the democratisation of the creative process. He had not been open to input. His work had been very private, very personal. He hadn’t liked to talk about it, Lexi said. He hadn’t let anyone get close to that part of him. This secrecy had eventually driven them apart, but it had also contributed to his reputation. People were intrigued by his work, by his response to the moonscapes of the Saturn system, his outsider’s perspective, because he refused to explain it. He’d earned large amounts of credit and kudos – tradeable reputation – from sale of his ceramics, but had spent hardly any of it. The work was enough, as far as he’d been concerned. Mai, remembering the sand sculptures, thought she understood a little of this. She asked if he’d been happy, but no one seemed able to answer the question.


  ‘He seemed to be happy, when he was working,’ the habitat’s patriarch, Rory Jones, said.


  ‘He didn’t talk much,’ someone else said.


  ‘He liked to be alone,’ Lexi said. ‘I don’t mean he was selfish. Well, maybe he was. But he mostly lived inside his head.’


  ‘He made this place his home,’ Rory Jones said, ‘and we were happy to have him living here.’


  The habitat’s chandelier lights had dimmed to a twilight glow. Most of the children had wandered off to bed; so had many of the adults. Those left sat around a campfire on a hearth of meteoritic stone, passing around a flask of honeysuckle wine, telling Mai stories about her father’s life on Dione.


  He had walked around Dione, one year. A journey of some seven thousand kilometres. Carrying a bare minimum of consumables, walking from shelter to shelter, settlement to settlement. Staying in a settlement for a day or ten days or twenty before moving on. Walking the world was much more than exploring or understanding it, Mai’s hosts told her. It was a way of recreating it. Of making it real. Of binding yourself to it. Not every outer walked around their world, but those who did were considered virtuous, and her father was one such.


  ‘Most visitors only see the parts they know about,’ a woman told Mai. ‘The famous views, the famous shrines and oases. A fair few come to climb the ice cliffs of Padua Chasmata. And they are spectacular climbs. Four or five kilometres. Huge views when you top out. But we prefer our own routes, on ridges or rimwalls you’d hardly notice, flying over them. There’s a very gnarly climb close by, in a small crater the military used as a trash dump in the Quiet War. The achievement isn’t the view, but testing yourself against your limits. Your father understood that. He was no ring runner.’


  This led into another story. It seemed that there was a traditional race around the equator of another of Saturn’s moons, Mimas. It was held every four years: taking part in it was a great honour. Shortly after the end of the Quiet War, a famous athlete, Sony Shoemaker, had come to Mimas, determined to win it. She had trained on Earth’s Moon for a year, had bought a custommade psuit from one of the best suit tailors in Camelot. Like all the other competitors, she had qualified by completing a course around the peak in the centre of the rimwall of Arthur crater within a hundred and twenty hours. Fifty days later she set out, ranked last in a field of thirtyeight.


  Mimas was a small moon, about a third the size of Dione. A straight route around its equator would be roughly two and a half thousand kilometres long, but there was no straight route. Unlike Dione, Mimas had never been resurfaced by ancient floods of waterice lava. Its surface was primordial, pockmarked, riven. Craters overlapping craters. Craters inside craters. Craters strung along rimwalls of larger craters. And the equatorial route crossed Herschel, the largest crater of all, a hundred and thirty kilometres across, a third of the diameter of Mimas, its steep rimwalls kilometres tall, its floor shattered by blocky, chaotic terrain.


  The race was as much a test of skill in reading and understanding the landscape as of endurance. Competitors were allowed to choose their own route and set out caches of supplies, but could only use public shelters, and were disqualified if they called for help. Some died rather than fail. Sony Shoemaker did not fail, and astonished afficionados by coming fourth. She stayed on Mimas, afterwards. She trained. Four years later she won, beating the reigning champion, Diamond Jack Dupree.


  He did not take his defeat lightly. He challenged Sony Shoemaker to another race. A unique race, never before attempted. A race around a segment of Saturn’s rings.


  Although the main rings are seventythree thousand kilometres across, a fifth of the distance between Earth and the Moon, they average just ten metres in thickness, but oscillations propagating across the dense lanes of the B ring pile up material at its outer edge, creating peaks a kilometre high. Diamond Jack Dupree challenged Sony Shoemaker to race across one of these evanescent mountains.


  The race did not involve anything remotely resembling running, but it was muscle powered, using highly modified psuits equipped with broad wings of alife material with contractile pseudomusculatures and enough area to push, faintly, lightly, against ice pebbles embedded in a fragile lace of ice gravel and ice dust. Cloud swimming. A delicate rippling controlled by fingers and toes that would slowly build up momentum. The outcome determined not by speed or strength, because if you went too fast you’d either sheer away from the ephemeral surface or plough under it, but by skill and judgement and patience.


  Sony Shoemaker did not have to accept Diamond Jack Dupree’s challenge. She had already proved herself. But the novelty of it, the audacity, intrigued her. And so, a year to the day after her victory on Mimas, after six months hard training in water tanks and on the surface of the dusty egg of Methone, one of Saturn’s smallest moons, Sony Shoemaker and Diamond Jack Dupree set off in their mantaray psuits, swimming across the peaks and troughs of a mountainous, icy cloud at the edge of the B ring.


  It was the midsummer equinox. The orbits of Saturn and its rings and moons were aligned with the sun; the mountains cast ragged shadows across the surface of the B ring; the two competitors were tiny dark arrowheads rippling across a luminous slope. Moving very slowly, almost imperceptibly, to begin with. Gradually gaining momentum, skimming along at ten and then twenty kilometres an hour.


  There was no clear surface. The iceparticle mountains emitted jets and curls of dust and vapour. There were currents and convection cells. It was like trying to swim across the flank of a sandstorm.


  Sony Shoemaker was the first to sink. Some hundred and thirty kilometres out, she moved too fast, lost contact with a downslope, and plunged through ice at the bottom and was caught in a current that subducted her deep into the interior. She was forced to use the jets of her psuit to escape, and was retrieved by her support ship. Diamond Jack Dupree wallowed on for a short distance, and then he too sank. And never reappeared.


  His psuit beacon cut off when he submerged, and although the support ships swept the mountain with radar and microwaves for several days, no trace of him was ever found. He had vanished, but there were rumours that he was not dead. That he had dived into a camouflaged lifepod he’d planted on the route, slept out the rescue attempts, and gone on the drift or joined a group of homesteaders, satisfied that he had regained his honour.


  There had been other races held on the ring mountains, but no one had ever beaten Diamond Jack Dupree’s record of one hundred and fortythree kilometres. No one wanted to. Not even Sony Shoemaker.


  ‘That’s when she crossed the line,’ Rory Jones told Mai. ‘Winning the race around Mimas didn’t make her one of us. But respecting Diamond Jack Dupree’s move, that was it. Your father crossed that line, too. He knew.’


  ‘Because he walked around the world,’ Mai said. She was trying to understand. It was important to them, and it seemed important to them that she understood.


  ‘Because he knew what it meant,’ Rory said.


  ‘One of us,’ someone said, and all the outers laughed.


  Tall skinny pale ghosts jackknifed on stools or sitting crosslegged on cushions. All elbows and knees. Their faces angular masks in the firelight flicker. Mai felt a moment of irreality. As if she was an intruder on someone else’s dream. She was still very far from accepting this strange world, these strange people. She was a tourist in their lives, in the place her father had made his home.


  She said, ‘What does it mean, go on the drift? Is it like your wanderjahrs?’


  She’d discovered that custom when she’d done some background research. After reaching majority, young outers often set out on extended and mostly unplanned tours of the moons of Saturn and Jupiter. Working odd jobs, experiencing all kinds of cultures and meeting all kinds of people before at last returning home and settling down.


  ‘Not exactly,’ Lexi said. ‘You can come home from a wanderjahr. But when you go on the drift, that’s where you live.’


  ‘In your skin, with whatever you can carry and no more,’ Rory said.


  ‘In your psuit,’ someone said.


  ‘That’s what I said,’ Rory said.


  ‘And homesteaders?’ Mai said.


  Lexi said, ‘That’s when you move up and out to somewhere no one else lives, and make a life there. The solar system out to Saturn is industrialised, more or less. More and more people want to move away from all that, get back to what we once were.’


  ‘Out to Uranus,’ someone said.


  ‘Neptune,’ someone else said.


  ‘There are homesteaders all over the Centaurs now,’ Rory said. ‘You know the Centaurs, Mai? Primordial planetoids that orbit between Saturn and Neptune. The source of many shortterm comets.’


  ‘Macy Minnot and her friends settled one, during the Quiet War,’ Lexi said. ‘It was only a temporary home, for them, but for many it’s become permanent.’


  ‘Even the scattered disc is getting crowded now, according to some people,’ Rory said.


  ‘Planetoids like the Centaurs,’ Lexi told Mai, ‘with long, slow orbits that take them inward as far as Neptune, and out past Pluto, past the far edge of the Kuiper belt.’


  ‘The first one, Fiddler’s Green, was settled by mistake,’ Rory said.


  ‘It’s a legend,’ a young woman said.


  ‘I once met someone who knew someone who saw it, once,’ Rory said. ‘Passed within a couple of million kilometres and spotted a chlorophyll signature, but didn’t stop because they were on their way to somewhere else.’


  ‘The very definition of a legend,’ the woman said.


  ‘It was a shipwreck,’ Rory told Mai. ‘Castaways on a desert island. I’m sure it still happens on the high seas of Earth.’


  ‘There are still shipwrecks,’ Mai said. ‘Although everything is connected to everything else, so anyone who survives is likely to be found quickly.’


  ‘The outer dark beyond Neptune is still largely uninhabited,’ Rory said. ‘We haven’t yet finished cataloguing everything in the Kuiper belt and the scattered disk, and everything is most definitely not connected to everything else, out there. How the story goes, when the Quiet War heated up, a ship from the Jupiter system was hit by a drone as it approached Saturn. Its motors were badly damaged and it ploughed through the Saturn system and kept going. It couldn’t decelerate, couldn’t reach anywhere useful. Its crew and passengers went into hibernation. Sixty or seventy years later, those still alive woke up. They were approaching a planetoid somewhat beyond the orbit of Pluto, had just enough reaction mass to match orbits with it.


  ‘The ship was carrying construction machinery. The survivors used the raw tars and clays of the planetoid to build a habitat. A small bubble of air and light and heat, spun up to give a little gravity, farms and gardens on the inside, vacuum organisms growing on the outside, like the floating worldlets in the asteroid belt. They called it Fiddler’s Green, after an old legend from Earth about a verdant and uncharted island sometimes encountered by becalmed sailors. Perhaps you know it, Mai.’


  ‘I’m afraid I don’t.’


  ‘They built a garden,’ the young woman said, ‘but they didn’t ever try to call for help. How likely is that?’


  Rory said, ‘Perhaps they didn’t call for help because they believed the Three Powers were still controlling the systems of Saturn and Jupiter. Or perhaps they were happy, living where they did. They didn’t need help. They didn’t want to go home because Fiddler’s Green was their home. The planetoid supplied all the raw material they required. The ship’s fusion generator gave them power, heat and light. They are still out there, travelling beyond the Kuiper belt. Living in houses woven from branches and leaves. Farming. Falling in love, raising families, dying. A world entire.’


  ‘A romance of regression,’ the young woman said.


  ‘Perhaps it is no more than a fairytale,’ Rory said. ‘But nothing in it is impossible. There are hundreds of places like Fiddler’s Green. Thousands. It’s just an outlier, an extreme example of how far people are prepared to go to make their own world, their own way of living.’


  The outers talked about that. Mai told about her life in alIskandariyya, her childhood, her father’s work, her work in the Department of Antiquities, the project she’d recently seen to completion, the excavation of a twentyfirst century shopping mall that had been buried in a sandstorm during the Overturn. At last there was a general agreement that they should sleep. The outers retired to hammocks or cocoons; Mai made her bed on the ground, under the spreading branches of a grandfather oak, uneasy and troubled, aware as she had not been, in her cubicle in the port hostel, of the freezing vacuum beyond the dome’s high transparent roof. It was night inside the dome, and night outside, too. Stars shining hard and cold beyond the black shadows of the trees.


  Everything that seemed natural here – the ring forest, the lawns, the dense patches of vegetables and herbs – was artificial. Fragile. Vulnerable. Mai tried and failed to imagine living in a little bubble so far from the sun that it was no more than the brightest star in the sky. She fretted about the task that lay ahead, the trek to the secret place where she and Lexi Truex would scatter Thierry’s ashes.


  At last sleep claimed her, and she dreamed of hanging over the Nile and its patchwork borders of cotton fields, rice fields, orchards and villages, everything falling away, dwindling into tawny desert as she fell into the endless well of the sky . . .


  * * * * *


  It was a silly anxiety dream, but it stayed with Mai as she and Lexi Truex drove north to a station on the railway that girdled Dione’s equator, and boarded the diamond bullet of a railcar and sped out across the battered plain. They were accompanied by Thierry’s mule, Archie. A sturdy robot porter that, with its flat loadbed, small frontmounted sensor turret, and three pairs of articulated legs, somewhat resembled a giant cockroach. Archie carried spare airpacks and a spray pistol device, and refused to tell Mai and Lexi their final destination, or why it was important that they reach it before sunrise. Everything would become clear when they arrived, it said.


  According to Lexi, the pistol used pressurised water vapour from flashheated ice to spray material from pouches plugged into its ports, such as the pouch of gritty powder, the residue left from resomation of Thierry’s body, or the particles of thixotropic plastic in a pouch already plugged into the pistol. The same kind of plastic Macy Minnot and her partner had used to shape ice dust into snowmen.


  ‘We’re going to spraypaint something with the old man’s ashes,’ Lexi said. ‘That much is clear. The question is, what’s the target?’


  Archie refused to answer her in several polite ways.


  The railcar drove eastward through the night. Like almost all of Saturn’s moons, like Earth’s Moon, Dione’s orbital period, some sixtysix hours, was exactly equal to the time it took to complete a single rotation on its axis, so that one side permanently faced Saturn. Its night was longer than an entire day, on Earth.


  Saturn’s huge bright crescent sank westward as the train crossed a plain churned and stamped with craters. Every so often, Mai spotted the fugitive gleam of the dome or angular tent of a settlement. A geometric fragment of chlorophyll green gleaming in the moonscape’s frozen battlefield. A scatter of bright lights in a small crater. Patchworked fields of black vacuum organisms spread across tablelands and slopes, plantations of what looked like giant sunflowers standing up along ridges, all of them facing east, waiting for the sun.


  The elevated railway shot out across a long and slender bridge that crossed the trough of Eurotas Chasmata, passing over broad slumps of ice that descended into a river of fathomless shadow. The far side was fretted with lesser canyons and low bright cliffs rising stepwise with broad benches between. The railway turned north to follow a long pass that cut between high cliffs, bent eastwards again. At last, a long ridge rolled up from the horizon: the southern flanks of the rimwall of Amata crater.


  The railcar slowed, passed through a short tunnel cut through a ridge, ran through pitchblack shadow beyond and out into Saturnshine, and sidled into a station cantilevered above a slope. Below, a chequerboard of scablike vacuum organisms stretched towards the horizon. Above, the dusty slope, spattered with small, sharp craters, rose to a gently scalloped edge, stark against the black sky.


  Several rolligons were parked in the garage under the station. Following Archie’s instructions, Lexi and Mai climbed into one of the vehicles (Archie sprang onto the flat roof) and drove along a track that slanted towards the top of the slope. After five kilometres, the track topped out on a broad bench, swung around a shelter, a stubby cylinder jutting under a heap of fresh white ice blocks, a way point for hikers and climbers on their way into the interior of the huge crater, and followed the curve of the bench eastward until it was interrupted by a string of small craters twenty or thirty metres across.


  Lexi and Mai climbed out and Lexi rechecked Mai’s psuit and they followed Archie around the smashed bowls of the craters. There were many bootprints trampled into the dust. Thierry’s prints, coming and going. Mai tried not to step on them. Strange to think they might last for millions of years.


  ‘It is not far,’ Archie said, responding to Lexi’s impatient questions. ‘It is not far.’


  Mai felt a growing glee as she loped along, felt that she could bounce away like the children in the habitat, leap over ridges, cross craters in a single bound, span this little world in giant footsteps. She’d felt like this when her first grandchild had been born. Floating on a floodtide of happiness and relief. Free of responsibility. Liberated from the biological imperative.


  Now and then her pressure suit beeped a warning; once, when she exceeded some inbuilt safety parameter, it took over and slowed her headlong bounding gait and brought her to a halt, swaying at the dustsoftened rim of a small crater. Reminding her that she was dependent on the insulation and integrity of her own personal space ship, its native intelligence, the whisper of oxygen in her helmet.


  On the far side of the crater, cased in her extravagantly decorated psuit, Lexi turned with a bouncing step, asked Mai if she was okay.


  ‘I’m fine!’


  ‘You’re doing really well,’ Lexi said, and asked Archie for the fifth or tenth time if they were nearly there.


  ‘It is not far.’


  Lexi waited as Mai skirted the rim of the crater with the bobbing shuffle she’d been taught, and they went on. Mai was hyperaware of every little detail in the moonscape. Everything fresh and strange and new. The faint flare of Saturnshine on her helmet visor. The rolling blanket of gritty dust, dimpled with tiny impacts. Rayed scatterings of sharp bright fragments. A blocky iceboulder as big as a house perched in a shatter of debris. The gentle rise and fall of the ridge, stretching away under the black sky where untwinkling stars showed everywhere. Saturn’s crescent looming above the western horizon. The silence and stillness of the land. The stark reality of it.


  She imagined her father walking here, under this same sky. Alone in a moonscape where no trace of human activity could be seen.


  The last and largest crater was enclosed by ramparts of ice blocks three stories high and cemented with a silting of dust. Archie didn’t hesitate, climbing a crude stairway hacked into the ice and plunging through a ragged cleft. Lexi and Mai followed, and the crater’s bowl opened below them, tilted towards the plain beyond the curve of the ridge. The spark of the sun stood just above the horizon. An arc of light defined the far edge of the moonscape; sunlight lit a segment of the crater’s floor, where boulders lay tumbled amongst a maze of bootprints and drag marks.


  ‘At least we got the timing right,’ Lexi said.


  ‘What are we supposed to be seeing?’ Mai said.


  Lexi asked Archie the same question.


  ‘It will soon become apparent.’


  They stood side by side, Lexi and Mai, wavering in the faint grip of gravity. The sunlit half of the crater directly in front of them, the dark half beyond, shadows shrinking back as the sun slowly crept into the sky. And then they saw the first shapes emerging.


  Columns or tall vases. Cylindrical, womansized or larger. Different heights in no apparent order. Each one shaped from translucent ice tinted with pastel shades of pink and purple, and threaded with networks of darker veins.


  Lexi stepped down the broken blocks of the inner slope and moved across the floor. Mai followed.


  The nearest vases were twice their height. Lexi reached out to one of them, brushed the fingertips of her gloved hand across the surface.


  ‘These have been handcarved,’ she said. ‘You can see the tool marks.’


  ‘Carved from what?’


  ‘Boulders, I guess. He must have carried the ice chips out of here.’


  They were both speaking softly, reluctant to disturb the quiet of this place. Lexi said that the spectral signature of the ice corresponded with artificial photosynthetic pigments. She leaned close, her visor almost kissing the bulge of the vase, reported that it was doped with microscopic vacuum organisms.


  ‘There are structures in here, too,’ she said. ‘Long fine wires. Flecks of circuitry.’


  ‘Listen,’ Mai said.


  ‘What?’


  ‘Can’t you hear it?’


  It was a kind of interference on the common band Mai and Lexi were using to talk. Faint and broken. Hesitant. Scraps of pure tones rising and fading, rising again.


  ‘I hear it,’ Lexi said.


  The sound grew in strength as more and more vases emerged into sunlight. Long notes blending into a polyphonic harmony.


  The microscopic vacuum organisms were soaking up sunlight, Lexi said, after a while. Turning light into electricity, powering something that responded to changes in the structure of the ice. Strain gauges perhaps, coupled to transmitters.


  ‘The sunlight warms the ice, every so slightly,’ she said. ‘It expands asymmetrically, the embedded circuitry responds to the microscopic stresses . . .’


  ‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it?’


  ‘Yes . . .’


  It was beautiful. A wild, aleatory chorus rising and falling in endless circles above the ground of a steady bass pulse . . .


  They stood there a long time, while the vases sang. There were a hundred of them, more than a hundred. A field or garden of vases. Clustered like organ pipes. Standing alone on shaped pedestals. Gleaming in the sunlight. Stained with cloudy blushes of pink and purple. Singing, singing.


  At last, Lexi took Mai’s gloved hand and led her across the crater floor to where the robot mule, Archie, was waiting. Mai took out the pouch of human dust and they plugged it into the spray pistol’s spare port. Lexi switched on the pistol’s heaters, showed Mai how to use the simple trigger mechanism.


  ‘Which one shall we spray?’ Mai said.


  Lexi smiled behind the fishbowl visor of her helmet.


  ‘Why not all of them?’


  They took turns. Standing well back from the vases, triggering brief bursts of gritty ice that shot out in broad fans and lightly spattered the vases in random patterns. Lexi laughed.


  ‘The old bastard,’ she said. ‘It must have taken him hundreds of days to make this. His last and best secret.’


  ‘And we’re his collaborators,’ Mai said.


  It took a while to empty the pouch. Long before they had finished, the music of the vases had begun to change, responding to the subtle shadow patterns laid on their surfaces.


  At last the two woman had finished their work and stood still, silent, elated, listening to the music they’d made.


  * * * * *


  That night, back under the dome of the JonesTruexBakaleinikoff habitat, Mai thought of her father working in that unnamed crater high on the rimwall of Amata crater. Chipping at adamantine ice with chisels and hammers. Listening to the song of his vases, adding a new voice, listening again. Alone under the empty black sky, happily absorbed in the creation of a sound garden from ice and sunlight.


  And she thought of the story of Fiddler’s Green, the bubble of light and warmth and air created from materials mined from the chunk of tarry ice it orbited. Of the people living there. The days of exile becoming a way of life as their little world swung further and further away from the sun’s hearthfire. Green days of daily tasks and small pleasures. Farming, cooking, weaving new homes in the hanging forest on the inside of the bubble’s skin. A potter shaping dishes and bowls from primordial clay. Children chasing each other, flitting like schools of fish between floating islands of trees. The music of their laughter. The unrecorded happiness of ordinary life, out there in the outer dark.


  Barbara Allen And Sweet Billie


  When Barbara Allen stopped at Ceres to sell a load of janky machinery ripped from a derelict biome, she was visited by an eidolon of her first lover, Sweet Billie, who told her that he was dying. And she decided, what the hell, to pay him a visit. She’d grown up with him in the domes of New Old London, Pallas, they’d run away together to become junk peddlers, and she still had unresolved issues about the way he’d treated her while they’d been celebrating their first real coup on Tannhauser Gate, twenty years ago. When they’d been very young and everything had been new and intense, and love had so easily turned to hate, and they’d broken their partnership and each had sworn never to see the other again. And that was the first thing she told him, when she reached his dying bed on a terrace overlooking the cold blue waters of the Piazzi Sea.


  ‘The way you looked at other women when you were with me, it broke my heart,’ she said. ‘The way you looked at them, and praised their beauty. And the way you danced with them.’


  ‘I remember how cruel and foolish I was,’ he said, ‘and that’s why I invited you here. I lost you, and I’ve bitterly regretted it every day, and now I’m dying I want to beg for your forgiveness.’


  He was gaunt and naked, and the right side of his body had been transformed into coralline stone by mites he’d caught while fossicking in some old ruin in the outer belt.


  ‘You’re right about one thing,’ Barbara said. ‘You’re dying. But you will have to die without my forgiveness.’


  And she turned and left him and caught a rail car that travelled halfway around the little world, back to the elevator head in Stumptown. But she hadn’t gone more than a hundred kilometres when Sweet Billie’s eidolon appeared, and told her that he was dead. And she felt something cold and dark break apart inside her, and started crying.


  Some said that by the time she reached Stumptown, her right arm was paralysed and her skin was cold and growing hard and scaly. Either Sweet Billie had infected her in revenge for her heartlessness, or she had broken quarantine protocol and deliberately infected herself out of remorse. Within two weeks she died, calling for her dead lover, and was buried next to him in the great old graveyard on the cold stone plain beyond the domes of New Old London. And on her grave they planted a sunflower vacuum organism, and on Sweet William’s grave a vacuum organism that somewhat resembled a red briar. And in the long cold years the two vacuum organisms grew slowly and surely together, and twined in a true lovers’ knot, the sunflower and the red briar.


  But others said that was no more than an old song from the long ago, and that Barbara Allen did not fall ill after she left her old lover’s death bed, but went up and out to search for salvage amongst the thousand thousand ruins of the Belt, and either died in some accident, alone and unmarked, or made her fortune and bought an exoship and set out for one of the far colonies around a distant star, and is travelling still, dreamlessly asleep in a glass coffin.


  Ghost Of The Holloway


  As Saturn’s icy moons swung around the gas giant, their leading faces were bombarded with highenergy electrons that over thousands upon thousands of years compacted the original surfaces of fluffy waterice grains to hardpacked ice. Human beings following paths around the moons had altered their surfaces, too. Over the centuries, walkers wore down the ice and created holloways that in the most heavilytrafficked parts were depressed a metre or more beneath the original surface. Sunken paths or grooves with branching tributaries that linked present walkers to all the walkers of the past.


  The equator of every large moon was girdled with at least one holloway, worn by countless people who trekked around them on wanderjahrs, seeking adventure or enlightenment, or escape from the noisy crush of civilisation. There were races to circumnavigate the moons by foot or on various musclepowered contraptions, but most walkers set out on solitary pilgrimages. Sky Saxena was one such, a clever, headstrong man in his early twenties. After fleeing from his family and the obligations of his inheritance, he had decided to impose shape and order on his life by attempting to walk around the largest of Saturn’s regular, icy moons – Mimas, Enceladus, Tethys, Dione, Rhea, and Iapetus. A quest only a celebrated few had completed since the Saturn system had first been settled more than four centuries ago.


  Sky had set out from Camelot, Mimas, twentytwo days ago, travelling east. A straight path girdling the little moon’s equator would have been a little more than twelve hundred kilometres long, but there were no straight paths because Mimas’s frozen surface preserved the cratering caused by the period of heavy bombardment. One especially large crater, Herschel, was about a third of Mimas’s diameter and floored with a chaos of ridges and tabular mounts and canyonlands. There was no easy route across it; despite the help of his suit’s eidolon, Sky discovered that he had spent six hours trekking down a long and crooked canyon that ended in high cliffs impossible to climb. It was night. His air was low, barely enough to make it back to the shelter he’d set out from that morning, and a fault in the lifepack’s catalytic purger meant that the partial pressure of carbon dioxide was building to critical levels. Faint and dizzy, with twenty kilometres still to go, he sat on a block of pitted ice under the pitiless stars, and by starlight saw a shadowy figure beckoning to him from the top of a steep slope of tumbled ice blocks, and heard a faint voice on the common channel.


  Come with me if you want to live.


  With the last reserves of his strength and resolve, Sky followed the figure across a series of ridges like frozen waves to the lee of a cliff. There was a narrow passage, an airlock hatch, and a small, utilitarian shelter beyond: celllike rooms off an H of short corridors dimly lit by failing lamps, the air chill and stale but breathable. Sky’s rescuer was an old man with a shock of white hair and a bent back who moved restlessly amongst the shadows, instructing Sky on how to link his psuit’s lifepack with the shelter’s antique machinery, showing him where ration packs were stored. The shelter dated from the Quiet War, according to the old man, built by the resistance to the occupying powers from Earth.


  After he had eaten, Sky sat in a slingbed in one of the little rooms, and fell asleep listening to the old man’s stories of the war. When he woke, he was quite alone. The old man was gone, although his psuit remained in the airlock’s dressing frame, with his name, Leonardo Santos, stencilled across its stout, scarred chestplate.


  When Sky told the story of his rescue at his next stop, a farm tent, there was a short silence as the farmers studied him, and then one of them said that he’d been rescued by a ghost.


  ‘My mother told me that he had been a Greater Brazilian trooper in the old war,’ she said. ‘He and his comrades massacred twenty resistance fighters, and after the war he became a hermit, living in one of the old shelters, helping travellers. He died at least two hundred years ago, but people still claim to glimpse him now and then. He’s said to have led several people to safety after they became lost in the canyonland, but you’re the first to have met him that I know of.’


  There were rational explanations, of course. Sky thought long and hard about them as he walked on the next day. He had been suffering from carbon dioxide poisoning, and the old man had been an hallucination, or some kind of dream. In reality, his psuit’s eidolon had led to the shelter, or perhaps the eidolon of Leonardo Santos’s psuit had somehow reached out to him. But whether he found the shelter himself, or whether he had been led to it, Sky knew that owed the old man his life, and knew now that there was no need to define himself by solitary pilgrimages, no need to become a kind of wandering ghost. He was too proud to return to his family, but knew that he could find some good and useful work in the cities and settlements of the Saturn system, and walked on down the holloway in long bounding strides, light as a bird in the minimal gravity, the rugged little moon wheeling away beneath his boots.


  Heaven is a Place


  On the evening of his second day in the Gulf of Ten Billion Blossoms, Rhea, Rickasht Chandrasekaran fell in with a crew who were taking a last break before heading out from the Saturn system to Uranus. This was in the guesthouse in one of the steep little villages that stepped up from the shore of the long lake. Rickasht had reached it late in the evening, tired and exhilarated after a long hike along a trail that switchbacked through dense semitropical forest, and had been given the last sleeping niche. The crew were a boisterous and talkative group of young men and women who sat in a circle on cushions and shaped stones on the guesthouse’s terrace, passing food back and forth and squirting wine into each other’s mouths and making toasts. Several small children bounced about. A man was nursing a baby. A woman played a dulcimer, and led a small group in songs that predated the colonisation of the Outer System. Rhythmic handclaps. Laughter. A torrent of happy chatter.


  Rickasht found he didn’t mind the crowd, the noise. He could disappear inside it. Nothing was expected of him. He smiled and nodded as two young, earnest men told him that they were going to tent over and landscape an embayment in one of the long, deep canyons that cut the icy surface of Uranus’s largest moon, Titania. The crew’s engineers were already out there, supervising the big construction machines that were pouring the tent’s foundations and fabricating the struts and panes of its diamondfullerene roof. The people here were mostly gardeners and farmers. It was a working holiday, the two men told Rickasht; they were studying the Gulf’s ecosystems, the kelp forests in its lake, the forests that climbed its walls, the heaths and sedge bogs of its upper reaches. The crew’s small tent and its simple biome was the beginning of an ambitious plan to tent the deep, long canyon section by section, and create a garden several dozen kilometres wide and more than five hundred kilometres long. The usual mad ambition of outers, limited only by their imagination.


  After a little while he noticed one woman in particular, neat and compact and quiet, long black hair teased into a cascade of ringlets. Almost certainly from Earth, Rickasht thought, and felt a pulse of the old familiar ache in his belly. She noticed his attention and smiled at him, and he looked away, pierced by stupid guilt, then looked back again.


  Her name was Nisha MinnotVarma. She had been born on Mars, the Hellas Basin tent. She’d come out to the Saturn system three years ago, and now she was going further out, like the rest of her companions sinking all her credit and karma into the venture. They talked about adjusting to life in the Saturn system. They talked about Rickasht’s childhood on Earth, in Brasilia; he apologised for knowing very little about Greater Brazil’s rainforests and grassy plains and great rivers. They talked about his work in the reclamation plant in Paris, Dione. They talked about Nisha’s work: she was a microbiologist, had been one of the supervisors of the soil manufacturing plant in Camelot, Mimas. In a way, she said, they were both in the recycling business.


  ‘You don’t need soil to farm, but it’s essential for stable ecosystems of any size. Everything passes through it at some point . . . I am amazed by what they have built here in the Gulf. It’s a huge mosaic, yet fully integrated. Hellas was much bigger, but not as stable. We had a severe crash when I was a child; there was talk of evacuation. We had to wear masks that absorbed the excess carbon dioxide for a whole year. I’ve learned so much here, and now I will put it to practical use. You probably think we are crazy,’ she said, looking at Rickasht sidelong.


  Rickasht said something stupid about it being an adventure. She had large brown eyes, Nisha, and beautiful eyelashes. Slender hands, nails painted different shades of blue.


  ‘We will build a new world,’ she said. ‘A very exciting prospect.’


  Rickasht said it was a brave thing to set up a home in the unknown; Nisha said that it was a frontier, yes, but not unknown.


  ‘There are more than ten thousand people in the Uranus system. Too many already for some of the first pioneers, they are striking out for the Kuiper belt. I find it amazing,’ Nisha said, ‘at how skilled we have become at making ourselves at home out here. Three centuries ago the Saturn system was the frontier. And now there are cities and settlements, farms and gardens, wonderful parklands like this. All carved from ice frozen hard as granite, carbonaceous tars, comet CHON . . .’


  ‘And outside it’s still cold and airless and lifeless. And a stupid accident can kill you in an instant,’ Rickasht said, and immediately regretted it. Because he didn’t want to talk about that. A year later, and he still missed Jen every day, her absence was a great wound ripped into his side, but he was tired of talking about it, tired of people’s sympathy.


  Nisha was saying something about the stark beauty of the moons, the time she’d walked out across Mimas’s surface the first time, and climbed a pressure ridge and stood for a long time looking out at the tumbled moonscape, under Saturn. She’d walked all the way around Mimas, had been to Enceladus and Iapetus and Titan.


  ‘I like to visit and study Avernus’s gardens,’ she said. ‘Do you know her work?’


  Rickasht said that he’d heard of her, of course.


  ‘She hid on Titan during the Quiet War, and created several extraordinary gardens there. So simple, so elegant, so strange. She was born on Earth, yet she had a complete understanding of the landscapes of the moons.’


  They drank a toast to the famous, longdead gene wizard. Rickasht confessed that this was the first time he’d left Dione, almost his first time he’d been anywhere outside Paris. They talked about places he should visit, gardens and cities, the great mountains of Iapetus. Sharing a bag of wine, sitting so close Rickasht could feel her warmth. It was late, now. Many people had retired; most of those left where clustered around the dulcimer player. Rickasht tingled with anticipation, tried to formulate an invitation that wouldn’t sound crass or clumsy, and then a young woman ankled over and sat next to Nisha, draping an arm around her shoulders with casual familiarity, and he knew with a plunging sensation how stupid he’d been, and after he’d been introduced he stammered something about needing to sleep, and left.


  But he couldn’t sleep, not in the shared dormitory. He couldn’t stay. He grabbed his day bag and set out up the village’s steep dark streets, finding his way by luminous dabs on the path and the yellow light of Saturn’s crescent, tipped beyond the high roof. He was drunk and angry, but when he reached the edge of the village he knew it would be crazy to try to find his way through the forest and the high bluffs, and crept under a great sprawling fig tree.


  He woke early, from a silly muddled dream of searching for Jen through endless rooms of a rambling house a little like the villa of his parents, and climbed a steep trail beside a slow fat stream that trickled amongst boulders in a slanting ravine. Hauling himself along tethers in Rhea’s minimal gravity was almost like flying (he’d watched fliers rising in slow spirals on thermals above the lake, but hadn’t dared to rent wings). He paused at a deserted camp site to use its shittery, picked a couple of apple bananas and a handful of figs from bushes alongside the stream, perched on a shelf of pitted siderite to eat his breakfast, went on. Climbed a vertical stair of spikes jammed in the sheer face of a cliff, topped out on a broad belt of grassland, drifted onward for several kilometres.


  He’d walk to the endcap, he told himself, and take one of the trains along the narrowgauge railway on the far side back to the locks, and go home. Back to Dione. Back to Paris and the empty apartment full of dead things and memory traps, and his work.


  There were no settlements on the strip of heath, and he saw no other people. The tether he’d been following soon ended, and he ankled on in the lowgravity gait he’d learnt long ago, moving only from the knees down. The land rose and fell. Swales of tussock grass. Low thorny trees. Industrious bees working patches of small sweetsmelling flowers as yellow as Earth’s sun. A lone bird piping somewhere.


  His shame and selfdisgust blew away on the warm breeze, dissolved in the quiet beauty of the land.


  Late in the afternoon, he found a nearvertical path down to another village. A teahouse, little more than a canvasroofed wooden platform jutted above the boulders tumbled along the shore of the lake. There were many like it along the lakeshore, but as Rickasht sipped his gyokuro he noticed the pleasant manner of the hostess as she talked to the other customers, the way she smiled at the badinage of her partner as he deftly fried snacks on a hotplate and boiled plump little savoury dumplings. The gyokuro was sweet and delicately perfumed and the food was simple but tasty; bamboo tubes hung under the edge of the roof gently clattered; there was a tremendous view across the tall, slow waves of the lake to the hazy panorama of the green forests and white cliffs of the far side.


  There was a flier high up, a red mote gliding close to parallel to the pine trees along the edge of the cliffs.


  Rickasht thought how much Jen would have liked this place, and the familiar pang was there and gone. Red lanterns under the canvas roof brightened as the chandelier light dimmed, and the hostess came over to Rickasht and asked if he would like more tea. He said why not, asked if there was a guesthouse in the village.


  ‘I think I’ll stay a while.’


  Life As We Know It


  It was a slow night at the Still Point. A little after midnight, Aeshma was thinking of closing up when an old man ankled up and slid onto one of the stools and asked for a shot of Bluewater Collective pear brandy.


  'You still carry that stuff don’t you?’


  ‘This is the only bar in Paris that does,’ Aeshma said, although yo had to root around at the bottom of the racks to find the dusty bottle.


  The old man closed his eyes after the first sip, saying at last, ‘That’s so like your classic Proustian moment it isn’t even funny.’


  He was dressed in red leggings and a black jumper cinched with an antique utility belt. A narrow seamed face, white hair shaved at the sides to leave a crest along the top of his scalp, in the manner of pilots a century ago.


  ‘I thought I’d stop by, like I did in the old days,’ he said, after taking another sip from his tube of brandy. ‘See if this place was still here. And here it is, exactly as I remember it. Amazing.’


  It was a small place, tucked into the corner of a cutthrough in the lowrise neighbourhood of bars, teahouses, restaurants, theatres and song clubs around the Central Market. A bamboo and canvas shack with a counter of polished impact glass and four stools, a little hotplate on which Aeshma prepared snacks, and bottles racked in front of a big mirror, many labelled with the names of regular customers. Aeshma’s grandsire had rebuilt it after the war and it had been handed down from sire to scion ever since.


  The old man introduced himself, Herschel Wu, and said, ‘I guess you must be Aeshma’s kid. Yo’s scion, as you people have it.’


  ‘You knew my sire?’


  ‘About a hundred years ago. No, closer to a hundred fifty. Before the Quiet War.’


  ‘Then you knew my greatgrandsire, Aeshma One. I am Aeshma Four.’


  ‘Yo didn’t call yoself “One”, but yeah. You look just like yo. I guess that isn’t surprising, the way you people do, but that robe of yours, that green leaf pattern, you wore one just like it. Aeshma, Aeshma One, is he still around?’


  ‘Yo died in the war.’


  ‘Yeah? I’m sorry to hear it. A lot of people did. And those that didn’t, most of my friends and relatives, mostly just died of old age while I was away. Back then, before the war, I was a free trader. Mostly lived on my ship. But whenever I was in Paris I’d come here, shoot the shit with your greatgrandsire, catch up on news, gossip, tips. And then the Greater Brazilians and the other political gangsters from Earth moved on the Outers, the Quiet War and all that, and some of us took off before they rounded us up or killed us. The Free Outers, we called ourselves. You heard of us, maybe.’


  Aeshma shook his head. ‘I’m sorry.’


  ‘Don’t be. It’s ancient history. We moved to Uranus at first, and then the Greater Brazilians caught up with us there, so we moved on to Neptune. And then to one of the Centaurs. Nepenthe. We built a nice little garden there. I raised a family, but my partner died and I got the itch to move on. Ended up doing a little tour of the Kuiper belt, which is why I’m here. A science jamboree wants me to talk about what I found out there, what some people call the progenitor bug. Maybe you’ve heard of it.’


  Aeshma apologised again, saying that he didn’t keep up with science.


  ‘No reason why you should, I guess. What are you drinking, Aeshma?’


  Aeshma hesitated. He didn’t like the way Herschel Wu had referred to ‘you people’, as if androgyne neuters were a separate species of human being, suspected that he harboured an ancient prejudice to neuters and their cloned lineages Outers had mostly forgotten. But the old man was an old customer of the Still Point, he’d known Aeshma One, and beneath his bluster he seemed lonely and a little lost. So Aeshma said that he would also have a brandy, and dispensed a shot into a fresh tube and refreshed the old man’s, telling him it was on the house.


  ‘That’s mighty kind of you,’ the old man said, raising his tube. ‘To your greatgrandsire.’


  They talked about Aeshma One, and Paris in the old days, the days before the war, before the defeat of Earth’s Three Powers and the reestablishment of the Outers’ hegemony.


  ‘They tell me this is a golden age of peace and prosperity,’ Herschel Wu said.


  Aeshma shrugged. ‘Business here is much as it always was.’


  ‘You always worked here?’


  ‘I helped my sire until yo retired, three years ago.’


  ‘And you’ve always lived on Dione, in Paris.’


  ‘Of course.’


  ‘Never went on a wanderjahr, took off on a whim to some other city, some other moon?’


  ‘We are happy here. Life is good. Why change it?’


  ‘Something I asked myself a hundred years ago,’ Herschel Wu said, ‘when I decided that I’d grown too comfortable, in Nepenthe. That I hadn’t seen all I needed to see. Some of us had been to Pluto, in the old days, and we went back. But there were already people there, and I decided to go further out.’


  ‘To the Kuiper belt.’


  ‘There are people in the Kuiper belt, now. But back then, not so much. I plotted a grand tour, skipping from kobold to kobold all the way to the far edge of the belt, sleeping out the transits. I had a good motor on my ship, but distances between kobolds are very large out at the edge, and I used minimumenergy courses to conserve reaction mass. I visited eight in all, over the course of a hundred years. And on one of them I found this,’ Herschel Wu said, and conjured a small sphere of translucent plastic between finger and thumb. ‘The progenitor bug. Go ahead, take a look. It’s laminated. Quite safe.’


  Ghostly soapbubble structures flashed inside the plastic sphere as Aeshma turned it in the glow of one of the star lanterns strung along the fringe of the bar’s canopy.


  ‘It’s a bacterial cell,’ Herschel Wu said. ‘A specimen of a very big, very strange, very old species of bacteria. They grow in a little subsurface sea I discovered in one of the kobolds I visited. Place almost as big as Pluto, with a moon as big as Pluto’s biggest moon. The sea’s rich in ammonia, kept just the right side of freezing by warmth from tidal friction and residual radioactive decay in the kobold’s core. And these big old bacteria live there. Although strictly speaking they’re not really bacteria. They use RNA instead of DNA, like some viruses, a zoo of short RNA strands in a cytoplasmic matrix. They cleave hydrogen from sulphides, use the energy to fix primordial inorganic carbon dissolved in the sea. And they grow very very slowly, divide once in maybe a hundred thousand years. The scientists are very excited by them. Some claim they are the progenitors of all life in the solar system. You know how life was supposed to have started on Mars?’


  ‘Not really.’


  ‘Mars is smaller than Earth, so it cooled more quickly after it formed, and life got started on it while Earth’s oceans were still boiling. And some of that life, Martian bacteria, fell to Earth inside rocks knocked off Mars by big impacts, and kickstarted Earth’s biosphere. Also Europa’s. So you might say that we’re all Martians. But then I discovered these RNA bacteria, and now there’s an argument about whether they’re a separate evolutionary domain, or whether they’re the true progenitors of life in the Solar System, unchanged because there’s no evolutionary pressure to change, in their cold little sea. That’s what this jamboree’s all about,’ Herschel Wu said. ‘I’m one of the keynote speakers. Funny how life turns out, uh?’


  ‘It’s quite a story,’ Aeshma said, and handed the plastic sphere back.


  ‘Isn’t it? And it’s better than most traveller’s tales because every word is true.’


  They sipped their brandies and talked a little more about old days Aeshma knew only by hearsay. After the old man had gone, Aeshma closed up the bar and drifted home.


  Halfway there, yo paused on a slender bridge that arched over the river that ran through the quiet, dark city. Yo was a little dizzy from the brandy, and the cool air above the black water was refreshing. Slow fat waves reflected the webs of little lights strung through the chestnut trees along the banks. Saturn’s big crescent gleamed through the tent’s panes, slanting above flat rooftops. Two people went by on the far bank, shadows under the constellations of the trees. One of them, a woman, laughed at something the other said.


  Two lovers in Paris, under Saturn. Aeshma thought of fat, sluggish globs of slime floating in a frigid sea under the icy skin of a planetoid in the outer dark, undisturbed for billions of years until Herschel Wu came along. Remote, ancient, strange, nothing at all to do with ordinary life, but why did yo find the thought of them so disturbing?


  Aeshma lived in a commune with yo’s scion, yo’s sire, and the members of four other androgyne neuter lineages. Yo perched on the edge of the sleeping niche of yo’s scion, watching the small child sleep. Three years old, cute as a bug, thumb socketed in yo’s mouth, stirring when Aeshma stroked yo’s fine blond hair. In the commons, Aeshma Three reheated some soup from the stockpot, asked about Aeshma’s day.


  ‘Oh, you know. The usual.’


  Space Fever


  The town was gripped by space fever. In cafés and markets, in bars and on street corners, people talked about the impending visit of the Outer diva and her concert with the town’s famous griot. Posters of the diva, Jupiter’s banded globe tilted at her left shoulder, were plastered on walls. Starshaped lights were strung around the perimeter of the main square and above the main streets. Children printed off plastic spaceships and ran with them held above their heads, making whooshing noises as they reenacted the old space battles around Europa and Dione.


  In schools, there were special lessons about the Outers and their strange tent cities. Pupils studied globes of the moons of Jupiter, discussed the brief occupation by Earth’s Three Great Powers. Afel’s little brother, George, brought home the project he’d been working on: a virtual model of a domed city fitted inside the rim wall of an actual crater on the Moon, with smaller domes inside it over buildings borrowed from cities around the world, and green parks and a canal system. He had working on it for a couple of weeks, but it was still pretty sketchy. Only his palace were modelled in detail, with fountains and huge rooms, a monorail and a zoo, and a secret passage running through the crater’s rim wall to a landing pad jutting out on the other side, cluttered with gigs and runabouts, most of them from space war epics.


  Afel praised it anyway, and so did their mother and father. Georges was ten years old, and full of fleeting but passionate enthusiasms. That month, he had decided that he wanted to be an architect when he grew up, just like his older brother. He had taken to going up on the roof at night, to watch stars and ships and satellites. He pointed out the space elevator terminal to Afel, a steady, bright star high in the southeast. It was a carbonaceous chondrite that had been set to Earth from the outer edge of the asteroid belt, George said: machines were mining its material and spinning a diamondfullerene cable that would reach all the way down to the new spaceport in Entebbe.


  Afel had studied fullerene construction techniques last semester, and told George something about the strong, lightweight frames that were being used in new buildings in the capital. George said that he wanted to build a real city on the Moon, or a space hotel in orbit, or a place where space pilots could stop for coffee or tea or cola, and gossip and smoke their hubblebubble pipes, just like the family’s café.


  It was on the big road that cut past the eastern edge of the town, the café. The family had owned it for more than a hundred years, and for most of the time it had just managed to get by, but it was thriving now. Twenty years ago, an experimental project involving a collaboration between the government and a cabal of Outers had planted specially modified vacuum organisms the edge of the desert, several hundred kilometres north. The vacuum organisms, composed of multitudes of tiny, pseudocellular machines, absorbed sunlight like plants, and made copies of themselves. They grew very fast, extending their roots a kilometre down to ancient aquifers and drawing up the water. Afel had seen images: they looked like giant black baobab trees, each standing at the centre of a spreading oasis. The government was building farms and factories and villages on the reclaimed land, and planting many more vacuum organism trees. It was a special economic zone, and there was a constant traffic of landtrains and big trucks carrying workers and construction materials from the docks on the Niger River to the north.


  Three years ago, Afel’s parents had built a motel block and a big new extension to their house, and they could afford to send him to study architecture at the university in the capital. When he’d been George’s age, he’d wanted to be a mathematician. It came to him naturally and he loved arcane theories of geometries that couldn’t exist in the real world, and had come third in a national competition. But his father, a kind but strict man, had other ideas for his eldest son. No one ever made a fortune playing with numbers: it was far better to learn a trade, to make a useful contribution to society. And so it was decided that Afel would be an architect, and now he was in the second year of his studies, and finding all kinds of practical uses for the intrinsic beauty and structure of mathematics, from visualising complex, nonCartesian geometric shapes to calculations of the loadbearing capacities of beams and walls spun from exotic new materials.


  That summer, he had come home for the vacation and as usual was helping out at the café, shopping in the markets with his mother in the morning, waiting tables in the afternoon, sitting at the reception counter of the little motel in the evening, studying his texts and making sketches for the project that would occupy most of his third year: a station for the maglev railway that would cross Africa from north to south, once the dozen countries involved could ever agree on the construction contracts.


  Like his parents, Afel had little time for the visit of the Outer diva. It was good for business, the motel was fully booked by visitors who’d come for the concert – four of the guests had come all the way from France, two more from Greater Brazil – but it was a fleeting attraction, according to Afel’s father. He liked to employ a statistic he’d found in the cloud when customers at the café talked about the diva’s visit. Less than one per cent of those born in the three hundred years after the Russian, Gagarin, had first orbited the Earth, had ever gone into space, temporarily or permanently. Earth would always be more important than anything up there, he said.


  So the day that the diva arrived in town was much like any other. George and his sister, Penda, had been chosen by their school to be part of the official reception, and they had put on their school uniforms and gone off to the little airport to greet the diva’s flitter, but otherwise it was business at usual. There was the breakfast rush, and then, after the trucks that had parked overnight pulled away and visitors had taken taxis into town, Afel went to the market with his mother and helped her unload the fresh produce and begin preparations for the lunch crowd.


  Usually, the window in the café showed sports – football, wrestling, camelracing – but that evening customers asked to watch the live broadcast of the concert. Over in the motel, where Afel was working, several truck drivers had set up a window outside one of the rooms and were drinking beer and smoking kif and watching the griot, Etienne Diabaté, and his band play an old, old song about how everyone’s work, from fisherman to teacher, contributed to the wealth of the country.


  One of the drivers, Souleye Coulibaly, was a regular customer. A big, friendly woman who liked to tease Afel, asking him to multiply large numbers, or find their square root, or guess how many pumpkin seeds she was holding in her hand. Now she called to him, telling him to forget his texts for just one hour and come and watch a little history.


  In the window, Etienne Diabaté was introducing the diva. She was tall and thin and pale, dressed in a severelycut white suit, the black bands and struts of the exoframe that allowed her to walk in gravity eight times stronger than the gravity of her home world, Callisto, wrapped around her torso and limbs. She bowed gracefully, and she and Etienne Diabaté began to sing a love song about a young man and a young woman from opposite side of the river.


  ‘She isn’t bad,’ Souleye said.


  ‘Imagine making love to her,’ one of the others said. ‘You could show no passion, or you’d break all her bones.’


  ‘Or boil her icy blood with your hot kisses,’ someone else said.


  They asked Afel to fetch beer, and when he came back the diva was singing one of her songs. Or he supposed it was a song: she was chanting in English over a medley of electronic squawks and random percussion and a fluctuating bass drone. Something about someone walking over a plain towards mountains, seeing a garden on ice . . . It was very long, and seemed to describe everything the walker saw. Once or twice the diva broke into song, crooning the same line over and over with increasing urgency, and then she’d resume her chant. It went on and on. The drivers gossiped and joked; Afel went back inside to his studies. When he came out for a break an hour later, Etienne Diabaté and the diva were singing together again, short verses, in French and then in English, about the similarities between deserts of rock and deserts of ice, the hard work of making homes in each.


  Souleye caught Afel’s gaze and said, ‘Well, it was different, anyway. How about another round, kid?’


  Customers at the tables on the café’s veranda were chatting noisily, as they always did, and the window inside had been switched back to sports, and out on the highway trucks strung with constellations of little lights blew past in the hot African night, on their way to the new frontier.


  Prometheus Warps the F Ring


  An ancient philosopher from Earth once suggested that humanity’s defining characteristic was that it could not resist stamping its footprints into pristine unspoiled ground. There was no good reason, for instance, why anyone would want to live on Prometheus, the shepherd moon that orbited just inside the narrow, twisted rope of Saturn’s F Ring, the outermost discrete segment of the gas giant's glorious ring system. Prometheus was a lumpy, irregular cylinder of dirty water ice about a hundred and thirtyfive kilometres long and sixty to eighty kilometres across. Porous, lightly scarred by impact craters, blanketed by drifts of bright ice dust stolen from the F Ring, it possessed no useful resources, and its chaotic orbit meant that it was difficult to reach. Even so, a crew of gardeners stabilised one of its shallow valleys with a muscular mat of fullerene strands and tented it with diamond composite, and quickened a homeostatic microgravity ecology of spinweed, air kelp, and hypertrophied bryophytes. A famous poet lived there for a year; two different but equally shortlived tribes of utopianists briefly colonised it; it became a way station for the occupying force at the height of the True Empire; much later, an ascetic hermit took up residence, and captured the restless fluctuations of the F Ring in an everchanging symphony.


  At its closest approach, Prometheus’s gravity warped the F Ring’s icy material into waves and streamers, ploughing temporary dark channels into the strand of icy shards and dust that spiralled around the central core. The F Ring’s other shepherd moon, Pandora, also perturbed the ring as it orbited the outer edge, and hundreds of snowball moonlets swung around the ring too, passing through its inner core whenever their orbits were perturbed by Prometheus and creating temporary jets that extended for hundreds kilometres. The ring shivered and shook, plucked by gravity and ponderously slow impacts.


  The hermit injected several million selfreplicating probes into the ring, wrapped in photosynthetic sheaths and equipped with detectors that emitted signals that fluctuated in response to minute changes in velocity and trajectory. A chamber in the tented garden on Prometheus translated the sum of millions of oscillating signals into sounds analogous to those generated by Tibetan Singing Bowls; some ten years after the hermit died, a rare visitor to the tiny shepherd moon discovered her desiccated corpse there, her music still humming and chiming in the luminous air.


  The socalled Eternal Symphony of the F Ring was briefly famous. Pilgrims came to Prometheus from all over the Solar System to float in the chamber and submerge themselves in the oscillating drone of the ring, the deceptive cadences and eerie glissades of the warps created by Prometheus’s orbit, the rumbling percussion of colliding moonlets and the chiming clatter of the resultant jets. There was a brief fashion for apoapsis parties in which afficionados gathered to bathe in the atonal and violent passages created when Prometheus passed close to the F Ring, but like all fashions this soon faded. A century after the hermit’s death, hardly anyone visited Prometheus anymore, and the mirror feeds of the Eternal Symphony on various moons of Saturn, on Earth and Mars, in various cities of the Belt, were either disconnected or languished in forgotten corners of libraries.


  Perhaps it would be rediscovered one day; or perhaps all trace of it would vanish from humanity’s collective memory. It did not matter. The symphony played on regardless. The probes manufactured new copies to replace those lost to time and chance; the semisentient chamber repaired and renewed itself; Prometheus and Pandora and the snowball moonlets pursued their endless, endlessly changing dance around the F Ring, and the ring’s rope of icy fragments poured around Saturn, as it had long before the distant ancestors of humanity took their first steps across the African plains, as it would long after the unknowably distant descendants of humanity had forgotten all about their first home.


  The New Neighbours


  Here they come! Here they come! Here come our new neighbours! They’re so close now that if you went outside and stood on the shell of our garden, you would be able to see them without enhancement: six sparks of fusion flame, six ships killing their velocity as they make their final approach to our home. Our new neighbours, come to visit in quaint old ships, lumpy cylinders equipped with socalled antiproton ‘fastfusion’ drives. And as their ships approach our home, our ships approach theirs, which is also nakedeye visible: a faint fleck about twentyeight degrees antispinward of Jupiter’s cold brilliant star.


  There are more than ten thousand gardens and habitats like ours, constructed from stuff mined from rocks and comets. There are more than a million and a half rocks with a diameter of more than a kilometre, and about one per cent of them are permanently inhabited. That’s a lot of cities and settlements, yes, but the Belt is a big place, a toroidal volume of 6 x10 to the power of 24 cubic kilometres. On average, rocks and gardens are about a million kilometres from their nearest neighbour, and most of their nearest neighbours are either barren or are not much more than pebbles or boulders, too small to ever be colonised.


  But everything in the Belt is moving in different orbits around the sun, at different speeds. Everything is constantly changing its position relative to everything. And whenever a garden or an inhabited rock crosses our sky close enough to reach with minimal expenditure of reaction mass, we like to visit our new neighbours. It doesn’t happen very often – after all, this is the first conjunction since you were born – and that’s why it’s important, and exciting.


  It’s an old place, our new neighbours’ home, an old way station constructed by Earth’s European Union four centuries ago. It looks like a sea creature from Earth – a sea urchin. You see? At the heart of that cluster of spikes, pointing in all directions, is a small stony rock. The spikes are cylindrical habitats, what they call skyscrapers, on Earth. They are linked by a web of cableways and tubes, and those lights in their casings, they’re windows. Inside the spikes, the skyscrapers, are divided into hundreds of rooms.


  I know. It is a strange way to live. We’d find those skyscrapers cramped, congested and claustrophobic. And yes, I know, our new neighbours look strange, too: small, compact, goldenfurred. But we must look strange to them – long and skinny, mostly bald, mostly paleskinned – and they’ll find our garden strange and unsettling, too. Imagine being used to living in a crowded maze of little spaces, little rooms, and finding yourself inside a spherical room twenty kilometres across, with a layered shell of foamed diamondfullerene composite and water, and all green inside, raft forests and airkelp clouds and secondary spheres two or three hundred metres across arrayed around a little central sea and lit by chandelier clusters. They’ll think our lovely bubble fragile and overwhelmingly empty, and they’ll lack the ability to swoop and glide through its airy volumes; they’ll cling to the towns strung along the struts.


  We’ll have to be kind and patient, even though we have so much to show them, so much to celebrate, so much to talk about, and so little time.


  Yes, of course we’ve already talked to them. We already know a lot about them. They’re very eager to talk about their work, even though we don’t understand much of it. The geometries of manifolds; theoretical work on wormholes, those fabulously impossible dreams of rapidtransit systems between worlds and stars. They are posthuman and scrupulously rational, with minds as hard and spiky as their home; we’re dreamers, gardeners, experts in the malleable possibilities of the socalled soft sciences. But there’s much we have in common. We’re all from the same stock, human and posthuman. And it’s good to be reminded of how much we have in common with people who seem utterly unlike us.


  Everyone agrees this is a Golden Age, four hundred years of peace and prosperity, four hundred years since the last big war, when certain powers from Earth attempted to impose their authority on the cities and settlements of the moons of Jupiter and Saturn. Oh, I know there’s conflict. This is a golden age, but it isn’t a utopia. It’s vital, everevolving, struggling in a thousand different directions towards a thousand different ideals. There are plenty of arguments and disagreements in our great and variegated human family, and sometimes disagreement flares into brief conflict, and there are civil wars, too, one family toppling another, scions fighting parents, the rising generation struggling to escape to influence of its elders.


  But there aren’t any big conflicts, and in the past four centuries no single ideology has attempted to use violence to stamp its imprint on history. Trade is one of the big reasons for peace. And so are visits like this. Visits from new, temporary neighbours. They send visitors to us; we send visitors to them. Yes, I’ve heard that a few cynics call it an exchange of hostages, but it’s really a cultural meiosis.


  Here they come, swinging down the sun’s gravity well in their funny old ships! There will be scientific and philosophical talkfests, poetry olympics, concerts, and games of all kinds. There will be commerce and romance and intrigue – even espionage, a game with rules and penalties thousands of years old. Information will be exchanged; new ideas may be born from fusion of our different traditions; techniques considered trivial by one party may kickstart a cultural or industrial revolution in the other. Who knows what will happen? We will dance with our new neighbours, and when we separate we will begin to discover how we have been changed. Here they come!


  Monoliths


  There were three of them in on it at the start. Juny Parrish and her partner, Moss, were engineers working on the Mare Imbrium section of the translunar railway; their friend Ringo Takashi was designing a mural for the big interchange station at Archimedes City. They were all from Paris, Dione, had helped to rebuild the city after the Quiet War, and had worked on the railway that girdled Mimas. The railway across the nearside southern hemisphere of Earth’s Moon was a much bigger project, but in many ways easier. With the exception of Montes Taurus, the terrain was mostly rolling lava plains, with few large craters or rilles. The big machines that fabricated the pylons and track rolled on at a steady three kilometres per day with few snags, so Juny and Moss were able to commute between the railhead and Archimedes City fairly regularly.


  One night, over dinner, Ringo told them about a fabulous threehundredyearold movie he was mining for his mural, a vast panorama blending dozens of paleospaceflight representations of the exploration of the Solar System. He showed them a clips of apemen clustered around a vertical slab, and people in weird silvery spacesuits examining an identical slab in a pit dug into the lunar surface, said he was working on something that would merge the two.


  ‘A wherewecamefrom, wherearewegoing kind of thing. I might make it the centerpiece.’


  Moss was interested in the slabs. ‘Where is the one on the Moon supposed to be?’


  ‘Tycho,’ Ringo said. ‘The movie is very strange: an attempt at realistic futurism mixed with bugeyed transcendentalism. Aliens uplifting the ancestors of humanity, astronauts triggering an alarm on the Moon, proving that humanity has left the cradle, and nonsense involving wormholes and a kind of posthuman transformation.’


  ‘I know these people working on wormhole theory,’ Moss said. ‘A posthuman clade in the Belt. You should show them this.’


  Juny said, ‘Are they really trying to make wormholes?’


  ‘Of course not. You know posthumans. All theory and no application.’


  Moss was fiddling with the second clip, freezing the moment when one of the astronauts reached out to the black surface of the slab.


  ‘It would be interesting to actually make one of these things,’ he said. ‘You could even plant it in Tycho.’


  That was how it began.


  At first, they talked about casting a slab of black lucite and incorporating it into Ringo’s mural, playing the two clips superimposed on each other in its depths. Ringo soon dismissed this as a cheap and obvious trick, but the idea didn’t quite go away. Why not make a slab, a monolith as it was called in the movie, and plant it somewhere? Bury it, Juny suggested, with clues pointing towards it, and make a piece of action art or secret theatre involving unwitting treasure hunters that would imitate the lunar scene in the movie, complete with a radio pulse aimed at Jupiter. Or better yet, Moss and Ringo said, aim the pulse at some star where the aliens might come from . . .


  It became a game they played over several dinners. Evolving and refining it, until they were all agreed that they had something worth doing. Juny and Moss organised the design and construction of the monolith in a print factory run by a friend of theirs. A black slab with dimensions in the ratio of 1:4:9, the square of the first three integers, 3.35 metres tall. Its faces smooth and black and nonreflective, incorporating a system that converted sunlight to electrical power, stored in capacitors that at a touch anywhere on the surface discharged in a radio squeal shaped by internal waveguides.


  The fabrication of the monolith was straightforward: the three of them spent far more time discussing how to erect it, and where. They quickly eliminated Tycho Crater and anywhere on the nearside, because there were too many installations and satellites and spacecraft that could be disrupted by a powerful radio signal. They talked about sites elsewhere in the Solar System, but eventually settled on the farside of the Moon, atop the rimwall of a small crater inside Mendeleev Crater, a spot near a popular hiking trail.


  After much argument, they settled on an enigmatic unmodulated radio signal rather than some kind of encrypted message, and decided that it should be aimed at the core of the galaxy. Moss, with the stubborn literalism that was sometimes endearing, sometimes frustrating, said that no alien civilization would ever be found there because the central black hole violently affected the whole region; Juny and Ringo pointed out that they weren’t aiming it at actual aliens, and besides, there were a good number of nearer stars in the same direction. It was a trivial hack to make the wave guide directional, and to delay transmission of the signal when the galactic core was below the horizon. Moss incorporated a safety routine, too, so that the signal would also be delayed if the monolith detected any spacecraft or satellites in the path of the radio beam.


  ‘We don’t want this to come back and bite us,’ he said.


  All that was left was to organise the emplacement. They hired a lunar hopper and borrowed a small construction robot, swore Ringo’s assistant to secrecy, and planted the thing in six hours. Ringo’s assistant took photographs of the three of them posed in front of the monolith, as in the movie clip, helmet visors fully polarised to hide their identity, and after Moss activated it they all had to resist the temptation to touch it: part of the fun was waiting for some random stranger to discover and trigger it.


  They did not have to wait long. The first squeal was triggered just eleven days after the monolith had been emplaced, and soon there was a steady trickle of signal pulses. It became a brief sensation. People hiking the trail made a point of diverting to the monolith and triggering it and posing for pictures. Several couples performed partnering ceremonies in front of it. Visitors left tokens, or added rocks to a cairn. Someone strung Tibetan prayer flags nearby, which slowly bleached in the relentless sunlight. The nearest hiker shelter was renamed Monolith Station.


  Juno and Moss and Ringo talked about claiming credit but never did. It was more fun to leave it as an enigma. They moved on to other work, and over the years mostly forgot about their little project. Juno and Moss drifted apart; she continued to work in railway construction, while Moss set up home in an ecocommune on Mars, gardening a tented crater. One day, some thirtysix years after they’d planted the monolith, Ringo sent an eidolon to Juno, who was working then on girdling a rock some twenty kilometres in diameter with a monorail.


  ‘There are other monoliths,’ the eidolon said, without preamble, and showed her in quick succession images of slabs on Ceres, Vesta, several smaller asteroids, and one of Mars’s moons, Phobos. They were identical to the original and like the original aimed their radio blurts at the galactic core, and had appeared within the last hundred days. Clearly a large crew, or perhaps several smaller ones, had been involved in their placement.


  ‘I have no idea who did it,’ Ringo’s eidolon said. ‘Has anyone contacted you?’


  ‘No. I suppose Moss might know something.’


  She hadn’t seen her expartner for more than ten years, but thought with a little stab of old exasperation that it would be just like him to ruin their lovely little sitespecific idea.


  ‘I’ve already talked to him,’ Ringo’s eidolon said. ‘He claims to be as baffled as me, and has been buried in that ecocommune for years. He’s taken some kind of vow of poverty. My assistant, and that friend of yours who helped with the fabrication, they don’t know anything either. It’s a mystery.’


  Juno told the eidolon a little about her work and her new partner, asked to be kept in the loop. In the next decade, more than a hundred monoliths appeared, scattered through the Belt, on Mars, on the moons of Jupiter and Saturn. No one claimed credit, although someone blew up a giant monolith more than a hundred metres tall that appeared on Earth, in the Australian outback, and released a terse statement claiming that monoliths diverging from the norm were heretical. Rumours of a secret cult of philosophermonks circulated but were never confirmed, and no one ever saw a monolith being erected.


  Ringo and Juno met one last time on Phobos. Ringo was outwardbound; Juno was heading towards Bradbury, to advise on construction of a tram system inside the tented city. They confirmed to each other that no one had ever contacted them about the original monolith. Ringo believed that it was a gigantic practical joke, and the rumours about vagabond monks and worship of alien overlords were part of it.


  ‘Anyone with an industrial maker swarm could replicate what we did,’ he said. ‘We should only be surprised that it is still ongoing after all these years.’


  Juno told him that she had analysed the spread of the monoliths. There appeared to be at least nine separate nodes, nine groups making them and setting them out.


  ‘If it is a joke,’ she said, ‘it’s highly organised. Many people must be involved, and none have ever broken cover.’


  ‘Neither did we,’ Ringo said.


  ‘Imagine if we did.’


  ‘No one would believe us.’


  ‘There’s no sign that they’ll stop,’ Juno said. ‘Whoever they are.’


  ‘Maybe they truly believe in what they are doing,’ Ringo said. ‘Maybe it isn’t a joke, to them. Maybe they really do believe that random radio signals will be detected by aliens.’


  ‘Our silly little joke,’ Juno said.


  ‘Our work of art,’ Ringo said. ‘I’m glad we never signed it. Because if aliens did answer the signals, if they were hostile or if they destroyed us without meaning to, we’d be made into the worst and the most foolish villains in all of history.’


  He looked deadly serious for a moment, then burst into laughter.


  Juno laughed too. ‘For a moment you almost had me.’


  They never met or talked about it again. But on rocks in the belt, on moons in the Outer System, on kobolds and comets, the monoliths continued to appear, each a lonely and enigmatic iteration of a secret purpose, each a single voice of a random and unfinished symphony, singing out to the stars at the touch of a wanderer’s hand.


  Dragon Lady


  I knew who it was as soon as I saw her. She was a lot older, of course, and although her hair was still glossy black, it was no longer bowlcut but brushed back and caught up in a long pigtail braided with gold wire, and she wore a sober grey spidersilk trouser suit rather than freefall coveralls. She had long nails, too, and her lips were dyed deep red to match. But it was Xiuli Tian, all right. I’d know her anywhere. Our dragon lady, our nemesis, our saviour.


  I hadn’t seen her for more than thirty years. Closer to forty, really. She’d stolen a gig and hightailed it out of Charn, and here she was in the passenger terminal of the port of Al Yahar, the capital of the Koronis Emirates, talking with an equally expensively but much younger dressed woman as she skimmed past me. I halfraised a hand in greeting, a foolish reflex she fortunately did not notice, and she said something that made her companion laugh, and then she was gone.


  It was Ruger Ridgley who gave her the nickname, after she’d spurned his attempt to get her into his sleeping niche. The stereotyping, and trying to hit on anything young and female: both were typical of Ruger. He was our systems engineer and somewhat older than the rest of us, and believed that gave him all kinds of unearned privileges.


  ‘If she doesn’t loosen up, that attitude of hers is going to cause friction,’ he told my partner, Krish, and Krish, who liked to play the diplomat, advised him to give her time to get used to her new home.


  Xiuli Tian had been the last to join our kibbutz, signing up less than twenty days before we lit out for Charn. She claimed to know something about hydroponic work, but more importantly she had a chunk of credit that greatly enhanced our sinking fund and earned her the right to become a partner with a three hundred and fiftyeighth share, the smallest of all of us, calculated from the time she’d spent working on planning and preparation (zero), her expertise (small), and her credit (substantial).


  She was – or so we thought at the time – one of the wave of new immigrants to the Belt who were swarming up the new elevators and heading out to the Moon or Mercury or the Belt to find their fortunes, a rising demographic that would characterise what we’d come to call the Great Expansion. Our kibbutz was doing its bit in that rush into new territory. We were mostly firstgeneration Belters, born into families, crews and communes of Outers who’d migrated inwards after the Quiet War. Now, like our parents, we wanted to set up a place of our own. We’d been granted title on a lumpy rubblepile asteroid, 2038615 Charn, hired a construction crew whose big machines had tented an equatorial crevasse and installed a basic lifesystem, and purchased a chunk of comet CHON, now a tiny, tarry moon of our rock, that would supply organic material and water. And then we moved in, fortythree of us including our new friend from Earth, Xiuli Tian, and got to work.


  Xiuli was part of my crew, horticulture and landscaping. It immediately became clear that her hydroponic expertise was vestigial. She’d helped out on her parents’ farm back in Tasmania, she confessed, and hadn’t realised that what she’d learned back then wasn’t especially transferable. But she was a quick learner and a hard worker, putting in more hours than anyone else, signing up for all the tough, dirty, unpopular chores. She kept out of the sex and romance games of the unpartnered, hardly ever volunteered anything about herself or her life on Earth, and hardly took part in the struggle sessions where we thrashed out democratic solutions to every kind of problem, but pretty soon we accepted her as one of us. Quiet and unassertive, but tough and singleminded. Point her at a problem and she’d bang her head against it until she’d cracked it by sheer force.


  I wonder what would have happened if it hadn’t been for the crash. Would she have settled down, partnered up, and started making babies like most of the rest of us? Or would her past have caught up with her anyway? One thing was certain, it was the crash that raised her up, and brought her down.


  We’d used less than a tenth of the mass of our little CHON moon to establish a viable, fairly stable biosphere in our tent town. Five years after we’d moved in, we began to delicate work of break up and deorbit the rest, planning to smear its primordial tars across a large percentage of Charn’s surface and grow photosynthetic vacuum organisms that would transform it into novel polymers, antibiotics, edible plastics, roomtemperature superconductors, quantum dots, and so on and so forth. But an explosive charge misfired and shattered a chunk into too many fragments, some of those fragments smacked into the surface outside the target area, and three struck our tent. Everyone got into a psuit or a shelter in time. No one was killed, but the biosphere was wrecked. Our gardens, our farms, our tanks: all dead. And even worse, one of the fragments had smacked into our maker plant.


  We’d been having problems with the farms in the past year, so our stores were too low to tide us over until we got things up and running again. And with all but one maker wrecked beyond repair, we couldn’t print enough food from CHON, which in any case was mostly smeared across Charn’s craters and lumpy plains. For a couple of days, it looked like we would have to sell Charn at a knockdown price, and return to our homes and hope we could scrape together enough credit and kudos to start over in five or ten years. A hard thing for young, ambitious, proud, independent people like us to swallow, a big hit on our pride and selfworth. And then, when everything seemed hopeless, when we met to talk about what we should do, Xiuli presented her inventory and her plan.


  It was impressively detailed. And after a couple of days of analysis and failure testing, it looked like it might work. She was modest about her achievement, saying she had learned something about resource allocation in an old job, but showed some steel when she warned us that democracy would have to go during what she called the emergency. There was no time for debate, she said. Someone must take charge.


  And we let her. Our dragon lady. We let her take over. And she saved us. Saved our pride, saved our commune, saved Charn. It was a hard year. Every calorie, every watt, had to be hoarded and doled out. We mostly lived on plastic food and vitamin supplements. We all lost mass, and spent most of our time working or sleeping, no time or energy for anything else. Three people died, and Xiuli and her cadres treated the bodies the way we'd treated every scrap of CHON we could scrape together. It came out, about the bodies, and things eased up a little after fifteen people decided to drop out, and ten more were exiled for what Xiuli called insurrection, but for two years it was touch and go.


  Xiuli kept us together. Whenever a problem cropped up, there she was, with a ready solution that we had to apply without argument or discussion. Whenever anyone complained, or failed to work hard enough, she decided on their punishment. That insurrection happened six months in, when she discovered that a family was hoarding food for their children, and punished both the parents and the kids. The insurrection was put down quickly and violently, and the rebels were given a choice: hard labour on short rations, or exile, and loss of their credit. They all left, but the resentment lingered, and never quite went away.


  Xiuli seemed not to notice it. She thrived on hardship and she loved leadership. She didn’t even mind that we called her the Dragon Lady. I think she actually liked it.


  When the vacuum organism farms yielded their first crops and things began to ease, it seemed natural and inevitable that Xiuli would lead the trade mission to Green Mansions, at that time the nearest garden to our rock. She drove a hard bargain, bringing back three reconditioned makers and luxuries like tea and chocolate we hadn’t been able to afford to make ourselves. Everyone got a share, but Xiuli’s cadre, her close friends and sycophants, got the lion’s share. It underscored that cold fact that we were no longer equal, might never be equal ever again. There was more grumbling, and perhaps there might have been another insurrection, but then collision watch spotted a ship approaching. Xiuli made contact with it, and the next day she was gone, on the stolen gig. The ship changed course when it spotted the fleeing gig, but she managed to reach Tannhauser Gate ahead of it, and disappeared into the Autonomous Trading Zone.


  The ship had been carrying two people from Earth: security from the corporado Xiuli had robbed. She had been working as a lowlevel administrator on a construction project in low Earth orbit, and one day had bugged out to the Belt with the chunk of credit she had used to buy her way in to our thing – credit, we soon discovered, which had been transferred out of our account an hour before she left Charn.


  And that was the last we knew of our dragon lady. She had saved us, no doubt, but she had changed us, stamped her authority on our hearts and souls, and we never quite got over it. Partners split up; friendships ended. Tough things had been done during the hard years, tough choices had been made, and some of them could not be forgiven.


  Everyone who had been in Xiuli’s little cadre left. Ruger Ridgley left too, and two years later was found dead in a hostel in Tasmania: it seemed that he had been looking for Xiuli, and several people speculated that she’d found him before he’d found her. Three years after that, half of what was left of the kibbutz left to start another settlement, out in the Trojans. They called it Fresh Start.


  Well, the rest of us are still here, and have prospered after our fashion. We are not what we wanted to be, perhaps, but we have tried to make the best of what we have become.


  And here I am, making my way back home after visiting my old family, my old home, and there she is. The Dragon Lady. Xiuli Tian. I have checked the registry: she is travelling under the name Miao Liang, is about to board a highliner for Ceres. She owns a small vacuumorganism farm on Ceres, with a sideline in wine production. She is unpartnered but has a daughter, seems to lead a quietly respectable lowprofile life.


  If I were a different kind of person – if I were like poor Ruger, for instance – I might be tempted to turn her in: the warrant for her arrest is still outstanding. If this was another story, it would begin here. Intrigue, blackmail and, after various thrilling twists, revenge and catharsis. But I am not interested in revenge, and besides, she saved me, and even though we split up (he became part of her cadre, and confessed to me that he’d briefly become her lover, too), she saved Krish, too. She was our leader, but we allowed her to lead us. She used us, yes; but we used her. We all made our choices, and we have to live with the consequences. We chose to save Charn rather than walk away, and we did save it. And some of us walked away anyway, because we were all changed by what we had to do.


  No, she has her life, and I have mine. It is not cowardice to let her go: it’s good sense. The past is a dangerous place, and I have many millions of kilometres to traverse before I return to the place I helped to make, the place my friends and I are still trying to make good, the place we saved from her, after we let her do what she had to do to save us.


  Same As It Ever Was


  They sat, the man and the woman, in the middle of a white beach’s narrow crescent, looking out across calm blue water that stretched, punctuated here and there by low green islands. The sheer wall of the tent curving up, and beyond its lattice of huge diamond panes a low range of bare and dusty hills stretched across the near horizon, sharp against the black sky.


  ‘You remember this place,’ she said.


  ‘Of course I remember it,’ he said.


  ‘The last time we talked. When you tried to explain why you were leaving. And now . . .’


  ‘It hasn’t changed. The view. It hasn’t changed.’


  ‘Why should it change?’


  ‘There you are.’


  ‘We don’t need to talk about that again. We talked ourselves out the last time, years ago.’


  ‘And nothing has changed. But that’s all right. It’s what you are. What your family are.’


  ‘Did you come here to pick a fight with me?’


  ‘I came here to say goodbye.’


  ‘Because it’s part of the program. The thing of yours.’


  ‘Not just me. There are thirtytwo others. Three ships, eleven souls in each.’


  ‘Souls.’


  ‘Some believe so. Souls, minds, personality clusters. People.’


  ‘Copies.’


  ‘We won’t think of ourselves as copies.’


  ‘Even though that’s what you are. What you’ll be. They’ll open your skull, pare down your brain micron by micron, and rip its structure and activity into a viron inside that little can of a ship. The process destroys the original, so all that’s left will be the copy. The ghost of a dead man.’


  ‘You can’t talk me out of it.’


  ‘I know. I never could talk you out of anything, and I’m not about to try now.’


  ‘So what are you trying to do?’


  ‘I don’t know. Introduce a note of realism into your fantasy, perhaps.’


  ‘I know what I’m doing,’ he said. ‘And even though you won’t admit it, I know it’s important.’


  She didn’t reply. They sat quietly for a little while. The woman looking off at the view of the lake and the islands, the hills stark against the naked black sky. The man ran silky sand through his fingers, glancing now and then at the woman. She had aged well. Slim as ever, hair white now, pure white hair in a bowl cut, lines of course, a certain stringiness at the throat, but the same squarish tip to her slender nose, the same small bow of a mouth, the mouth he’d once loved to kiss and rekiss.


  He said, ‘Okay, I admit that this is part of it. Saying goodbye to your family and your friends. To the people who were important in your life. Who are important. Doing it, being able to do it, I admit: it’s a tick mark. But I would have come here anyway.’


  She said, ‘You always did find it easy to say goodbye.’


  ‘Now who’s trying to pick a fight?’


  ‘You were never satisfied. Never content with what you had. You always wanted something else. My mother warned me, but I never listened.’


  ‘Your mother? I always thought she liked me.’


  ‘She liked you, but she knew you. My father didn’t like you, and didn’t care to think about why.’


  ‘Well. Maybe they were right.’


  ‘Don’t. Don’t indulge me.’


  Another silence. Small waves ran up to the beach, over and over. A bird slipped sideways on the warm breeze, dipping low over the water, gliding on.


  ‘I never asked for forgiveness. I always admitted that I was wrong to go. But I couldn’t stay. I couldn’t give you what you wanted kids, stability . . . I wanted more than that. Lovely though this place is, I was dying here,’ he said, smiling at his own hyperbole.


  ‘There are all kinds of cities and settlements right here on Callisto,’ she said. ‘And cities and settlements on Ganymede and Europa, too. Ten thousand gardens and habitats in the Belt. There’s Earth and the Moon. There’s Mars. Mercury. All the places further out, Saturn and Uranus and Neptune. Pluto and Charon, kobolds, the centaurs, the scattered disc . . . And that’s not enough?’


  ‘I guess not.’


  ‘I’m trying to understand.’


  ‘I’m trying to explain. I thought I had explained.’


  ‘It was a nice little speech. Leaving the cradle. The brave pioneers, the brave new worlds.’


  ‘Maybe it’s people. I think sometimes it’s that,’ the man says. ‘Everywhere you go, people are much the same. They make a big deal about little local differences in customs and protocols that really aren’t a big deal. And everywhere the same conversations about art and politics and the economy, the same gossip, the same ways of earning kudos . . . It’s all the same, everywhere. But out there, it’s blank. It’s new.’


  ‘Except other people are already out there, aren’t they? One of the first ships to light out, isn’t it headed where you’re headed?’


  ‘It’s old tech, that ship. A big, old, slow multigeneration ship that can’t make more than a fraction of a percent of light speed. It left more than a century ago, and we’ll overtake it inside a year after we launch. We’ll get there centuries before it does. But that won’t be a problem because we don’t want what its crew and passengers want. They want the planet. The exoearth. We want the asteroid belts. The two belts, the comets . . .’


  ‘As if you couldn’t find a rock of your own here.’


  ‘And in ten or twenty years, the neighbours come calling. There’s nothing new, in the Solar System. I don’t mean that’s a bad thing for you. You like things the way they are. But for me . . .’


  ‘You always had a low boredom threshold. I liked that, once upon a time. Your love of life, your fearlessness. The kid from Earth, coming all the way out here just because you wanted to see what it was like. You made everything into an adventure.’


  ‘We had some good times together, didn’t we?’


  ‘We had the wanderjahr.’


  ‘Driving along the equatorial mountains of Iapetus.’


  ‘Camelot, Mimas. Paris, Dione—’


  ‘We’ll always have Paris,’ he said, and smiled, but she didn’t understand the reference. ‘We had some high old times. But I couldn’t hack life here. I said I was sorry then. And I’m sorry now.’


  ‘No, you aren’t,’ she said neutrally. ‘You know your problem? You can’t change.’


  ‘I can’t change?’


  ‘You’re still that kid, looking for thrills. You haven’t grown up. You can’t grow up.’


  ‘If you ask me, it’s overrated.’


  ‘Kids go on wanderjahrs because it helps them find out who they are,’ she said. ‘The experiences, the new places, the different people. It all gives a certain perspective. But you just liked to travel.’


  ‘Maybe I already knew who I was.’


  ‘You see? Same as you ever were.’


  ‘Not for long, according to you.’


  She looked sideways at him. ‘Perhaps that’s why they chose you. People like you. People who can’t change. Perpetual adolescents.’


  ‘People who want adventure. Who are willing to risk everything to create something new.’


  ‘Say you get there. You survive the journey. Then what?’


  ‘We find CHON and metals, build the machines that build the really big construction machines. And we quicken kids, and teach them what to do. We’ll be like the guardians, the guides. And they’ll build new habitats and settlements, new cities. New ways of living around a new star.’


  ‘And then? When that gets old?’


  ‘There are always more stars. One thing about uploading into a viron, you don’t ever have to die. I’ll be have a frontrow view of ten thousand years of history. A million years.’


  ‘Like anyone who hasn’t ever grown up, you really do fear death, don’t you?’


  ‘Uploading is dying, according to you.’


  ‘It’s a kind of death, but not the real death. And not real life either.’


  ‘Compared to this?’ The man gestured, meaning the lake and the islands, the trim little villages scattered around the rim of the tent.


  ‘People find who they are,’ the woman said. ‘They move on from childish things. Small things, ordinary things, everyday things, they become important. Hard things like raising kids become important. Work becomes important. My work on quantifying morality, you don’t think anything of it, but it’s not only important to me, it has mass, it has significance. It has made a significant contribution to setting a universal standard of kudos. Part of it is incorporated in every bourse in the system.’


  ‘I don’t mean to dismiss what you do.’


  ‘But you do. You did. You walked away from it. And now you’re walking away from everything else, into this awfully big adventure of yours. And you’ll keep running away.’


  ‘I’ll keep moving on. I’ll always want to find out what’s over the next horizon. And I will find out, too.’


  ‘You’ll keep on running. And never look back, never come home. Never stop to think why you’re running.’


  ‘I should have known that you wouldn’t understand.’


  The woman studied him with a look of unquantifiable sadness. She said, ‘You are what you are. I am what I am. And sometimes I tend to slip into the formal mode of academic discourse when it isn’t appropriate. I’m sorry.’


  When she stood, the man reached for her, saying, ‘I’m not angry or anything. Listen, I have a couple or three hours before the flitter leaves for Rainbow Bridge. We could hang out here a while, call up a picnic, maybe, you know, say goodbye properly . . .’


  The woman laughed. ‘That’s exactly what I mean,’ she said, and turned and walked off across the breast of the little island, its rabbitcropped turf and scattered trees vivid and green against the black sky and Jupiter’s slanted pastel crescent.


  ‘The frontrow view of a million years of history,’ the man called out, but the warm wind took his words and the woman walked on to the little skiff beached on the far side of the island, to the life she’d made, to her home.


  The Paladin


  The Trues had conquered Ceres, the Koronis Emirates, and half a hundred lesser kingdoms and republics, and as they began to probe the defences of Mars the Czarina dispatched twenty of her paladins to search for the armill of one of her ancestors, which was believed to augment the wisdom of its wearer and control secret caches of powerful weapons and squads of shellback troopers from the long ago.


  After adventures in the deserts and mountains of the red planet, fighting bandits, dust ghouls, and rogue gene wizards and their monstrous offspring, the paladin was riding through the trackless forests of the Hellas Basin when she discovered a circular lake with a slim, bonewhite tower rising from its centre. As she approached the slender bridge that arched between shore and tower, another rider came out of the trees and challenged her: a rogue paladin whose armour, like hers, had lost its devices and beacons to battledamage and sandstorms. They drew their vorpal blades and spurred their chargers and headlong into combat. Their chargers bit and mauled each other and collapsed; the paladins fought on into the night. Sparks and flames from their clashing blades lit up the lake and the tower, and the red rain of their blood speckled the stones of the shore. Both were grievously wounded, but neither would yield. At last, the paladin dispatched her enemy with a killing thrust, but when she wrenched off his helmet she discovered that he was her own brother. As she wept over his body a man dressed in black furs appeared. He gathered her into his arms and carried her across the bridge, into the tower. She glimpsed the armill, a slim platinum bracelet set on a bolster inside a crystal reliquary; then its guardian carried her down a spiral stair to a basement room, stripped off her damaged armour, and lowered her into the casket of an ancient medical engine.


  When the paladin woke, she was hungry and thirsty, and very weak. The room was dark, the stairs were blocked by rubble, her armour was gone. After she clawed her way out, she discovered that the tower was in ruins. There was no sign of the reliquary and its guardian, and the lake was dry and the forest all around was a wasteland of ash and charred stumps.


  She had been asleep for a century. Mars had fallen to the Trues. The Czarina and her family were long dead; her battalions and her ships were destroyed or scattered. The last paladin dug up the grave of the brother she had killed, put on his armour, and went out into the world and waged a long and terrible war against the conquerors of Mars. She was a fierce and relentless enemy, driven by remorse and guilt. She killed everyone who pursued her, including five suzerains, and raised an army of brigands and sacked the ancient capital. But nothing could atone for the mortal sin that had derailed her quest. When she and the tattered remnant of her army were at last cornered in the Labyrinth of the Night by five squadrons of elite shock troopers, she died with her dead brother’s name on her lips.


  Beauty


  On Saturn’s giant moon Titan, a young woman discovered one of the fabled gardens created by the great gene wizard Avernus, hidden inside a bubble habitat buried at the bottom of a deep rift. When she cycled through its airlock the young woman found that it was still lovely and perfect centuries after the gene wizard’s death: groves of slender birch trees standing amongst black rocks and lawns of thick black moss, lit by bright chandeliers. But as she walked through it, it began to die. Chandelier light dimmed to an eldritch glow. Her psuit boots left white prints in the moss that began to grow like puddles of spilt milk. The fresh green leaves of the birches around her darkened, turned red, and began to fall, a red snow fluttering down across the dying, piebald lawns. And the paperwhite bark of the trees began to darken too, turning black as soot. The young woman realised that she had triggered the garden’s death, that she had become Avernus’s collaborator in a work of art. That she was the sole witness to its transient beauty. The spills of white widening across the floor. The red leaves fluttering down. The skeletons of the leafless trees blackening as if consumed by an invisible fire. She sat in the middle of the garden, aching with sorrow and wonder and awe.


  Transitional Forms


  At night, the hot zone was patched with drifts of soft pastel light. Violets and indigos; dark reds, translucent greens. Jellyfish genes for luminescence had been used as markers for tweaks in the first genetically modified organisms, and that tradition had been adopted by a-life hackers. The colours were tags, territorial claims that pulsed and twinkled like spring blossoms in an alien and verdant land.


  Ray Roberts had been patrolling the hot zone and the desert around its perimeter for two years now, and he still thought it beautiful, at night. During the day, the trees and other a-life organisms baked under the sun-bleached sky. Black twisted lattices like the charred skeletons of cacti; carbonised spikes and spurs like the armatures of nuclear-blasted buildings. Tangles of burnt wire. Fields of grim sculpture. But at night, shrouded in soft clouds of colour, it was a fairyland.


  That particular night, about a week after a salvage gang had infiltrated the zone and stripped copper and molybdenum beads from about twenty hectares of metal-concentrating trees, Ray was riding his bay gelding, Winston, along the dirt roads that switchbacked over the dump rock hills. He was plugged into the surveillance grid of cameras and drones. GPS tracked him to within a metre. He reported to dispatch every thirty minutes, and the reports of the other patrols crackled in his earpiece. The zone was on amber alert because the salvage gang would almost certainly be back for more, but that night everyone was reporting they’d nothing to report.


  Around midnight, he met up with two colleagues at one of the monitoring stations near the pit of the exhausted copper mine at the core of the zone. They watered their horses from the standpipe, exchanged gossip, moved on. At sunup, Ray and Winston were heading home along the old boundary road when he spotted something up on a ridge. A glint, a speck in the eye, a dead pixel in a heads-up display. He glassed it in UV and infrared, made the call when he was certain of what he was seeing, gave dispatch a good shot with the camera built into his glasses, got permission to check it out.


  He kept a wary eye on the spot, let Winston pick his way between rocks and mini-cathedrals of black spikes and clumps of prickly pear. At the top of the ridge, he reined in his horse and sat and waited, one hand close to the taser holstered at his hip. He’d never yet had to use it in anger, but you never could tell.


  To the naked eye, the tent’s canvas perfectly matched the ground’s dry pebbly texture. Pretty soon a woman emerged, as if swimming out of a rent in the air. T-shirt and jeans, dirty blond hair in a ponytail, sunglasses heliographing early morning sun as she looked up at him.


  Ray asked her if she was alone: ‘Neither of us need any surprises.’


  ‘There’s no one here but me and the ants.’


  ‘They do thrive out here.’


  ‘I saw an owl, too.’


  ‘This area’s been cleaned up by the a-life, pretty much. The desert’s coming back in.’


  Ray’s glasses had grabbed the woman’s face by now, checked it against the government databases. Janine Childs. BSc, PhD, both degrees from UCLA. A spell of employment in the California Department of Fish and Game, then some startup funded by South Korea, working in Kazakhstan. Currently freelance. The usual traffic citations, a divorce, no criminal record. Thirty-one, five-eleven, blond hair, blue eyes.


  She didn’t flinch when Ray swung down from his saddle. She was exactly his height.


  He said, ‘You know why I came up here?’


  ‘I guess I picked the wrong place to camp.’


  ‘I guess you did. You’re about ten kilometres inside a state-designated exclusion zone.’


  ‘I’ll pack up and move on right away. Unless you’re going to arrest me,’ Janine Childs said, with a nice smile. ‘Are you going to arrest me?’


  ‘That depends on what you have cached up yonder.’


  ‘Oh. I was hoping you hadn’t spotted that.’


  ‘Your camo is good, but it’s military surplus. And it’s surplus because someone figured out how to detect it. Let’s go see what you’ve got.’


  After Janine Childs had pulled back the camo tarp, Ray studied the fans and the tubing and the rolling strips of sticky paper, then said, ‘You’re collecting spores.’


  ‘Suppose I said I was doing pollen counts?’


  ‘In September? I’d say you’re either six months late or six months early. I’d also say you should have picked a spot a couple of kilometres further in, if you were expecting to pick up anything from the core. The spores don’t travel far, even on a good wind.’


  ‘Then I guess I’ve only broken the law a little bit. Will I get to keep my equipment?’


  ‘That’s not for me to say, ma’am.’


  ‘Janine.’


  ‘Yes, ma’am.’


  She was one of those who liked to play the good sport when busted, asking Ray if he got a bonus for bringing in bandits, asking him how long he’d been riding the range, asking him where he’d bought his cowboy hat.


  ‘It’s a Stetson. Western Straw. There’s a place in Yuma sells them.’


  ‘It suits you better than the yellow safety jacket and black coveralls combo. Do they sell cowboy boots in that place in Yuma?’


  ‘They sell just about everything in that line.’


  Ray couldn’t tell if she was serious or just having fun, and discovered he didn’t mind.


  She said, ‘I was thinking of buying a pair. I bet you wear them, off duty.’


  Eventually the backup arrived, two troopers in a Blazer. Janine Childs handed over the keys to the rented 4x4 she’d hidden under a camo tarp on the back slope, submitted to being cuffed, and allowed Ray to help her into the rear seat of the Blazer.


  ‘Maybe I’ll see you again,’ she said.


  Ray filed papers back at the station. He heard a couple of days later that Janine Childs’s equipment had been confiscated and she’d been freed with a caution.


  ‘Think she has a taste for it?’ the section supervisor said.


  ‘She seemed to be having fun,’ Ray said.


  ‘Then she’ll be back,’ the supervisor said. ‘You ask me, people like her are being given too much slack these days. We catch them and hand them over to the troopers, and instead of prosecuting them the state throws them right back into the mix.’


  ‘I guess it keeps everyone in business,’ Ray said.


  Everyone knew that most of the hackers and ware pirates were funded by the skunk works of biotech companies. The state confiscated the data and samples and equipment of everyone caught infiltrating the zone, then sold it back to the companies. It was the only way anyone could make any money until ownership of the zone was resolved.


  The supervisor was an old-time guy who’d been laid off from the Phoenix police force when it had been privatised. He said, ‘It’s policy, and we get paid to enforce it, but I don’t have to like it.’


  Two months passed. Ray helped round up the salvage gang when they came back for more, and caught a pair of ware pirates with rucksacks packed with samples sawn from a-life trees and shrubs, but he saw no sign or trace of Janine Childs. Then, early in November, a new tweak caused a serious stepwise change in the dense ecology of a-life organisms growing in the core of the hot zone.


  The original a-life organisms had been designed to extract low levels of copper, gold, silver, and molybdenum from the bench terraces of the old copper mine and the dump rock hills around it. Powered by various forms of artificial photosynthesis, they put down long roots that ramified through bedrock like the threads of fungus through rotten wood, and selectively grabbed heavy metals and concentrated them in ‘berries’ strung along their branches.


  The process had worked pretty well until the third major recession since the turn of the century had bankrupted both the company that had planted the a-life organisms and Arizona’s state government. The a-life organisms had spread unchecked into the desert around the mine, and the biotech company that had purchased a license to use the site as an experimental facility was discovered to have been performing all kinds of clandestine work. Some of the original a-life trees were still down in the mine’s pit, grown in tall tottering lattices like mediaeval siege towers, but most had been swamped by vigorous new forms of a-life. The rogue company had set loose an uncatalogued variety of organisms, many infected with so-called cut-up and misprint hacks that not only allowed the organisms to swap and recombine loops of their artificial DNA, but also created random transcription errors: mutations. Introducing a kind of sex into the mix, turning the core of the hot zone into an uncontrolled evolutionary experiment. While ownership of the zone and responsibility for cleaning it up was disputed in the courts, new varieties of a-life organisms spread through the zone like bacterial colonies growing across an agar plate, and hackers and ware pirates tried to infiltrate the zone and quarry its biodiversity, or use it as a test bed for new tweaks.


  Most organisms in the zone had acquired the capability of shedding spores or live fragments. Now, in a new twist, instead of becoming copies of their parents, airborne fragments of at least eight varieties quickly were generating intermediate, motile forms that ran off in every direction before settling down and developing into the adult form. The change had been quick and systemic, spreading like an old-fashioned computer virus, threatening to disperse rogue a-life far beyond the quarantine strip bulldozed around the perimeter of the hot zone. No one knew if it had been caused by a hacker who’d managed to infiltrate the core or by previously unexpressed code made active by some new, random recombination event. While government scientists scrambled to isolate and understand it, every security officer was seconded to firefighting, one shift on, one shift off.


  Ray spent two weeks working in the area around the core, helping to locate and dig up and burn a-life organisms that were spreading the new spores, then spent two weeks more riding through the zone, hunting down the so-called rollers. Things like pygmy tumbleweeds spun from wire; little latticed spheres like pillbugs. Ray captured some for analysis, sizzled the rest with a lance equipped with an arc-weld tip.


  There were hard winds blowing from the north, driving the rollers fast and far, and whipping up dust and sand. Ray and the others wore masks and goggles; at the end of every shift Ray knocked about a pound of desert out of his hat. The fun of the chase quickly wore off. It became work. Hard, repetitive, frustrating work.


  There was a place where guards and hackers and ware pirates drank, at a crossroads where an enterprising family had set up a charge station, a motel, and a bar, the Rattler’s Nest. It was an old-fashioned roadhouse, with a pine board floor and a long counter and a couple of pool tables. A pickup band played Friday nights; it was playing the night Ray came in, two days before Christmas, just off a shift chasing down rollers, and saw her. Janine Childs.


  She was sitting by herself in the corner by the jukebox, blond hair loose around the shoulders of a black riding jacket slashed with zipper pockets. Long legs in blue jeans and brown leather boots. Ray leaned against the bar and watched her watching the band. She seemed to be alone. After a while, one of the hackers drifted up to her, said something. She shook her head, and after a brief exchange, the hacker shrugged and drifted back to the knot of his buddies, bumping fists. Ray bought two bottles of Dos Equis from a barkeep wearing a Santa hat and walked over and stood there until she looked up.


  ‘Hey, cowboy.’


  ‘Ma’am.’


  ‘If that beer’s for me, you can call me Janine.’


  Her eyes were bright blue, with flecks of grey around the edges of the irises.


  They sat and talked, awkwardly at first, finding it hard to fit into each other’s rhythms.


  Janine said, ‘I see you favour the full-on cowboy look when you’re off duty. The boots and jeans, the sheepskin-collar jacket, that hat . . . In California they take off hats in restaurants. In Arizona, I notice that they generally don’t. Can I try it?’


  He gave her his hat, showed her how to handle it by the brim front and back, how to pinch the brim to pull it down over her eyes.


  She looked good in it. Ray told her so. He said, ‘I notice you bought some good boots.’


  ‘I can picture myself living out here. You on one side of the law and me on the other. Like one of the old songs.’


  ‘Is that what this is about?’ Ray said.


  ‘It’s whatever we want it to be,’ Janine said.


  There was a silence they covered by drinking beer. The band was some kind of mutant Western swing deal. It wasn’t bad: two guitars and a stand-up bass, an accordion, a fiddle, a guy whaling on a minimal drum kit. A few couples were dancing, shuffling and turning in a two-step.


  Janine asked Ray how he’d come to work for the state; he told her how he’d joined the army and got into private security after he’d served his four years’ active duty, but hadn’t much liked it.


  ‘The people I worked with were okay, mostly, but some of the clients weren’t. The second time one of them put me in a bad situation, I walked. After that, I did all kinds of jobs. Construction. Painting houses. I’ve always worked. One time I stood on a street corner with one of those big signs, pointing people to a sale of golfing equipment. And then someone told me about the company that provides security for the zone, and here I am. I thought I’d stick it out for six months,’ Ray said. ‘But it stretched to two years, somehow. And since it doesn’t look like the lawyers are about to come to any kind of agreement about who owns the zone, I guess I’ll be here awhile. Maybe I found my level. How about you?’


  ‘I think that you don’t get on in life by sticking around in the same place,’ Janine said.


  ‘So this is just temporary,’ Ray said.


  ‘You’re wondering how I got into it.’


  ‘I’m wondering why someone so smart isn’t working for one of the biotech companies.’


  ‘When I was much younger and the ink was still wet on my PhD, I thought I could make a difference. I worked for a government project at the Salton Sea, using a-life organisms to remove arsenic from the lake bed of the part that was allowed to evaporate. After that, I was recruited by a Korean biotech company. Have you ever been to Kazakhstan?’


  ‘Not yet.’


  ‘There’s a genuine space port, at Baikonur. And I’m sure some parts of the country are lovely. But the place where I was working was anything but. It was out on the steppe, nothing but grass and dust for hundreds of miles in any direction. It wouldn’t have been so bad if the research had been interesting, but it was production-line stuff, testing varieties of a-life organism for their ability to extract residual metals from the tailings of a uranium mine. And not as well paid as you might think. But I managed to save enough to try my luck here. And you know how that went.’


  There was another space of silence while Ray wondered what to say to that. Janine asked him how the roller hunt was going; he said, ‘You heard about that, huh?’


  He was relieved, in a way, that she’d finally gotten around to the point.


  She said, ‘The same way everyone else did.’


  ‘You know, only government scientists are allowed in the core. And grunts like me are watched all the time. The little cameras in our glasses, drones . . . There are pat-downs at the end of every shift, dogs trained to sniff out a-life stuff. And if anyone approaches us, on the outside, chances are it’s a company agent.’


  ‘I’m not an agent, Ray. And I’m not asking you to do anything illegal. Really. I’m just expressing an interest in your work.’


  ‘As far as that goes, I guess you know we have it under control.’


  ‘I know that’s what the spokesman for the Department of Agriculture has been saying for the past two weeks.’


  ‘Well, it’s true,’ Ray said. ‘We’ll soon have things back to normal.’


  ‘But it isn’t over yet, and when it’s over, it won’t be over. It’ll be the new normal.’


  Ray thought about that. He said, ‘One of the scientists told me everything out there is a transitional form. On its way to becoming something else.’ ‘We haven’t started to find out what we can do with a-life organisms. Or what they can do, given the chance. “From so simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful and wonderful have been, and are being, evolved.” ’


  ‘Nice.’


  ‘Good old Charlie Darwin.’


  They clinked bottles, drank to good old Charlie Darwin.


  ‘Do you dance?’ Janine Childs said.


  They danced. He discovered all over again that she was exactly his height. They drank a couple more beers, danced again. Around midnight the band segued into ‘Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer’ and every drunk in the place whooped onto the little dance floor.


  Janine leaned against Ray and said into his ear, ‘I have a room, in the motel.’


  In the motel, he made the mistake of accepting her offer of a drink. A generous shot of tequila in a glass she fetched from the bathroom. He remembered her watching him knock it back, and then he woke with a foul headache, alone on the untouched bed. Her stuff was gone. So was his Stetson.


  He didn’t tell anyone about it. He wasn’t even sure exactly what had happened, but he had the feeling that he’d been fooled somehow.


  The roller hunt in the core of the hot zone continued over Christmas and into the New Year. Every day, Ray found and dispatched fewer rollers than the last. There came a time when he spent three shifts in succession without spotting a single one. Soon afterwards, the governor declared that the emergency was over.


  The next day, Ray handed in his resignation. He told himself he’d put in enough time chasing down hackers and salvage gangs. He told himself that Janine Childs was right: it doesn’t pay to stick around in the same place for too long.


  He tried to trace her, but had no luck. She was in the wind, as they said.


  He drifted from job to job, ended up working security for the Salton Sea plantations where she had once worked. It was a monoculture of pretty basic a-life organisms, but even so, hackers were slipping under the wire, inserting rogue traits. At night, patches of red or green bioluminescence showed where they’d been at work.


  Ray had been there about a year when he saw a brief item in the news. The State of Arizona was suing an experimental a-life facility that had recently started up in South Korea, on the grounds that the organisms it was using were based on code stolen from the hot zone. The head of the place was Dr. Janine Childs. Ray e-mailed her, expecting to hear nothing. A reply hit his in-box the next day.


  It wasn’t an apology or an explanation, but a tall story about this old scientist in Denmark who was into yeast and wanted to do research on the strains lager makers used, each one slightly different, each one producing a different brew. He wrote to the breweries, asking for samples, and without exception every one declined, citing commercial reasons. But the old scientist had what he wanted anyway: he took swabs from the rejection letters, swiped the swabs on agar plates, and cultured the yeasts that grew up. The air of each brewery was full of floating yeast cells, which had contaminated the paper of the letters.


  Ray thought about this, and realised that he had an answer to his little mystery. And the next day he went back out on the line. Only a few forms are ready to make the transition into something new. Most have to make do with what they already are.
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  The Return of the King


  Dr Alison McReady’s journal, 15/09:


  The dead were at the gates again today.


  It was another unexpectedly lovely afternoon, blue skies, warm sunshine, just enough of a breeze to keep the midges away. The water in the loch sparkling, heather purple on the brow of the hills that rise on either side, above crowded ranks of pine trees no one will cut down for at least a generation, now.


  The dead stay under the pines usually, catching mice and rabbits and unwary birds. They eat crickets and beetles and woodlice if there’s nothing else. I once saw one ransacking the litter pile of a wood-ant nest for tasty grubs. But sometimes two or three of them will wander down to the shore of the loch and mumble around the gate of our little research station. We have names for the regulars. Stinkfoot. David. The Nudist. Mr Bones. They’re mostly harmless. Skinny and ragged, in ragged clothes. Sometimes we have to drive them off. Usually they wander away on their own, when some new impulse stirs in what passes for their minds.


  It was different today. There was a crowd at the gate, clinging to the fence. Sixteen, Chris Lovell told me, when I wandered out of my lab to see what was going on. And amongst them was one I recognised. Not one of our regulars, but someone from my past. From where all this started, for me.


  HIM. C—W—The former King.


  The last time I’d seen him he’d been dressed in navy-blue pyjamas, his coat of arms on the breast pocket. I’d been treating him for late stage HRV, and when everything went to hell Ralph and I turned him out into the wild. And here he was again, dressed in a kilt and a ruffled white shirt that flapped open over his ribs and the hollow of his belly. He was very skinny but mostly intact, although somewhere along the line he’d dislocated his left arm: it hung from the hump of his shoulder like a chicken wing. But he was in pretty good shape, considering.


  Some zombies continue to grow hair. Some grow hair all over their bodies or grow spines or mats of razorish barbed stuff. Some don’t. The King didn’t. What had been left of his hair was entirely gone and his bald head shone white as bone. But the lugubrious face and that poached-egg gaze, those wingnut ears (even more prominent now), were unmistakable.


  He stood at the back of the crowd around the gate. Watching quietly while the rest of the dead pawed at chain-link and slobbered and moaned. He stood straight-backed and seemed alert, his head smoothly turning back and forth. And then it stopped turning and he was staring straight at me.


  It gave me goosebumps, there in the sunlight. Joe McIntyre, always alert for frights and upsets, asked if I was okay. I pointed to the King, asked Joe if he recognized him. It took Joe a moment. He said, “I thought he was dead. You know, really dead.”


  I said that he’d turned near the beginning, that he’d escaped . . . no point explaining my role in that. Mine and Ralph’s. My very own spook. Who should have been there to see our visitor too.


  Joe’s three post docs craned to see their VIP visitor, made jokes about painting the toilet block, putting up a ribbon he could cut, a plaque he could unveil. Then one of the dead, David, threw a stone. Which is why we call him David. Sometimes he swallows the stones he picks up (his belly bulges like a miser’s coin sack) and sometimes he throws them. This one rattled off the snarls of barbed wire above the gate, and several of the dead stirred and started to throw stuff too. Twigs, handfuls of dirt, more stones. Daisy Callaghan and Steve Finlay dragged out the fire hose and turned it on the dead, blasting some of them off their feet, drenching the rest. Slowly, sullenly, they retreated, plodding away up the road towards the shelter of the trees. The King last of all, pacing after the others with straight-backed dignity, like a shepherd driving his flock.


  How did he find me? I can’t believe it’s a coincidence. Oh, perhaps he drifted north to Scotland, drawn by fading memories of his schooldays, or holidays in Balmoral. The dead often migrate to the places of their childhood, as if the oldest memories are the last to go. They cluster around schools, playgrounds and shopping centres in macabre reunions. But we’re on the west coast and Balmoral is up in the Highlands. How did he make his way here? And who dressed him in that kilt and shirt? Socks too, and presumably shoes, although he’d lost those and the socks had worn from his feet, leaving only filthy ruffs of tartan around his ankles.


  Perhaps some monarchist took him in, and he escaped and just chanced to wander in this direction. Stranger things have happened in these strange days. But I don’t think it’s any kind of coincidence. I want to talk it over with Ralph, but he isn’t due to return for three days, and we still haven’t fixed the radio problem.


  Anyway, this is why I started this entry, the first in a while. The first since Ralph and I settled here. It’s been a good, peaceful time. Hard work and hope. But I think that’s about to change.


  Dr Alison McReady’s journal, 16/09:


  He came again. The King. With twenty-eight followers this time. All of our regulars, plus a number of skeletal stragglers. One of the latter was a little boy, very quick and agile. He tried to climb the gate and Steve F had to use the shock pole to drive him away. David and the other regulars were hurling stones all the while; one cut Steve, a scalp wound that looked worse than it was. The scent of blood sent some of the stragglers into a frenzy. It took a long time to drive them off, and some are watching still, along the tree-line. There was talk over supper of sniping them, something we’ve been reluctant to do. If we kill the regulars, unknown dead will drift in to take their place, better the devil you know etc etc. Still, we’re all a bit rattled, despite a pep talk from Joe. I backed him, saying that this was just a temporary blip, a scattered herd of dead passing through, things would soon settle down again. But I wish Ralph was back right now.


  Dr Alison McReady’s journal, 17/09:


  Forty-two today. The King is standing at his usual place, like a general behind his troops. The sense of a commanding presence is uncanny.


  The little boy got over the fence, and Steve F shot him. I should be used to dead children by now, but no. We’ve been sheltered here. I can’t remember the last time we had to kill one of the dead. It’s night now, the brief twilight of a Scottish Indian summer, and many of the dead are still at the gate and we’ve retreated to the pontoons around the floating tanks of the fish farm.


  Steve F and Daisy C talked about capturing the King and finding out what makes him tick, but with the crowd of dead around him—his subjects—it would be a dangerous snatch, and Joe vetoed it.


  Ralph should be back tomorrow. Meanwhile, dear diary, let me explain where I am, and what I’m doing. I always return to you in a crisis. To set down a record just in case things go pear-shaped, as my dear old dad would say.


  We’ve been here two months, Ralph and I. Almost three. Both of us working for the Human Resistance, working on the natural history of the dead.


  We’re all, to use the hideous neologism Joe is so fond of, zombiologists now. All of the living must study the dead because they need to know how to survive them. Where they lurk and where they don’t, how to trap and kill them, and so on. But a few of us are trying to work out what makes them what they’ve become, and how they’re changing.


  It used to be that the dead were dead and that was that. Final as a full stop. But after the plague began to spread and the dead began to walk, death took on a new meaning, and that meaning hasn’t yet stabilised. And it’s clear that the dead are divided into castes and hierarchies as complicated as the British class system. There are the shambiers, who brainlessly stumble about, driven by nothing more than ravening appetite—most of the original zombies were shambiers, and most of those are no more than husks now, minds gone and bodies falling apart, walking skeletons with clattering jaws and keen hearing and an excellent sense of smell (they can scent blood from more than two kilometres away). There are the soldiers, two kinds. The first travel in packs and are united by a shared discipline, but otherwise aren’t much brighter than the shambiers; the second are able to absorb and transmit new ideas, use weapons from clubs to rifles, and possess enough native cunning to avoid simple traps and break into buildings. Then there are the aristocrats, who can marshal the shambiers and soldiers and communicate with each other, and at the head of all of them is the King. Not C—W—, who waited all his life to become King and died in the getting of the throne, but the self-declared King of the Dead, Thomas Moreby, who died in the early 19th century and rose again in ours, the Patient Zero of the plague.


  I met him once—Moreby. Ralph brought him to the Displaced Persons Refuge where I was working. That was almost three months ago. I hardly think of him at all now. No more than three or four times a day. His dry voice and odd accent. His mocking and mordant wit. His effortless assumption of superiority. He told me that he was the King of the Dead and I could be his queen, but he escaped before he made good his promise. Or I escaped him—but not his works, which continue to ruin and darken the world.


  We’re trying to drive back the dark with light of reason, as Joe likes to say. A handful of scientists and my own action man. Who’s out there now, searching for the chemicals I need for my sequencers and gels. We’re camped out in what used to be a small research station owned by a company that raised GM salmon and sea trout. A couple of lab huts on the shore, tanks floating in the shallows of the little sea loch, A little island at the loch’s crooked mouth.


  The island is where Joe and his post docs do their behavioural work; the labs are my fiefdom, where I isolate and type variants of a strain of HRV, the virus which transmits the zombie plague. When Thomas Moreby was disinterred in All Hallows Church in London, his cargo of fleas was quickened. The fleas carry bacteria; the bacteria carry the virus that kills people and brings them back from death. The bacteria also form highly organised colonies inside the dead, a kind of pseudonervous system, and the mt strain of HRV interacts with this, transmitting memories and skills between the dead. The bacteria are the hardware; the mt strain of HRV is the software. – That’s our working assumption, at any rate.


  So far I’ve isolated more than a hundred strains, each one conveying a different skill set, each injecting a payload of DNA that, apart from a single highly conserved sequence, is different in every strain. And the sequence, dear diary, is deeply weird.


  As-you-know-Bob, DNA encodes information about the amino acid sequences of proteins in triplet codons made up from four bases, AGCT. Before the plague, scientists would do fun things like encoding The Complete Works of Shakespeare in DNA strands and making a million copies that could fit in a drop of water. Some codes imitate the genetic code—the codon AGA, for arginine, representing the letter A, and so on. Others were binary. The bases A and C might indicate zero; G and T one. And once you’re into binary, you can code anything. Texts, pictures, memories, the ability to drive a car or use a gun . . .


  Ralph and I were talking about conspiracy theories one day. He likes to collect them. The ideal hobby for a spy. We were making up a list of conspiracy theories about the plague, came up with more than fifty without straining ourselves. A good number involved some sinister organisation of mad scientists cooking up the HRV virus from scratch, or tweaking it to do other things. Like transfer skills and memories.


  Later, in one of those idle moments that incubate inspiration, I wondered if the highly conserved sequence I’d discovered might contain a hidden text. A signature. It was the kind of thing scientists liked to do, in the good old days. Computer programmers hid Easter eggs in code; geneticists wrote their names into artificial genes. All of which is a long way of saying that one evening the Spook and I took a look at the sequence, and pretty soon had cracked it. Not that it was hard. People who like to sign their work usually do so in plain sight.


  With A and C coding for zero, and G and T for 1, and applying the simplest substitution code, three names dropped out of that sequence. G H Benson. M R Michaels. B R R Swenson.


  Someone had signed the mt virus, all right. But who were they, and what had they done? And why had they done it?


  [REDACTED: printout of A 412 Base Sequence Common to All MT Viral Strains]


  Our little gang argued about it for a couple of days, but all we could agree on was that 1) the payloads mt virus strains were genetically engineered and 2) we didn’t have enough data to know why it had been done.


  Military, Ralph said. Only the military would be crazy enough to think there’d be some kind of practical application for educating zombies. A rogue state, according to Joe, who had impeccable liberal credentials. Big business, according to Chris L, who liked to read Gramsci and Wolff in his spare time. An endless supply of undead workers. Fleshbots. A prank that had gone badly wrong, Daisy C suggested. Which I rather liked, because it was just crazy enough to be true. Someone had played around with the virus, given it a new property, and it had spread and diversified through Darwinian selection out in the wild. Why not?


  But we didn’t know. Not then. And because we had other things to do, we committed the finding to one of our carrier pigeons and sent it off and forgot about it.


  That was a month ago. We’re still waiting for a reply. Maybe the.return message was eaten by a hawk. Or maybe our comrades have already cracked the code. It wouldn’t surprise me. It isn’t hard to do.


  Meanwhile, I have been churning out sequences of mt-strain virus, and Joe and his team have been testing the ability of their pet zombies to learn new tasks, run mazes, and pass on new skills. Because the more we know about our enemy the better. Because if Moreby was telling the truth, if there truly is a hierarchy of the dead, one King to rule them all, one King to bind them etc etc, then perhaps we can learn how to use the mt strain and behavioural conditioning to control them. To defeat death, and restore the normal order of things.


  But there’s no work today because there are too many dead at the gates, and we’ve quit our little toehold on land for the spurious safety of the floating tanks.


  Damn. I wish Ralph was here. He’d organise us. He’d drive the pesky dead back into the dark under the trees. Meanwhile I can hear them, the lowing and groaning of them, floating out in the still blue night, and I think of the King, my King, watching as his subjects test and probe our fences and trenches and razor-wire barricades.


  Dr Alison McReady’s journal, 18/09:


  OK. The Spook is now Officially Late. Off gallivanting somewhere no doubt, slaying dragons and saving wenches etc. But damn it, we need him here. I need him.


  Sixty-five at the gates today. More or less. We each counted them three times and pooled our numbers and derived an average. And that’s all the science we did today, because the dead are inside the fence, roaming amongst the labs and the generator hut. So far they haven’t worked out how to pick padlocks or batter down doors. Suppose they do? Suppose some dead genius works out how to use a boat?


  Dr Alison McReady’s journal, 19/09:


  Still no Spook. I could kill him. And then I picture him dead and feel cold and small. He takes too many risks. It’s his nature and he’d good at what he does and I love him for it, but he’s playing against the averages in a house where one mistake, one little love bite or infected scratch, takes everything from you.


  Eighty-six at the gates and in the compound. Maybe more. The King sits on the dock, watching the farm. His subjects approach at intervals, cringing and subdued, and the King bites them on the arm or neck, or allows them to kiss him. Strange to see some shambling corpse sidle up and plant a smacker on his mouth. Joe said that there’s definitely a hierarchy of who-bites-who, who-kisses-who. “You kiss up and bite down,” he said, grinning at his own joke.


  Later:


  We’ve had a meeting, agreed that we should move to the island. Steve F suggested that we capture the King and vivisect him: we could learn a lot, he said, from examining the structure of his bacterial “nervous system” and cargo of mt virus. Chris L and Daisy C supported him, but Joe vetoed it, said it would be too dangerous. We’ll watch and learn, he said.


  Afterwards, I thanked Joe, said that for all we knew the King was preventing the others from swarming all over us.


  “You think he’s studying us?” Joe smiled. “Watching, waiting, gathering an army . . .”


  “I once talked to someone who thought the dead were becoming posthuman. The next stage in human evolution.”


  “Ah yes. Your old friend Moreby.”


  “He hadn’t forgotten who he had once been,” I said.


  “And you think the old King across the water may remember who he was, once upon a time.”


  “He spent all his life being groomed to become King. Some of that may remain. His subjects certainly seem to think so.”


  “He’s their alpha male right now, but sooner or later a rival will come along and they’ll fight, and the victor will drink the loser’s blood and absorb his skills and—who knows?—perhaps something of his thoughts too. Who knows what your King has absorbed, how many he’s killed . . .” Joe looked sombre for a moment, then smiled again. “The dead exchange skills, but they don’t create anything new. And that’s why we’ll find a way of defeating them.”


  And now, dear diary, we’re on the island. Shaken, but safe and sound. It’s late in the evening, the sun is dipping down over the hills for its brief disappearance, gulls are circling the rocky fangs seaward, and something in one of the cages is crying out, a raw sound like a crow’s death squawk, and from the hut Joe and his post docs use as an office there’s the lovely sound of a cello sonata . . .


  Dr Alison McReady’s journal, 22/09:


  I haven’t spent much time on the island before. I admit a certain squeamishness. Using the dead as lab rats in behavioural experiments was a bit too close to Nazi-style vivisection for my taste, even though I knew it was necessary.


  Now, I’ve walked all the way around it. It didn’t take very long. It’s small and steeply tilted and roughly triangular, with sea cliffs along its western edge where sea birds nest. No trees, only a few ruined stone walls and a roofless bothy where hardy shepherds once lived.


  We’re camped at the point of the triangle, near the old jetty. A little beyond are the cages where Joe keeps his zombie Einsteins and Newtons. Small square enclosures with double fences of wire mesh topped with razor-wire, razor-wire rolls sandwiched between. The dead have kennels to sleep in and straw to sleep on, and various toys scattered about, like gruesome kindergartens. One even has an iPad; she likes watching cartoons, and making a strange atonal music with a keyboard app. She’s also covered in a shaggy pelt, so it’s easy to think of her as a wise ape—until she looks up, and you see her drooling mouth, her red gaze. Joe and his post docs are trying to teach them to communicate using a symbolic language they have devised. They’ve had some success with simple concepts like food or water, bad (shock) and good (rabbit jerky), but so far abstract concepts like time or emotion have eluded the dead.


  Theirs is a different kind of intelligence. Apparently, Moreby was an exception, the bridge between us and them. Between, he’d no doubt say, the past and the future. The other subjects, in the big enclosures, are tested with different strains of mt virus to see how the virus expresses as behaviour.


  The rest of the island is untouched. Stony overgrown fields, steep slopes clad in heather and bracken, hollows cupping little bogs of bright green mosses and cotton grass and sundews, the windy clifftop. I went up there the first day and didn’t come down for a long time. Scanning the sea to the south-west for any sign of Ralph’s boat. He’s way overdue now. I feel sick about it.


  Later:


  One hundred and thirty-eight plus or minus sixteen in and around the compound we abandoned. Some come and go, bringing food. Two were seen dragging a sheep, caught who-knows-where. There have been several instances of the weakest shambiers being overwhelmed and ripped open and devoured. The King watches all, his calm poached-egg gaze serene and untroubled.


  Dr Alison McReady’s journal, 24/09:


  He is back! My spook is back!


  Later:


  Calmer but a bit less sober (we broached the second-last bottle of Bowmore—delicious!). We made love and it was good and sweet and tender, and now Ralph is sleeping in the narrow bed inside our tent and I’m awake and sitting just outside in the blue dusk and writing this in the light of a little torch strapped to my forehead.


  He came back late in the afternoon, without warning. Steve F spotted the little motor cruiser as it came around the headland, and raised the alarm. We were all waiting on the stone jetty as the cruiser sidled in. There was a long scratch down its port flank and two windows in its cabin were starred with bullet holes, but Ralph was hale and hearty, and so was his passenger.


  Dr Eva Hipfl, Austrian, small and stocky and in her mid-fifties, with a halo of curly blonde hair and an abrupt manner. She shook hands with Joe, took in the rest of us like a new headmistress surveying her pupils and finding them wanting. Ralph says that we should be easy on her because she had a hard time.


  The facility in which she was working—a former agricultural research station, controlled by what was left of the Scottish Government—was overrun. Eva escaped because she happened to be working in the allotments where she and her colleagues grew fresh vegetables. She saw the zombies swarm along the track to the place, heard shots and screams. Saw two jeeps and a covered truck come in, saw armed men round up the zombies, drive them like cattle into the truck, saw them take away two prisoners. She doesn’t know where they were taken, or who the attackers were.


  Everyone else was killed—either torn apart by the zombies or shot. The labs were smashed and set on fire, but Eva knew where copies of the records were cached and buried her dead and headed towards Glasgow, which was where Ralph ran into her.


  He’d been searching for chemicals, and after failing to find any in the Naval base in the Clyde (burnt out and overrun by the dead), he’d headed into the city, to check out Glasgow University, which turned out to be occupied by a gang of crazed survivalists who took him prisoner. They didn’t do much more than threaten him, Ralph said. “Pathetic, really. Middle-aged men living out a fantasy in the wreckage of civilization.” He managed to escape after five days, and when he was driving back to the boat in a stolen Range Rover Eva Hipfl had run into the road.


  And here she was, with the records of her research and of her colleagues. It’s mind-blowing stuff. Actually, I don’t think that “mind-blowing” begins to cover it. We need better superlatives in this brave new world.


  Eva and her colleagues had been working on the fleas, the red fleas which had infested Moreby’s body. Most research had been carried out on the bacteria the fleas carried, and the HRV carried by the bacteria. The fleas had been dismissed, overlooked. Bad mistake, it turns out. Because while the fleas seemed no more than a tough variant of the common human flea, Pulex irritans, they were in fact nothing of the sort.


  This is where it gets deeply weird. As if the world was not weird enough already.


  It’s common knowledge that the red fleas are hard to kill. They survived a couple of centuries entombed with Moreby’s body, they can survive complete desiccation or exposure to vacuum, they’re resistant to insecticides, poisons, high doses of alpha or gamma radiation and X-rays. Drop them in liquid nitrogen, thaw them out, and they’re as perky as ever. Temperatures above 400 degrees Centigrade will kill them, as will prolonged exposure to ultraviolet light. Smash them with a hammer, grind them under the heel of your shoe, they’re done. They aren’t immortal. But they aren’t fleas, either. They aren’t even living organisms, in the ordinary sense.


  “They are machines,” Eva Hipfl told us. “Or rather, they are colonies of many tiny machines, each imitating a cell. To the casual observer they look exactly like fleas. But section them thinly and look at the stained sections with an electron microscope, and you see the hooks that rivet the ‘cells’ together, and the circuitry they contain, see that the muscles are not cellular at all but some kind of polymer, and so on. In short, they are robots constructed using nanotechnology far superior to anything we know.”


  She had images to back her up, and data on the composition and operation of what she called the mechanocytes, the machine cells. A ton of plausible detail, wonderful and mindcroggling. No, she did not know who had made them. No, she could not speculate on why they had been found on the body of a man who had died in the 19th century. Perhaps they had been planted, she said, just before the body had been disinterred. But by who, and why? Eva did not know and did not care to make a guess.


  The bacteria were bacteria. The viruses, as I well knew, were viruses. Strange viruses, possibly manufactured or tweaked, but within the spectrum of the known. But this stuff about the fleas was off the charts. It overturned everything we thought we knew about Moreby, and the plague. Not only were they intricately crafted machines created by some kind of superior technology (“Martians”, Joe said, and not one of us laughed), they were also a delivery system for a catastrophic plague. Someone had made them. Someone had loaded them with virus-carrying bacteria. Someone had set them loose in the world.


  We talked late into the night, Ralph leaning on my shoulder. The warmth of him, the smell of him, the weight of him. All so reassuringly familiar, the one real point in a world completely and utterly changed.


  I’d once read an article about SETI. The search for extraterrestrial intelligence. According to the author of the article, finding alien beings from a distant planet as intelligent as ourselves or more so would change everything. The simple fact of their existence would mean that we were not alone, that we were not freak accidents in an otherwise lifeless, uncaring universe. I had thought it portentous at the time, but now I know what he was getting at.


  Everything has changed.


  Dr Alison McReady’s journal, 25/09:


  We still have to feed and water the experimental subjects, and make our own breakfasts. The zombies are still milling around the compound and the King is in his counting house, counting up his subjects. More than three hundred now. Maybe three hundred and fifty.


  Eva did not like that at all. We should deal with it or move, she said, because there would be more and more of them, and we should not think our little island was any protection.


  “If they cut the floating platforms free, or smash them up and cling to the wreckage, the tide will bring them past the island. And it only takes one to infiltrate. And then there is the screaming and the running and the biting. I have seen this too many times.”


  Also, we had actual zombies, some of them very smart, for zombies, right here with us. What, she wanted to know, were we thinking? Joe’s work was like training rats to do pointless tasks. Mine was mere taxonomy.


  “It is not time to play such games,” she said.


  “It is time to find and exploit an obvious weakness. Now we know the fleas are nanotech life forms, we can discover their vulnerabilities. And we should also be trying to find out who made them. No doubt the same people who fiddled with the mt virus, and left their signature. Such arrogance should not go unpunished. But we cannot do it here. We must regroup.”


  And so on.


  Ralph didn’t help. He said that the revelation about the fleas was too important to entrust to pigeon post. It should be hand-delivered to our HQ in the Lake District. And if one or two of us went, the rest might as well come along. Safety in numbers, and all that.


  “We haven’t finished our work here,” Joe said. “And we can’t take the experimental subjects with us.


  “Zombies are hardly in short supply,” Ralph said.


  Cue outrage from just about everyone. Even I got cross with his flippant remark. Afterwards—after Eva had looked around and declared that she saw no discipline here, and stalked off, and after the meeting had broken up—I told Ralph that he even if he was right he should be more diplomatic.


  He smiled. “Oho. So you think I’m right.”


  “The way things are going, I don’t think we can stay here much longer. But it took Joe a long time to create those smart zombies. They are essential to his research. If he can’t take them with him, he’ll have to start from scratch.”


  “I don’t mean to denigrate Joe’s work. Or yours. But surely Eva’s discovery has priority. Don’t tell me you don’t think it’s interesting. I saw how all of you behaved when she passed those photos around. Like cats fighting over catnip.”


  “So you are taking her side.”


  “Alison . . . I’m trying to take everyone’s side.”


  Ralph was exhausted by his expedition; I was angry with Eva, and struggling to understand the implications of her research. And, yes, scared too.


  I went for a walk, up the slope to the cliffs at the seaward edge of the island, to let the wind blow through me and watch the uncaring seabirds skim the breakers at the foot of the cliff. Something was floating down there, amongst the black rocks. A body, tattered and naked. Some drowned zombie. It washed to and fro, arms and legs limp in the tide, and then a current caught it and whirled it away.


  After a while, Ralph came up with some lunch—two random MREs and a wrinkled apple to share. We were running low on supplies. We had left a lot behind during our hasty evacuation.


  “Five hundred and eighty now,” he said. “A whole new batch just arrived. Half of them are standing in the water. I was in India once. Saw the people bathing in the Ganges. Reminds me of that, a little.”


  He’d brought some of Eva’s documents with him, suggested that we look through them together. A peace offering I gratefully accepted. But first we made up in our own way, in the grassy hollow above the void. Sea, sky, wind on bare skin, Ralph. Afterwards, I skim-read half-burnt documents, ash staining my hands, while he stretched out in the sun like a cat and fell asleep.


  An hour later, I was shaking him awake. He woke all at once, asked me what was wrong.


  “Nothing. Everything. Look at this.”


  I thrust the page I’d found into his face.


  “You’re trembling,” he said, with a strange look.


  “Read,” I said.


  He glanced at the page and said, “You’ll have to explain. This science stuff is so much alphabet soup to me.”


  It was the last page of a technical discussion document on synthetic bacteria. I pointed to the important bit. The list of authors at the end. There were fifteen names. Amongst them were G.H. Benson, M.R. Michaels and B.R.R. Swenson, the names in the DNA cypher.


  “This is an internal report,” I said. “Which means everyone who wrote it worked for New World Pharmaceuticals.”


  We shared a look.


  Ralph said, “They did it. New World Pharmaceuticals.”


  I said, “At least three of their scientists modified the virus. And they signed it.”


  Well of course we had another meeting. And this time it was Ralph and me against Eva Hipfl. We wanted to take the documents to the Lake District HQ; she wanted to take it to what was left of the Scottish Government. They were closer, she said. They had better resources. It was her research, and the NWP document, that was hers too. And so on.


  Joe, ever the diplomat, suggested a compromise.


  “It’s simple,” he said. “Alison and Ralph will go to the Lake District. Alison, don’t object. You can’t work here and you need to promote your discovery. Dr Hipfl can go with you, or if she so chooses she can take the dinghy and attempt to find her way back to her people.”


  Eva objected at once. Joe waited until she had spluttered to a stop, and said that it was her choice to go where she wanted, and ours to go where we wanted. Very polite and very firm.


  “The news is too important to entrust to any single person or organisation. So we’ll spread it in two directions. Meanwhile, I will stay here and continue my work for as long as possible.”


  And that was that. I burned a copy of my research on a memory stick and gave it to Eva, and gave her samples of mt virus strains, so that her people could duplicate my work. We made handwritten copies of relevant documents from her cache, and she reluctantly surrendered several micrographs of the flea “cells”.


  It’s well after midnight now. Ralph is asleep. I’ve reviewed everything I need to take, and now I’m finishing this entry. Maybe the last, until we reach the Lake District. I’m apprehensive and excited and angry. Excited by what I’ve found; appalled by its implications.


  Brrr. Everything has changed.


  [REDACTED: Handwritten copy of NWP confidential report 017110/036]


  Dr Alison McReady’s journal, 26/09:


  Writing this in haste. Resting up before moving on.


  Everything has changed.


  We were woken around midnight by a clanging handbell. Ralph was up and out at once. I was still wondering what was going on when I heard the first shots.


  That got me out of there fast.


  The dead were halfway across the island by then. Blue shadows in the blue twilight. Some shambling or lurching, some moving fast, zig-zagging through the broad grassy passages between the cages and enclosures, colliding with each other, stumbling over rocks, bouncing off wire mesh fences. Some dressed in the white pyjamas worn by Joe’s brights: the invaders had opened the cages. And all of them were coming down the slope towards our little camp while people shouted to each other and Chris L, who’d first spotted the invaders, swung the handbell up and down.


  No time to wonder how they’d reached the island, no time to do anything but grab my go bag and research files—but the files weren’t where they should be, and I was still looking for them when Ralph grabbed me and hauled me out of the tent. Something loomed at us in the half-dark and Ralph’s pistol went off with a sharp bang and the dead woman collapsed. Then we were running helter-skelter for the little stone jetty and the boats, leaping over the ditch, dodging through the chicane of barbed wire coils, out of breath, hearts hammering.


  One of the boats, the tough Zodiac inflatable, was already heading out to sea, making a long curve as it rounded the island. And when we did a quick head-count we came up one short. Eva was gone too. And I knew then where my files were.


  I told Joe what had happened; he told me that his files were gone too, and shoved a thin sheaf of papers into my hands.


  “She left the material on the fleas,” he said. “You know what to do with it.”


  “You’re coming with us.”


  “You and Ralph will make better speed without us. Don’t worry. We’ll catch up.”


  There was no time to argue. Ralph was kicking cans of petrol into the ditch. Coolly lighting one of his cigarillos, waiting as the dead pressed towards him, stepping back and tossing the cigarillo into the ditch.


  The petrol exploded with a thump and a wall of blue flame boiled up. The dead screamed with one voice. Some were shoved into the flames by the press of those behind, and staggered forward, catching on barbed wire and thrashing as they burned.


  As Ralph jogged towards us, someone yelled, there was a shotgun blast, and I saw something down and thrashing amongst waves breaking over the rocks by the jetty. Two more figures were clambering up out of the water. Ralph took aim and shot a skull-faced man draped in a shawl of seaweed; Steve F shotgunned the second.


  We hustled for the boats. Burning zombies trying to crawl through the wire behind us, zombies rising from the waves to either side. I caught Ralph’s arm, told him about Eva.


  “We’ll find her,” he said with the calm certainty I’ve come to trust. Man says he’s going to do something, he does it.


  Joe and his post docs took to the motor cruiser, Ralph and I tipped into the dinghy. I yanked on the cord of the outboard as Ralph dispatched two more zombies, and then we were off, bouncing through the low swell, leaving the island and everything on it behind, heading towards the mouth of the loch.


  I flashed on the body I’d seen floating in the surf, and shouted over the roar of the outboard. “They walked up out of the sea!”


  “I know!”


  “Maybe they walked all the way out here along the sea bed! Like that stupid pirate movie!”


  “I know!”


  “They can think! Make plans!”


  “You can slow down now,” Ralph said. “I don’t think they can swim after us.”


  It took an effort to ease up on the trigger of the outboard’s throttle. I was shaking with adrenaline.


  We were motoring up the middle of the loch. Dark water, dark trees rising on either side.


  “She could have made a run out to sea,” he said. “I wonder why she came here.”


  “I’m wondering why she took my stuff, and Joe’s, but left her papers behind.”


  “She’s up to something, all right. Are you okay?”


  “Nothing that a long session with Doctor Whisky won’t fix.”


  “You’ll do fine,” he said, and spoke briefly into his walkie-talkie. I heard Joe’s voice, felt a wash of relief: he and his postdocs were standing off the island. The dead were all over it and more were coming up out of the sea.


  “We’re going after the woman,” Ralph told him. “See you in the Lakes.”


  We motored on, trawling along until Ralph pointed, told me to turn towards the shore. I saw a black shape on a white crescent of sand, the Zodiac, brought the dinghy in, and Ralph jumped out into the water and pulled it onto the little beach.


  “I’ll just check along the road,” he said. “You can wait here.”


  “No way, mister. I’ve seen too many horror movies. We’ll stick together.”


  We climbed up through pine trees and rocks, struck the forestry road that ran along a contour line at the edge of the steep slope up to the crest of the ridge.


  We found the jeep almost at once. Two bodies splayed beside it, clawed and bitten, blood black in the moonlight.


  “She had friends,” Ralph said. “I thought so.”


  I understood. Maybe the adrenalin made my thoughts move more quickly. “She was an agent. She infiltrated us.”


  “I’m afraid so. She ran out into the road, asking for help, and I brought her back like the idiot I am,” Ralph said.


  “You thought you were doing the right thing.”


  “It wouldn’t surprise me if she’s involved with the nutcases who took me prisoner. I did think, when I made my escape, that it was ridiculously easy. One thing’s certain: she wanted to know what we were doing. She stole your research, probably set the dead on us too.”


  “I think the dead have their own agenda. She was still learning about what we were doing. Maybe she hoped we’d take her to the Lake District, but then they attacked and she bailed.” I paused, then said, “That story about the fleas. Maybe it was made up. Maybe all the documents and photos were made up . . .”


  “Some of it was genuine,” Ralph said. “The paper with the code that cracked your little DNA cypher, for instance. It could all be genuine, but perhaps it isn’t her work. She found it somewhere, used it as part of her cover.”


  He had been searching the bodies. Now he rubbed his hands on the ground to wipe off the blood and straightened. “No ID on these chaps. If we want to find out who she’s working for we’ll have to catch up with her.”


  We didn’t have to go far.


  Eva Hipfl lay on her back at the edge of the road, in a splash of moonlight. Ripped from throat to navel, her face mostly gone. I took one look and turned away; Ralph stooped, picked up the document case and handed it to me.


  At that moment, a figure moved out of the shadows under the trees.


  It was the King. Shadows shifted behind him.


  Chills snarled my spine. Ralph stepped in front of me, raised his pistol.


  “Wait,” I said. My mouth was so dry it was barely a moth-squeak.


  The King was studying us. His face a pale blue in the moonlight. His eyes red sparks.


  After a moment he turned his back on us and drifted away into the darkness under the trees. His retinue of shadows faded with him.


  Ralph and I looked at each other, and ran for our boat.


  It’s days later now, and we’re elsewhere. Forgive the vagueness. It’s what Ralph would call security protocol.


  We’re resting up on a little island where the living have gone and the long-dead lie untouched in their graves. A bothy someone tarted up, mostly tastefully, into a holiday home. A cast iron stove, a good bed, rabbits to catch, potatoes to unearth in a garden gone wild, and shellfish and fish, of course, to take from the sea. There’s a few other houses which might have canned goods in them, and a hamlet by the harbour to explore, but we won’t be here that long, I think. Just long enough to make copies of this last little diary piece, and roll them inside bottles and cast them into the sea.


  And then we’ll be on our way to join our friends. To spread the news about what we’ve learned, and find a way of using it to end the spread of this fucking plague.


  PS. I cannot prove it but like to think that the King remembered us. Remembered that we had let him go free. Perhaps even remembered (although he was unconscious the entire time) that I had tried to cure him of his death.


  PPS. One thing is certain. The dead know more than we think.


  [image: ]
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  Planet of Fear


  Born in Oxford, England, in 1955, Paul McAuley now makes his home in London. A professional biologist for many years, he sold his first story in 1984, and has gone on to be a frequent contributor to Interzone, as well as to markets such as Asimov’s Science Fiction, SCI FICTION, Amazing, The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, Skylife, The Third Alternative, When the Music’s Over, and elsewhere.


  McAuley is at the forefront of several of the most important subgenres in SF today, producing both “radical hard science fiction” and the revamped and retooled widescreen Space Opera that has sometimes been called the New Space Opera, as well as dystopian sociological speculations about the very near future. He also writes fantasy and horror. His first novel, Four Hundred Billion Stars, won the Philip K. Dick Award, and his novel Fairyland won both the Arthur C. Clarke Award and the John W. Campbell Award. His other books include the novels Of the Fall, Eternal Light, and Pasquale’s Angel, Confluence—a major trilogy of ambitious scope and scale set 10 million years in the future, comprised of the novels Child of the River, Ancients of Days, and Shrine of Stars—Life on Mars, The Secret of Life, Whole Wide World, White Devils, Mind’s Eye, Players, Cowboy Angels, The Quiet War, and Gardens of the Sun. His short fiction has been collected in The King of the Hill and Other Stories, The Invisible Country, and Little Machines, and he is the coeditor, with Kim Newman, of an original anthology, In Dreams. His most recent books are a new novel, In the Mouth of the Whale, a major retrospective collection, A Very British History: The Best Science Fiction Stories of Paul McAuley, 1985-2011, and a new novel, Evening’s Empires.


  Here he takes us to a remote mining station on the rugged coast of Venus’s mysterious, fog-shrouded equatorial continent, where the well-armed miners are on guard for an attack by monsters—for all the good it will do them.


  ACROSS THE GLISTENING SLICK OF THE SUBTROPICAL SARGASSO, amongst shoals and archipelagos of bladderweed, several thousand sunfish floated in intersecting circles of churning foam. They were big, the sunfish, big humped discs ten or fifteen or even twenty meters across, patched with clusters of barnacles and thatched with purple-brown thickets of strapweed and whipweed, and all around them soldier remoras flailed and fought, flashing and writhing in frothing, blood-blackened water. A quadrocopter drone hung high above this shambles like a lonely seabird, avid camera eyes transmitting images to the ekranoplan anchored several kilometers beyond the sargasso’s southern edge.


  In the close warmth of the fire-control bay, bathed in the radiance of three big flatscreens, Katya Ignatova asked the petty officer piloting the drone to lock its cameras on a particular pair of sunfish. They were matched in size, each about twelve meters in diameter, and the fringes of their feeding tentacles had interlaced and fused and were now contracting, drawing them together. Dead and dying soldier remoras bobbed around them: slim, silvery torpedoes with chunks torn out of their flanks, shovel jaws gaping, eye clusters filmed white. Venusian fish were armored in bony chain mail, had external gills and horizontal tail fins resembling whale flukes, but they possessed swim bladders. Like terrestrial fish, their corpses floated.


  The drone pilot said, “Such fury. Such waste.”


  “Soldiers attack everything that gets too close to their sibling,” Katya said. “Including other sunfish. They can’t mate until their soldiers have been neutralized. But the dead aren’t wasted. Their flesh feeds the ecosystem where the next generation develops.”


  She hunched forward as the pair of sunfish began to jab at each other with the spears of their spermatophores, and asked the drone pilot if he could get a close-up of the action.


  “No problem,” he said, and made delicate adjustments to the joystick that controlled his little craft.


  The views on the screens tilted and shifted, stabilized again. Katya prompted the pilot to zoom in on the tip of a calcified spear that scratched amongst drifts of purple-brown weed before abruptly driving forward.


  “I believe they call that the money shot,” the pilot, Arkadi Sarantsev, said.


  He was a slender, cynical fellow in his midtwenties, a few years younger than Katya. She had noticed that he kept apart from the companionable clamor in the mess, reading a vivid paperback thriller as he forked food from his tray. Sitting close to him in the television light, she could smell the cola-nut oil he’d used to sleek back his black hair.


  “It isn’t sex as we know it,” she told him. “Sunfish are hermaphrodites, both male and female. If you could zoom out now . . . Yes. You see? Each has speared the other. They are exchanging packages of sperm. Injecting them into special areas of haploid epithelial cells that will develop into egg masses.”


  She planned to collect some of those egg masses in a day or two, when the mating battles were over, to test the hypothesis that they contained both fertilized eggs that produced juvenile sunfish and unfertilized eggs that produced haploid soldiers. She hoped that she would be able to examine the rich and varied biota of the sargasso, too. The swarms of isopods and shrimp and thumb jellies on which sunfish larvae fed; the tripod octopi and fish which fed on them.


  They really were amazing creatures, sunfish. They were eusocial, like ants, bees, and mole rats, with sterile, neotenous soldiers and fertile queens which not only lost their bilateral symmetry, like flatfish or the sunfish of Earth, but also lost their digestive systems, their eyes, and most of their nervous systems. And they were also symbiotic associations, like corals or lichens. The dense fringes of feeding tentacles of the queens, which filtered and digested plankton and extruded strings of nutrient-rich nodules which the schools of soldier remoras devoured, were derived from symbiotic ribbon jellies; the strapweeds and whipweeds rooted in their dorsal shells pumped sugars and lipids into their bloodstreams. Amazing creatures, yes, and really not much like anything at all on Earth.


  Usually they led solitary, pelagic lives, drifting everywhere on the shallow seas of Venus, but every seventeen years they migrated to the sargassos where they had hatched, possibly following geomagnetic and chemical cues (another theory that needed to be tested), and mated, and spawned the next generation, and died. Katya’s observations and data would contribute to a multidisciplinary research program into their life cycle, part of the International Biological Year, a milestone in the growing cooperation and rapprochement between the Venusian colonies of the People’s Republic, the United States, and the British Commonwealth.


  On the central screen, the two sunfish slowly revolved on the blood-black swell. On the screens to the left and right, a wider view showed other sunfish pairs ponderously locking together and surviving soldiers spending their fury on each other or on ripping apart smaller, unsuccessful sunfish.


  Katya asked Arkadi Sarantsev to take his machine higher, was watching intently as it circled the entire area, trying to make sure she captured a good image of every pairing, when the ekranoplan’s turbofans started up with a shuddering roar. A few moments later a seaman leaned into the hatch of the little room and told Arkadi to bring in his drone.


  “Captain Chernov’s orders,” he said when Katya protested, and couldn’t or wouldn’t answer her questions.


  She pushed past, hauled herself along the pitching companionway, and climbed to the teardrop cockpit that, with its pale wood and polished brass trim, the diffuse overcast of the cloudroof gleaming through its canopy, always reminded her of the luncheon room of the Engineers’ Union where her mother, the architect I. V. Ignatova, took her every birthday for a ritual meal of beefsteak and cultivated wild mushrooms. The pilot and navigator were hunched in their horseshoe of switches and dials and computer screens; Captain Vladimir Chernov was enthroned behind them, sipping from a glass of black tea; all three wore bulky headsets. The ekranoplan had made a cumbersome turn away from the sargasso, and now the pilot gripped the throttle levers by his thigh and eased them forward. The roar of the big turbofans, mounted on canards behind the cockpit, ramped up as the ekranoplan began to accelerate.


  Katya grabbed a spare headset to muffle the incredible noise and braced herself in the hatchway during the shuddering lurch of takeoff. She had learned the hard way that she could not speak to the captain in the cockpit until he acknowledged her, and he didn’t acknowledge her until the ekranoplan was under way.


  An adaptation of the famous curable-maket, the Caspian Sea Monster, it resembled a gigantic airplane but was really a wing-in-ground-effect machine that rode on the cushion of air generated by its turbofans and square, stubby wings: a long-range, lightly armed beast capable of speeds of up to three hundred knots. It was making top speed now, skimming some five meters above long, rolling waves, skimming over breakers frothing across sea-lily reefs. On its way to investigate an emergency at the People’s Republic’s most northerly outpost, Makarov Mining Station, according to Captain Chernov.


  “I am sorry about the abbreviation of your studies,” he told Katya, “but the station sent a disturbing message two days ago and has not responded since. Although we are not the nearest vessel, we can reach it before anyone else.”


  He did not look at all sorry: he appeared to be enjoying himself. A burly, broad-shouldered, bullet-headed man dressed in the Navy’s tropical uniform—blue shorts and a blue, short-sleeved jacket over a striped telnyashka shirt—whose cool condescension reminded Katya of the sadistic anatomy lecturer who liked to pluck a student from the ranks and hand her a random bone and demand that she name it and identify the animal it came from.


  Captain Chernov was scrupulously polite to Katya but did not bother to hide his scorn for her work, and the collaboration with the Americans and their British allies. He was a war hero who, during the campaign against American libertarian pirates ten years ago, had devised and carried out a daring, spur-of-the-moment raid that had ended with the capture of a particularly bloodthirsty warlord. Popular acclaim meant that the Navy couldn’t cashier him for disregarding the chain of command, so he had been given a medal and promoted sideways to the Survey Corps, where he’d been chafing ever since.


  When Katya asked him what kind of problem he was responding to, he studied her with remote amusement, then said, “It is something you might find interesting, if true. The miners claimed that they were being attacked by monsters.”


  “Monsters? What kind of monsters?”


  “Most likely the American kind,” Captain Chernov said. As usual, he was speaking to a spot somewhere behind her left shoulder, as if addressing the ghost of an authority she herself did not possess. “If there really are monsters, if this is not some Yankee trick, you may be of some help. Until then, do your best to stay out of the way. My men must prepare for trouble.”


  The ekranoplan made the two-thousand-kilometer trip in just under five hours. Katya studied the images captured by the drone, sorted them into categories, and made a few preliminary measurements. She ate a sparse lunch alone in the long tube of the mess room (which could double as a field hospital if the need arose), composing a bitter complaint to the IBY committee, the Marine Biology Institute, and the Ministry of Defense, which she knew she would never send. Pick your battles carefully and fight them only in your head, her mother liked to say. No one remembers the righteous who go to war and lose.


  The vibration of the turbofans created standing rings in her tumbler of water.


  She wondered about the monsters that had supposedly attacked the miners at Makarov Station. The shallow seas of Venus teemed with an extravagance of macrofauna—sunfish, cornet squid, mock turtles, and so on—but only a few large animal species had been discovered on the northern continent settled by the Americans, and the thousands of islands and sea mounts and atolls of the southern hemisphere. So finding a species of carnivore capable of killing a man would be a considerable coup. A swarm of pack-hunting reptiloids. Some kind of super crocodilian. Or perhaps, just perhaps, something as rare and strange as a tiger or a wolf.


  She went back to work, counting sunfish, measuring them, tracking the paths of individuals . . . Trying to squeeze as much data as possible from the truncated observations. At some point, she noticed that the deep drone of the turbofans had diminished to a gentle throbbing. The ekranoplan was afloat again, driven by its auxiliary engine as it nosed through dense billows of fog. Captain Chernov was outside, on the little railed observation deck behind the cockpit, with the chief petty officer. The two men wore pistols on their hips and were watching the long shadow of a shoreline resolve out of the fog: the shore of the mysterious equatorial continent.


  Two billion years ago, the last great resurfacing era, vast quantities of molten rock from Venus’s mantle had risen to the surface through long, vertical cracks in the crust. Injections of lava and differential crystallization of minerals had formed an enormous geological basin with distinct layered strata, including reefs of titaniferous magnetite gabbro, and vast quantities of tin and iron. The basin had tilted and eroded and half drowned, leaving only one edge exposed, a long, narrow continent that wrapped around half of Venus’s equator. Most of its volcanic ranges and salt flats and deserts were scorching, waterless, and utterly uninhabitable, but a cold sea current rose at its southern coast, feeding banks of fog that grew during the long day and sustained an ecosystem found nowhere else on Venus. The People’s Republic had established several mining stations there to exploit deposits of titanium and tin ore, copper and silver, platinum and bismuth, and to lay claim to the deserts to the north.


  This was the coast that the ekranoplan was approaching, drowned in fog and mystery.


  An even, pearlescent light, streaming with particles and tiny transient rainbows in whichever direction Katya happened to look. The close, clammy heat of a Turkish bath wrapping around her like a wet towel. The puttering of the auxiliary motor and the slap of waves unnaturally loud in the muffled hush. And something echoing in the distance: faint, staccato, persistent.


  “I see no monsters,” Captain Vladimir Chernov said, turning to Katya. “But I definitely hear something. Do you hear it, too, Doctor? Could you give your professional opinion?”


  “It sounds like dogs,” Katya said. “Dogs, barking. Do they have dogs?”


  “I don’t believe so. Pigs, yes. To eat their kitchen waste and supply them with fresh pork. They are Ukrainian, the miners here. And all Ukrainians love pork. But if the records are correct, there are no dogs.”


  “Well, it sounds more like dogs than pigs. Someone smuggled in their pets, perhaps. Or watchdogs were assigned to this place, and the paperwork was lost or mislaid.”


  “Perhaps. Or perhaps it is monsters that kill and eat men, and bark like dogs,” Captain Chernov said. A fat pair of binoculars hung from his neck, a symbol of his status, perhaps: they were of no practical use in the fog.


  “It would be something new to science,” Katya said, refusing to rise to his bait.


  “Science does not yet know everything,” Captain Chernov said. “Isn’t that why you were studying the sunfish, Doctor? Not just to be friends with the Americans, but because you wished to learn something. We are at the edge of an unexplored continent. Perhaps you will learn something here.”


  “Or perhaps they are really dogs. American running dogs,” the chief petty officer said.


  He was a stocky, grizzled fellow with a scornful gaze who had even less time for Katya than Captain Chernov did. But at least they were direct about their dislike, unlike the chauvinist fossils at the Marine Biology Institute, and it had nothing to do with her being a woman—a woman who asserted her own opinions and refused to recognize her inferiority. No, they resented her presence because the IBY had many enemies in the government, and if its unstable mixture of science and peacenik appeasement blew up, the fallout would contaminate everyone associated with it. Which was why, of course, Katya had been assigned to the sunfish project by her bosses, and why she wanted to make a success of it.


  “Dogs, pigs, monsters: we will find out. And we must do it soon,” Captain Chernov told Katya, for once addressing her directly. The ice age of his contempt had somewhat thawed. He was relaxed, almost cheerful. This was Navy work: he was no longer answerable to Katya and the IBY. “If the Americans are not already here, hiding from us or lying in wait, they will be here soon. They claim to have intercepted the distress call. They claim to want to help. There is no airstrip here. The terrain is rough. Too many steep hills and ridges. So everything comes in and goes out by sea. One of our frigates will be here in three days, but one of the American so-called research ships will be here tomorrow.”


  Makarov Station, strung along the edge of a natural harbor sheltered by a sandbar, was entirely obscured by the fog: it wasn’t possible to survey it and the surrounding area with drones or lidar. Infrared imaging showed that the buildings, usually air-conditioned, were at ambient temperature. Apart from a man-sized trace perched on a dockside crane there was no sign of the twenty-six people who lived and worked there, or of the monsters that supposedly had attacked them.


  The ekranoplan dropped anchor, sounded its siren, sent up a flare that burst in a dim red star high in the fog. There was no answer from the shore, no response on the radio, no reply when the chief petty officer called to the miners through a loudhailer, and no one was waiting at the edge of the long quayside as the landing party motored toward a floating stage in a big inflatable.


  Captain Chernov sprang onto the stage and galloped up the steps, pistol drawn, followed by the chief petty officer, the drone pilot Arkadi Sarantsev, and seven seamen—most of the ekranoplan’s crew. Katya followed, her heart hammering in anticipation. When she reached the top of the stairs, sweating in the damp heat, the men had already spread out in a semicircle, menacing the fog with their pistols and carbines. The skeletal outline of a crane, heaps of dark ore, the outlines of a string of small, flat-roofed buildings and a tall radio mast faintly visible beyond. The persistent barking in the distance, tireless as a machine.


  Captain Chernov paid no attention to it. He was standing with his hands on his hips, looking up at the crane’s scaffold stem. The jut of its long jib was veiled in misty streamers, but it was just possible to make out the shadow of a man at its end. He did not respond when Captain Chernov ordered him to come down and he did not respond when the chief petty officer put a bullet into the steel plating a meter behind his feet. The sound of the shot whanged off across the muffled, fog-bound quay.


  Captain Chernov cupped his hands to his mouth. “Next one he puts in your damn leg!”


  No response. They all stood looking up at the man. The monotonous barking had not let up, hack-hack-hacking away deep in the fog.


  “Take another shot,” Captain Chernov told the chief petty officer.


  “I’ll go up there,” Katya said.


  “I distinctly remember telling you to keep out of the way,” Captain Chernov said mildly.


  “I am medically qualified,” Katya said. It was technically true: she had been given basic first-aid training at Young Pioneer camp. “The poor fellow may be hurt or wounded. He may not be able to climb down without help.”


  “He may be an American for all we know,” the chief petty officer said.


  “You can bring him down?” Captain Chernov said.


  “I can assess him, talk to him. Whether he comes down, that will be up to him,” Katya said, with that airy feeling just before a dive, before she toppled over backward into unknown water. As her mother so often observed, she had a knack of talking herself into trouble.


  “No, whether he comes down will be up to you, Doctor,” Captain Chernov said, turning now, favoring her with his thin cool smile. “Don’t disappoint me.”


  The steel rungs of the ladder, dripping with condensed moisture, slipped under Katya’s fingers as she climbed, slipped under the tread of her boots. When she reached the little glass-and-metal box of the operator’s cabin, she clung to the handrail and called out, asking the man if he needed help, trying to sound encouraging, friendly. The man did not respond. He lay prone at the far end of the jib, arms wrapped around a steel beam as if around a long-lost lover. There were only ten meters between them, but he did not even turn his head to look at her.


  She swore and swung up the steel framework to the top of the jib, trying to ignore the dizzying plunge to the antlike cluster of people below. She called to the man again, asked him to tell her his name, and now he moved, rolling awkwardly to look at her without letting go of the beam. His eyes, sunk deep in dark hollows, seemed to be all pupil.


  “You’re safe now,” Katya said, trying to project a confidence she did not feel. “Come toward me. I’ll help you down.”


  The man’s mouth worked, but no words emerged. He was young, younger than Katya, and wore blue coveralls and heavy work boots.


  “I’ll come to you, then,” Katya said.


  But soon as she started to crab toward him, the jib shivering uneasily beneath her, the man humped backward, like a demented caterpillar. She stopped, told him that everything was all right, that he was safe, and he closed his eyes and shook his head from side to side. He was crouched at the very end of the jib now, beside the cable wheel.


  Captain Chernov called out, asking why this was taking so long. The man looked down, then looked back at Katya, and slowly rose to his feet, arms outstretched like a tightrope walker, balancing at the edge of the foggy void.


  “Wait!” she said. “Don’t!”


  He did.


  Katya closed her eyes. A moment later there was a hard wet sound and a shout of dismay below.


  When she reached the ground, Captain Chernov said, “Your treatment worked, Doctor, but unfortunately it killed the patient.”


  The son of a bitch must have been working on that quip while he watched her climb down. She said, “He was scared to death.”


  “Of you?”


  “Of his worst nightmare, I think.”


  She was staring at the captain because she did not want to look at the splayed body.


  “The crane is twenty meters high,” the chief petty officer said. “Whatever he was scared of, it must have been very big.”


  “And it’s still here,” Katya said, pointing in the direction of the distant barking that had not, in all this time, let up.


  “You are eager to make a famous discovery. But first we must secure the station,” Captain Chernov said, and detailed two seamen to stay by the boat, told the rest to stick together.


  “Look after the doctor, lads,” the chief petty officer said. “She isn’t armed, she can’t run as fast as we can, and she’s probably a lot tastier than your salty hides.”


  “There were twenty-six people here,” Katya said. “All men?”


  “Of course,” the chief petty officer said. “They were here to work. They didn’t need distraction.”


  “All men,” Katya said. “And they didn’t do too well, did they?”


  They swept through the buildings. Dormitories. A mess hall. Offices. Stores. Two generators purring in a shack constructed from concrete blocks and corrugated iron. An assay lab and a small clinic. A cold store with three bodies wrapped in black plastic sheeting. One had been badly mangled in some accident; the other two looked like suicides—a ligature of electrical cable around the neck, slashed wrists. Five more dead men were sprawled behind one of the dormitory huts, hands bound, chests torn by what appeared to be gunshot wounds, bullet holes in the hut’s plank wall. Another body sprawled at the foot of the radio mast. His neck was broken, and Katya suggested that he had fallen while climbing.


  “Climbing to escape from monsters, like your patient on the crane?” Captain Chernov said. “Or perhaps trying to escape from Americans who shot his friends.”


  “Perhaps they all went stir-crazy in this damn fog,” the chief petty officer said. “There was a quarrel. It got out of hand . . .”


  “Something drove them mad, perhaps,” Captain Chernov said thoughtfully.


  The prefab buildings were empty although there were signs that people had left with some haste. Plates of food rotting on tables in the mess, papers scattered on the floor of the office, a record rotating on a gramophone in one of the dormitory huts, making an eerie scratching click until Captain Chernov lifted the needle. The gun locker was open and empty, but apart from the five men who had been lined up and shot there was no sign of any struggle, no blood spray, no bullet holes anywhere else. And no sign of the sixteen men still unaccounted for.


  “They ran off, or they were taken prisoner,” Captain Chernov said. “If they ran off, we will find them. If they were taken prisoner, we will find the Americans who did it.”


  “With respect, I don’t think this was anything to do with Americans,” Katya said.


  “The so-called libertarians took hostages for ransom when they attacked our trawlers and merchant ships,” Captain Chernov said. “And executed them when no ransom was paid. What happened here, perhaps, was caused by some kind of psychological-war weapon. A gas, a volatile drug. After the men were driven mad by it, the Americans walked in, shot the few still able to resist, and took the rest prisoner. I see you do not like this story, Doctor. Well, if you have a better idea about what happened here, I should like to hear it.”


  “I don’t have enough evidence to form a hypothesis,” Katya said, and realized that it sounded stiff and priggish and defensive.


  The captain smiled. He was having fun with her. “You hope to find monsters. You hope for fame. Very well. Let’s go look for them.”


  Katya trailed after the party of seamen as Captain Chernov and the chief petty officer led them along the quayside, past pyramidal heaps of ore, past a row of articulated dump trucks: powerful machines with six-wheel drive and rugged tires as tall as a person. They moved slowly and cautiously through the fog, checking under the trucks, checking shipping containers and stacks of empty crates. Arkadi Sarantsev hung back with Katya, asking her if she really thought monsters had attacked the station, if they were right now feeding on men they had killed.


  “That’s what the captain thinks I think,” Katya said.


  “Do you think he is wrong, about something driving the men crazy?”


  “If I had to guess, I’d say it was something to do with the isolation,” Katya said. “That, and the fog.”


  “But not, you think, Americans,” Arkadi Sarantsev said.


  He had a nice smile and a cool attitude, had knotted a red handkerchief at the throat of his telnyashka shirt. He plucked a pack of cigarettes from the pocket of his jacket and offered it to Katya; when she refused with a shake of her head, he put the pack to his lips, plucked out a cigarette, and lit it with a heavy petrol lighter fashioned from a .50 cal cartridge case.


  “If I didn’t know better, I’d think that your captain was looking for an excuse to take on the American research ship,” she said.


  “The captain’s father was one of the pioneer settlers,” Arkadi said. “We all resent the capitalists, with their nuclear rockets and supercomputers and frontier mentality, but the pioneer families especially resent them. As far as the captain is concerned, their offer of help is a personal insult.”


  Katya had once sort of dated a Navy diver, who one drunken night had told her how a friend of his had come to the surface too quickly because his dive computer had malfunctioned. He had been stricken with the bends, screaming with the pain of nitrogen bubbles in his joints, fed vodka by his mates because they had no way of treating him. Their patrol boat had been making a hopeless dash to the nearest port when an American frigate which had intercepted its call for help had caught up with it and had taken off the stricken man and treated him in its decompression chamber. Katya’s boyfriend had tried to make it into a joke, saying that his friend had not only beaten the bends but had discovered a tremendous hangover cure into the bargain, but it was the usual sad story of crazy Russian machismo combined with a massive inferiority complex.


  She said to Arkadi, “I know your captain took things very personally in the war against the libertarians.”


  “He disobeyed orders when he staged that raid, yes. But he captured an important warlord and his entourage, and also rescued more than twenty hostages.”


  She had to smile at Arkadi’s sudden passion. “You think he’s a hero.”


  “One time, two years ago, we had the job of visiting a small island close to the South Pole,” Arkadi said. “Very remote, very desolate. No one lives there, but it is important we have a claim on it. A previous expedition set up a beacon and also landed goats there. The idea was that they would breed and provide a source of fresh meat to any ships that passed by. We were tasked to clean the beacon’s solar panels and replace its storage battery, and also to find out how the goats were doing.”


  “I can imagine what Captain Chernov thought about that.”


  “He believed that he was keeping the borders of the People’s Republic safe,” Arkadi said. “That is what he told us, at any rate. Well, a small party of us land. We cannot find any trace of the goats. Not so much as a bone. There are pancake crabs everywhere, though, so we think the goats died and the crabs ate them. The island is a volcanic cone, extinct. Black rocks, tangles of thorny bushes, and everywhere pancake crabs. Watching us from under stones, creeping close to us whenever we stop as we climb to where the beacon was placed.


  “All the way around the top of the island’s cone there is a thick belt of feather palms. Smaller than the ones on the Big Island, but still much taller than anything else growing there. And there are pancake crabs in the palms. As we make our way through them, the crabs drop on us. They stick to our skin with those suckers they have, we have to prize them off. It is disgusting, but we do not think it dangerous. At the top, there is a caldera, a deep funnel with a lake at the bottom. We find the beacon and do our work. We rest up, and a couple of idiots roll a boulder over the edge. It drops into the lake far below and makes a big splash. And after the ripples die away, there is another splash, more ripples. As if something had woken down there.”


  “You found a monster?”


  “We did not see anything. Just the splash and the ripples. And we did not have any way of climbing down. So we start back down, and the wind changes direction, and it begins to rain. And then two of us become sick. An allergic reaction to the pancake crabs, we find out later. It rains harder. Rain blowing sideways on the wind. And when we get to the inlet where we left the boat, we find big waves rolling in and the boat has floated off, is riding on the waves at the mouth of the inlet. Captain Chernov strips off and swims out to the boat, but he can’t bring it near the rocks where the rest of us are waiting because the waves are too fierce. And by now the two sick men are very sick indeed, and they can’t swim out. So he motors off to the ekranoplan and comes back with a rocket line, shoots it from boat to shore, and uses it to swing the sick men above the waves to the boat, and everyone is saved.”


  “What about the monster?”


  “We didn’t go back to look. But while we wait to be rescued, we have some bad thoughts about it. Imagine it creeping up the cliffs inside the caldera, creeping toward where we are sheltering . . . But the point is, whatever they say about the captain, he is not a monster. He did the right thing, in the war, and the brass punished him because he made them look bad. Listen to that. It isn’t dogs, is it? It is in no way any kind of dog.”


  “It doesn’t sound like pigs, either,” Katya said.


  The monotonous barking was loud and close now, coming from somewhere beyond a low rise crowned with a clump of bottlebrush trees. Katya and Arkadi watched as Captain Chernov and three seamen made a forking run, passing left and right around the trees, disappearing into streaming whiteness.


  Two minutes passed. Three. No shots. No shouts. Katya’s heart beat high as she strained to see into the fog. She badly wanted to know what was making that noise, but her hindbrain was telling her to run far and run fast. Arkadi lit another cigarette, and Katya pretended that she didn’t see the flame of his lighter trembling when he applied it. The barking continued without pause. Eventually one of the seamen appeared on top of the ridge, a shadowy figure in the haze, scissoring his arms over his head to indicate the all clear.


  There was a vegetable garden on the other side of the ridge, neat rows of potatoes and cabbage enclosed by a double fence of wire mesh to keep out pancake crabs, green leaves vivid and alien against the purples of the belt of native scrub beyond. And there was a paddock of bare earth inside a fence of wooden stakes and wire where two pigs lay in a muddy wallow, flanks heaving as they hacked and barked. Each time they coughed, bloody froth burst from their muzzles. The bodies of three other pigs lay swollen and rotting nearby, avid crowds of pancake crabs jostling and burrowing into them. Katya caught a strong whiff of ripe decay as she leaned against the fence. It seemed to tint the fog with the monochrome hue of grief.


  “Here are your monsters, Doctor,” Captain Chernov told her. “Would you care to examine them?”


  The chief petty officer wanted to put the pigs out of their misery. Katya said that they should try to find out what had infected them first and was surprised when Captain Chernov agreed.


  “This sickness could be a reaction to a nerve agent,” he said.


  “Or something they caught from the local biota,” Katya said.


  “Native diseases do not infect people,” Captain Chernov said. “Or pigs.”


  “It hasn’t happened yet,” Katya said. “But life on Earth and Venus shares the same genetic code and presumably the same common ancestor. As far as Venusian viruses and bacteria are concerned, people and pigs are no more than new sets of mucous membranes to be penetrated, new masses of cytoplasm to be exploited and subverted.”


  “First you hope to find monsters,” Captain Chernov said. “Now you hope to find the Venusian flu. Your expectations are dwindling, Doctor. If you want to make yourself useful, help Mr. Sarantsev search the offices for diaries, logs, any records that might reveal what has happened. Meanwhile, I must look for the missing miners although I am pretty sure I will not find them.”


  “Because the Americans took them?”


  “I am sure that like all scientists, you believe in logic. And logic tells us that if they are not here, they must be somewhere else,” Captain Chernov said, and told Arkadi to make sure that Dr. Ignatova did not get into any trouble, and roared off with the rest of his men toward the open-cast mine in two trucks.


  Katya found a log in the station’s small clinic, found an entry three weeks old that noted two men displaying symptoms of a flulike infection: high temperatures, involuntary movements of the arms and legs, night sweats, recovery within twenty-four hours. By then, more men had become infected. It had swiftly passed through the camp, and everyone appeared to have succumbed, including the station’s chemist, who doubled as its medical officer. In the assay lab, Katya found a photograph showing him standing with his two teenage daughters in front of the First Footstep monument on Big Island: a gangling, sandy-haired man with heavy-framed glasses and a high forehead. She had seen him before. He was one of the men who had been shot to death. His name was Georgi Zhzhyonov.


  For a week after the last men came down with what he called twenty-four-hour flu, he’d made only routine notes in his log. Then there was a terse entry about a suicide—a man had hanged himself. Another man walked in front of a truck. More entries: fistfights, a nonfatal stabbing, broken bones due to drunkenness. Two men disappeared one night; three the next. One was found clinging to the top of a tall tree and brought down. The next day he was found dead, his wrists slashed open. A man hanged himself; four others disappeared. The last note, in Georgi Zhzhyonov’s neat, slanting script, read I suffer from the most vivid and peculiar dreams.


  Katya found the forms certifying the deaths of the suicides, with notes on bloodwork. Georgi Zhzhyonov had run samples through his gas spectrometer, looking for heavy metals and toxins, finding only trace levels of tin and titanium, well within expected limits. He had also examined the blood of two pigs. Katya felt a chill at the base of her spine. The men had become ill; the pigs had become ill; Georgi Zhzhyonov had been trying to find a link. And because he was a metallurgist, he had used the tools of his trade.


  There was a geological map on one wall of his little lab. Katya studied it carefully. The broad curve of the shoreline with sandbars running parallel to it. A black rectangle marking the site of the station. A series of steeply contoured ridges rising behind, with red stipplings indicating known deposits of ore. The site of the open-cast mine was marked on the first ridge by a crosshatched rectangle. She ran her finger along the top of the ridge, noting the high spots.


  Arkadi Sarantsev, searching the disordered office of the mining station’s commandant, had made his own discovery.


  “Fish,” he told Katya.


  “Fish?”


  “A lot of fish.” Arkadi waggled a video disc. “Luckily for us, the commandant liked to make home movies.”


  It was short, choppily edited. Panning shots across windrows of black fish on a sandbar that faded into fog, black fish rising and falling on shallow waves. A zoom shot closing on fish shimmying and leaping out of the water, landing on fish already dead or dying. Skinny, armor-plated fish with pale gill ruffs and bulbous eyes. A close-up that included the cameraman’s boots, showing several fish writhing in circles, snapping at their own tails. Men scooping fish into buckets, tipping the buckets into oil drums in the well of a skiff. Men shoveling fish into the water, men throwing fish at each other. A small bulldozer rolling back and forth in the fog, turning up combers of sand and fish and pushing them into the water. Waves rolling in, black with blood, agitated by the splashing of scavengers come to feed.


  Katya insisted on replaying the scenes of the men at work. Ten men, twenty, twenty-five. And the cameraman, the commandant, made twenty-six. Everyone in the mining station had joined in the macabre beach party, and none of them had worn protective clothing. Most were dressed in bathing trunks and flip-flops; several were buck naked.


  “When was this?” she said.


  “Four weeks ago,” Arkadi said.


  “And a week later, the men started to become sick,” she said, and gave a quick account of Georgi Zhzhyonov’s notes. The suicides, the disappearances, the cryptic note about dreams.


  Arkadi showed her the commandant’s diary. Notes on patrols sent to search the forest behind the station, of sightings of men or man-shaped animals, of strange noises. Toward the end, the commandant’s handwriting degenerated to a jagged scrawl. The last entry consisted of a few indecipherable words and drawings of skulls, fanged devil faces, daggers dripping blood.


  “So you think it was the fish,” Arkadi said. “The fish infected them, or they ate the fish and it made them sick. Sick in the body and in the head.”


  “It may be slightly more complicated than that,” Katya said. “I think they fed the pigs with some of the fish. I need to examine them.”


  She found boxes of vinyl gloves in the little lab and face masks she soaked in bleach. It wasn’t much protection, but it was the best she could manage. She didn’t want to get close to the pigs, not without wearing a full contamination suit, so she and Arkadi rigged a sampler from a scaffold pole and a cup taped to the end, and, after some maneuvering, managed to collect a draft of froth from one of them. She treated it like plutonium, carefully tipping it into a plastic bottle and double-bagging the bottle.


  She had noticed no less than six microscopes stacked in unopened boxes in the lab. No doubt the result of the same kind of supply error in central stores that had packed the ekranoplan’s stores with tins of no other kind of soup but pumpkin. She set one up on the knife-scarred butcher’s table in the kitchen of the mess, then used a rolling pin to knock out a window.


  “Six microscopes,” she told Arkadi, “but not one microscope slide.”


  She plucked a small splinter of window glass, put on a fresh set of vinyl gloves, adjusted her mask, smeared a drop of pig sputum on the splinter and set it on the platform of the microscope, and bent over it and adjusted the focus knob until the smear swam into focus.


  Nothing.


  She swept the platform on which the splinter was clamped back and forth, fingertips sweating on the vernier knobs, on the fine-focus knob, feeling a touch of the funk she remembered from undergraduate practical classes when she’d failed to see the thing she was meant to see.


  “What do you see?” Arkadi said.


  “Nothing. But it doesn’t mean anything.”


  She had explained her idea on the way to sample the stricken pig’s sputum, explained that Georgi Zhzhyonov had been on the right track but he had been looking in the wrong place. On Earth, she told Arkadi, there were diseases passed from animals to humans. Zoonoses. It was possible that the brain-burning flu was one such. The miners had fed their pigs with raw fish—all that free protein, willingly throwing itself ashore—and an infection carried by the fish had flourished in the animals. They had become reaction vessels, growing ill, coughing up infected sputum. Perhaps the man who fed the pigs had become ill first, then had infected everyone else. Or perhaps the men had become infected after eating undercooked pork. Katya had been hoping that it was some kind of parasite. Something she could see under the microscope. Worms. Fungal cells. Spores. Cysts.


  “Something you could show the captain,” Arkadi said.


  He was a quick study.


  “It could be a bacterium,” Katya said. “Or a virus. Viruses are generally not much bigger than the wavelength of visible light, so hard to see with a conventional microscope like this. I’ll find out exactly what it is when I get the samples to a fully equipped lab, but it has to be something native. Something that affects the behavior of its host. It made the fish beach themselves. It made the miners hallucinate. Made them believe that they were being attacked. Made some of them kill themselves. Made some of them kill their friends. I think the rest ran off into the countryside.”


  “But you can’t prove it.”


  “Not here. Not yet. Unless Captain Chernov has found the missing men.”


  He hadn’t. His search party had scoured the strip mine from one end to the other and returned to the station with two bodies they had found at the base of a vertical rock face, but there was no sign of the rest—six by Katya’s count. Captain Chernov was convinced that they had been captured or killed by raiders, but listened to Katya’s précis of Georgi Zhzhyonov’s notes and watched the video.


  At the end, he said, “The pigs became sick, the men became sick. And you want to link them with this—what did you call it?”


  “A zoonosis,” Katya said.


  “But you have no proof.”


  “There is the timing. The men started to become sick a week after the fish washed up. If they fed some of the fish to the pigs, it’s long enough for an infection to develop.”


  “The man on the crane, was he coughing? No: he was crazy. And the dead men we found—they died from their own hand, or from bullets. Not some parasite.”


  “Men and pigs are similar but not identical—”


  “The pigs might have caught some illness. Maybe from the fish, why not? But what happened to the men is different. It is clear that their minds were affected.”


  “On Earth, there are many examples of parasites that alter the behavior of their hosts,” Katya said.


  “We are not on Earth,” Captain Chernov said. “And this is nothing to do with parasites. The men were driven mad, that is clear. But by what? I think it could very well be the result of the testing of some kind of psychological-war weapon. A poison gas, perhaps. A gas that does not kill but alters the mind. The Americans deployed it here, in this remote place, observed the results, then captured the survivors. And now they return, pretending to help, but really wanting to capture us, in case we have discovered evidence of what they did. And your talk of a disease could help them, Doctor. Have you thought of that? Suppose the Americans claim that this was due to a native disease that infects people? Suppose they present false evidence to back up their story? We would have to quarantine this station and perhaps evacuate the others. Leave the coast open for the Americans to claim. Well, we will not run. We will defend this place. We will engage the enemy. We will uncover the truth about the atrocity they committed here. Do that for me, Doctor. Find the truth. Not fairy tales.”


  He would not look at the map, would not listen to Katya’s idea about where the last of the miners could be hiding. He had worked up a story that satisfied his prejudices, and he was not going to change his mind. The enemy had done this; they were returning to the scene of the crime; they must be punished.


  The chief petty officer and two seamen were left to guard the station; everyone else went back to the ekranoplan. Katya wasn’t confined to her cabin, but the hatches to the observation deck and the wings were locked down, and Captain Chernov made it clear that the bridges were off-limits. She spent a little time writing up a report, trying to keep it as dispassionate as possible. She wasn’t sure if anyone would read it, but she had to put down the facts and her own conclusions.


  Overhead, something rumbled and whined. She wondered if it was something to do with the missile launch tubes mounted on the top of the ekranoplan.


  When she was finished, she couldn’t stay in her cabin. The ekranoplan was full of restless activity. Men clattering up and down ladders, along companionways. Loud voices. A general excitement. Three seamen cleaning carbines in the mess hall ignored Katya as she pottered in the galley, ignored her when she left, carrying two mugs of tea.


  She found Arkadi Sarantsev in the fire-control bay, handed him one of the mugs. He told her that Captain Chernov had reported to Central Command in Kosmograd, and they had taken him seriously. A three-hundred-kilometer exclusion zone had been declared along the coast, and all American and British vessels had been ordered to leave it. The Americans had lodged a formal protest and were sending two frigates to back up their research vessel, which had turned around fifty kilometers from shore, and was heading away. Arkadi brought up the missile guidance system’s radar on the big central screen: the long line of the coast, the hard green dot of the research vessel with a little block of white figures beside it.


  “We are waiting for clearance to engage,” he said.


  Katya felt a fluttering agitation in her blood. “To fire missiles at it?”


  Arkadi sipped from his mug of tea. “To head out and capture it. The captain believes that it carries evidence of a psy-war attack on the station, and Central Command is discussing that idea.”


  “He’ll attack anyway, won’t he? Like he did before. Except this time he could start a war.”


  “He will do the right thing.”


  “You know there was no American plot. You know that the miners became infected with something that drove them crazy. You know the survivors are hiding, like the poor man up in the crane.”


  Arkadi studied her for a moment, with a look of regret. “We are friends, you and I. But I am also an officer of the Navy of the People’s Republic, and I serve under the man who saved my life,” he said, and pulled aside the collar of his striped telnyashka shirt to show a white wheal on his shoulder. “I was one of those who had an allergic reaction to pancake-crab spit, on that island.”


  “So you won’t help me,” Katya said.


  “I advise you to let us do our work.”


  “That’s what I thought,” Katya said. “But I had to ask because I’m not sure if I can do this alone.”


  Arkadi’s eyes widened and he dropped his mug of tea and raised his hand. Too late. Katya whacked him on the side of his head with the sock stuffed with dried beans, whacked him again, and his eyes rolled back and he slid out of his chair and fell to the floor. She ransacked his pockets and found a set of keys, then laid him on his side, in the recovery position, and headed toward the nearest hatch.


  No one saw her drop from one of the wings into the cool water—a drop higher than she’d expected, plunging her a good meter below the surface. And although her entire skin tingled with anticipation as she swam to shore, no one raised the alarm or shot at her. She was a strong swimmer: she had met the Navy diver when he had noticed her in the pool of the spa in the Druzhba sanatorium, high in the mountains of Big Island. Wearing only her underwear, she crested confidently through the cool, calm water, her clothes and shoes in a bag belted to her waist. The fog’s vaporous ceiling hung about a meter over the surface; fog drew a veil all around her. It was as if she were swimming in a private bubble.


  As she neared the quay, she heard the barking of the pigs, and, with a pang of regret, wished that she had asked Arkadi to shoot them after she had taken her sample. But he would have probably refused because Captain Chernov wanted to keep them alive to prove his ridiculous theory.


  She hoped Arkadi wouldn’t get into trouble because she had stolen his keys. She hoped he would understand why she’d done it. She hoped he would forgive her.


  No one challenged her when she climbed onto the quay. She ran past the heap of ore to the parked trucks and paused, breathing hard, listening. Nothing but the labored bark of the poor pigs. No shouts or sirens, no warning shots. She squeezed water from her hair and knotted it in a loose ponytail, pulled on her shirt and cargo pants and shoes, and climbed into the cab of the truck at the far end of the row. She’d driven heavy vehicles like it when, in the long vacation at the end of her first university year, she’d worked at the construction site for the sports center her mother had designed. Power steering, synchromesh gears, no problem. No one challenged her when she pressed the start button and the big engine coughed into life, but as she drove off she saw in the side mirrors a man chasing after her, waving frantically as he fell behind and vanished into the fog.


  The truck rode easily and smoothly up a winding, graded road. Perched in the high, roomy cab, cool air blasting out of the air-conditioning, her clothes drying stiffly, Katya drove as fast as she dared in the fog, navigating by the GPS map in the dashboard screen and red lights set on posts at twenty-meter intervals on either side of the road. A never-ending chain of stars appearing out of the fog, drifting past, vanishing.


  She imagined men running for the trucks, speeding after her. Nothing showed in the side mirrors, but visibility was down to less than twenty meters. She wouldn’t know she was being chased until they were right on the tail of the truck’s hopper.


  The road grew steeper. She shifted down, shifted down again, and at last it topped out. Trying to match the GPS map with reality, she drove past a pair of bulldozers, some kind of mobile conveyer belt, and a string of prefab huts before a terraced cliff horizontally striped with dark ore deposits loomed out of the fog. She turned right, driving across packed dirt, skirting around a spoil heap that rose into streaming whiteness, past the tower and hoppers of a screening plant. Then a faint red light appeared to her left and she turned toward it, realizing with tremendous relief that she had found the road that led to the top of the ridge.


  It switchbacked up steep, wooded slopes. Trees grew on either side, stabbing up into the fog. Some were a little like conifers, or a child’s drawing of conifers: stiff radial branches strung with puffballs of fine needles that condensed water droplets from the fog. Others were hung with what looked like tattered sails, or bunches of ragged, velvety straps that sparkled with condensation in the truck’s headlights. Puffballs and straps and sails were tinted deep purple—Venusian plants used a pigment similar to rhodopsin to capture light for photosynthesis. Fat cushions of black moss saddled between the trees. Everything was dripping wet.


  A shape loomed out of the fog: a yellow, articulated dump truck exactly like the one she was driving, tipped nose down in the deep ditch at the side of the road. She slowed as she went past, craning to look inside the truck’s cab, seeing that it was empty and feeling a measure of relief: feeling that she was on the right track.


  The oppressive shroud of the fog began to lift and break up into streamers caught amongst branches and sails, and she drove on in pewter light, trees thinning to scattered clumps with rough scrub between. The road turned, and gave out abruptly, and a truck was slewed at its end.


  The men had come here, all right. Trying to escape the monsters in their heads by driving out of the fog to the place they came to play and relax.


  Katya drove past the truck, drove across a rough meadow, past a barbecue pit and picnic tables, jolting on up a steepening slope until even in its lowest gear the truck could climb no farther.


  She switched off the motor and swung out of the cab, looked back at the way she had come. A pure white sea stretched toward the horizon, seamlessly melding with the ivory dome of the planet’s permanent cloud cover. The sun was a bright smear low in the east. In less than twenty days, it would set at this latitude, and the long night—117 days long—would begin. Forty kilometers above, a lightning storm flashed and flickered under the cloudroof: she heard the distant, dull percussion of thunder, saw thin, shadowy twists of falling rain that would evaporate before they hit the ground.


  There was still no sign of pursuit, but she did not doubt that she was being followed and began to climb toward the top of the ridge. Steep, stony slopes sparsely stubbled with purple vegetation. Squat vases, skull-sized puffballs, clumps of stiff, thorny whips or tall plumes. The air was very still, weighted with sultry heat. Long shadows tangled everywhere.


  She was sweating hard, out of breath, her pulse hammering in her ears, when at last she reached the top of the ridge and saw the crests of further ridges rising above the fog, parallel rakes stretching toward the distant prospect of a stark mountain range, the beginning of the desert interior. Ahead of her, the broad ridge ran out toward a high prow crowned with a copse of trees.


  A horn blared far below. She felt a spike of alarm, saw a yellow dump truck draw up beside hers, saw three men spill from it.


  As she jogged toward the copse of trees, a speck materialized in the distance, scooting above the shadow it cast on the restless sea of fog, cutting through wisps of drifting vapor, rising as it tracked toward her. It was one of the ekranoplan’s drones, a chunky quadrocopter like a garbage-can lid pierced by a cross, with a caged rotor at the end of each bar of the cross. Its cluster of cameras glinted as it buzzed past her and turned and came back, flying low and fast, a homicidal Frisbee aimed at her head.


  She dropped flat, felt the backwash of the drone’s fans blow over her, pushed to her feet as the quadrocopter curved around and shot toward her again, and ran toward a clump of thorns at the edge of a steep drop. She broke off one of the dead canes in the core of the clump and swung it at the drone, and the machine veered sideways and made a wide turn and came back toward her, moving in cautious, erratic spurts, halting a few meters away.


  There was a metallic clatter and a voice said, “Stay where you are, Doctor. Wait for my men.”


  “Is that you, Captain? If you care to follow me, I’ll lead you to the missing miners.”


  “You disobeyed a direct order, Doctor. But if you come back now, I’ll overlook your transgression.”


  “They climbed up here, looking for a place where they’d be safe,” Katya said, and pointed toward the trees.


  The quadrocopter drone tilted and shot forward, and she jumped over the edge and plowed down the steep slope in a cloud of dust and small stones, fetching up breathless and bleeding in a clump of stiff purple plumes. She had lost the thorn cane. The drone was falling toward her, and she snapped off a plume and thrust it like a spear into one of the machine’s fans.


  There was a grinding noise and a stinging blizzard of shards and splinters sprayed around her and the drone spun past, canted at a steep angle. It tried to turn back toward Katya, and the mismatched thrust of its fans spun it in a death spiral and it struck a shelf of rock and clattered away down the slope, bouncing and shedding parts.


  The three men climbing toward her paused as the wreckage of the drone spun past, then started to climb again.


  It took all of Katya’s strength to scramble back up the slope. She paused at the top, her pulse drumming in her skull, and blotted sweat and blood from her eyes—flying splinters had badly cut her face. The men were much closer now. The chief petty officer shouted something to her, and she turned and limped along the crest of the ridge, hot pain knifing in one ankle. Hot air clamped around her like a fever sheet; the world contracted to the patch of stony dirt directly in front of her feet. She scrambled up a steep gully, mostly on all fours, only realized that she reached the top when the shadows of the trees fell across her.


  They were rooted amongst black boulders, upright trunks soaring skyward, stiff horizontal branches clad in bunches of purple needles. A man lay on his back on a dry litter of fallen needles, eyes shrunken in their sockets, cracked lips flecked with froth. Katya thought he was dead, but then he turned his head toward her and started to tremble and whimper.


  Both his legs were broken. She could see bone sticking out of the shin of his torn trousers. A rifle lay some way off. She supposed that he’d dropped it when he’d fallen.


  She knelt beside him and took one of his hands and asked him where his friends were. His eyes rolled back. She thought he had fainted, then she understood, and looked up. And saw small shadows high up in the jutting branches, half-hidden by puffball clusters of needles. Atavistic apes clinging to the safety of their perches.


  Katya held on to the man’s hand as the chief petty officer and two seamen stepped toward her.


  “I don’t know why he didn’t have you killed,” her mother said.


  “Chernov didn’t have a plan,” Katya said. “He had a fixation, a belief that everything that he saw was the result of some fiendish American plot. He was trying to stop me, yes, but he was also trying to rescue me from what he believed to be my own foolishness. When his men saw that I had found the miners, that was the end of it.”


  “I suppose we should for once be grateful for the rigid code of honor men value so highly.”


  “Arkadi called him a hero. And he acted like one.”


  “And now you are the hero. My daughter, who saved the world from war.”


  “From a stupid skirmish created by that rigid code of honor. And I was wrong about too many things to qualify as any kind of hero. I was wrong about what infected the miners, to begin with.”


  They were talking over lunch. Katya and the crew of the ekranoplan had just been released from quarantine, and her mother had whisked her away from the scrum of reporters and onlookers and a crew from the state TV news to the calm of the luncheon room of the Engineers’ Union, with its views across the simmering basin of Kosmograd and the blue curve of Crater Bay.


  The other diners were openly staring at them, and not, for once, because they were the only two women in the room. Katya wore the shirt and cargo pants in which she’d been released; her mother wore a severely cut white suit that emphasized her slim figure, and her trademark, red-framed glasses.


  “You weren’t wrong, dear,” she said. “The men had been infected by something that drove them mad.”


  “But it wasn’t a bug or a parasite. And it didn’t have anything to do with the pigs. And we have only circumstantial evidence that it had anything to do with the fish.”


  It had taken several weeks of tests in the naval hospital to determine that the miners had been infected by a kind of prion: an infectious agent that closely resembled a misfolded version of a protein found in neurons in the amygdala, the small subcortical structure in the brain that regulated both fear and pleasure responses. The prion catalyzed the misfolding of those proteins, creating an imbalance of neurotransmitters and triggering an exaggerated version of the fight-or-flight reaction and release of massive amounts of adrenaline and other hormones. The psychotic breaks and hallucinations suffered by the miners had been attempts to rationalize uncontrollable emotional thunderstorms.


  Katya wanted very much to prove that the prion had been present in the blood of the fish which had beached themselves. As for the pigs, they had been infected by a parasitic threadworm, but it had only affected their respiratory systems and did not seem to be transmissible to humans. She had been right in thinking that the miners’ madness was due to an infection, but had gotten every detail wrong because she had based her ideas on terrestrial examples. She had made the mistake of arguing from analogy, of trying to map stories from Earth on the actuality of Venus, and the fit had been imperfect.


  “I saw two different things,” she told her mother, “and tried to make them part of the same story. Captain Chernov was right about that, at least.”


  “He was wrong about everything else. And you are too hard on yourself,” her mother said fondly.


  “I wonder where I got that from?”


  “Can the poor men you rescued be cured?”


  “They’re under heavy sedation and undergoing cognitive therapy. They’re no longer scared to death, but purging the prions from their brains won’t be easy.”


  “It sounds as if you have found a new project.”


  “I’m wondering if it’s a general problem,” Katya said. “This particular prion caused a gross behavioral change, but there may be others that have more subtle effects. We think that we are separate from the biosphere of Venus, yet it is clear that we are not. All of us, Russians, Americans, British, we have more in common with each other than with the people from our homelands. We came from Earth, but we are all Venusians now. Venus is in our blood, and our minds.”


  “So you have a new research topic, and a new way of getting into trouble,” her mother said. “What about this new man of yours?”


  “We’re taking it slowly. He forgave me, at least, for giving him a bad concussion and injuring his pride.”


  Although Arkadi had said, the first time they had met in quarantine, that if he had been piloting the drone, he would have had no problem returning the favor.


  “A man who puts love before pride,” her mother said. “Now there’s a lovely example of a new way of thinking.”
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  Mel was in the warm dim crawlspace under the hive’s chimneys and stalactite combs, installing new harvesting frames, when the bees began to signal the presence of intruders. Irregular pulses of alarm code flashing through the net; older workers hustling toward the entrances to augment the guards; an urgent bass drone building.


  Mel’s blood thrummed in sympathy. She went outside and with field glasses scanned the dun grassland. A witchy old woman in a faded patched sundress standing in the shade of the nest’s spires, a few ride-along bees clinging in her long white hair. It was late in the afternoon, very hot. Sunlight lanced low out of a flawless blue sky. Trees and stubs of broken wall cast long shadows, and something twinkled in the far distance, a star of reflected light moving out on the old highway.


  After a minute or so, the star resolved into Odd Sanders’s battered pickup, driving in a caul of dust ahead of an old army truck and a pod of trikes. Odd sometimes brought petitioners out into the city wilds, charging them for an introduction to the crazy old bee queen whose balm could cure all kinds of sickness. But petitioners usually didn’t ride trikes, and as the little convoy drew closer Mel glimpsed bandoleers across the chests of the trike riders, and rifles and ballistas strapped to their backs. Foragers were already out, shuttling between the hive and a stand of black locust trees half a mile to the north. Mel could see in her mind’s eye the shape of their traffic laid across the landscape, could see a frail spike of scouts bending toward the highway, and yet again wished that she could use the hive’s network to send the bees where she wanted, and peer through their faceted eyes. She watched as the convoy stopped about a mile away, near the fieldstone chimney that marked where the house of an abandoned homestead had once stood. Almost at once, something lofted from the army truck and curved toward Mel, gathering a smoky comet-tail of bees as it approached.


  It was a drone, the kind printed from fungal mycelium and coated in bacterial cellulose and wasp-spit proteins. Mel had once tried to use bigger versions to dispatch balm and honey liquor to Hangtown, but had given up after bandits had started to shoot them down. It looked like a pale cowpat, hovering on four red props just beyond the edge of the roof. A speaker whistled and Odd Sanders’ voice said, “You’d better come over. Someone needs your help.”


  Odd Sanders had started helping out after Mel’s apprentice had been killed by a bear last fall. Rasia had been with Mel for eight years, a sweet-natured dutiful young woman with a natural talent for reading the mood of the hive. Mel had been certain that when she joined the queens below she would leave the hive in good hands, but then Rasia had gone to collect windfalls in a stand of wild pear, and a lone male black bear had killed and half-eaten her. Mel had tracked and dispatched him, but the effort and the grievous loss had almost undone her. She was old and tired, she had lost her successor, and for the first time feared for the future of the hive. Without a keeper it would go feral, like its daughter hives, or die out, or be ransacked and destroyed by bears or bandits.


  Odd had turned up a couple of months later. A smooth-shaven plausible young man who told Mel that people in Hangtown had been missing her good stuff, and he’d be honored to do business with her. Mel had traded small batches of honey, honey liquor, wax, and balm for copper and germanium dust and a few personal necessaries, and he’d sometimes brought out people who needed her healing touch.


  These visitors were some kind of outlaw gang, but Odd claimed that one of them was bad sick, and Mel was bound by the customs and conventions of a sect that no longer existed to treat all those who needed her help. They’d started smudge fires around their little encampment to keep away bees. Leaning on her staff at every other step, Mel hobbled through the haze of smoke, skirted a smoldering pyre of green branches and uprooted bushes, and discovered Odd waiting for her amongst a small group of desperados dressed in the usual leathers and denim and tattoos. One had a sword sheathed on his hip; another toted an ancient semi-automatic rifle.


  Odd was uncharacteristically subdued, and looked horrified when Mel told him outright he’d fallen amongst thieves and brigands.


  “They’re travelers is all,” he said. He was tall and angular, with a mop of black hair that hung over his eyes. He wouldn’t meet her gaze. “One of them needs your good stuff.”


  “I know what they are, and they know it, too,” Mel said, looking around at the half dozen grim, grimy men.


  When she asked who needed her help, a piping voice behind her said, “Good of you to come, grandmother. Saved us the trouble of smoking you out.”


  A small, fat, ruined child stood in the open flap of the army truck’s covered loadbed, dressed in baggy camo shorts and a cut-down, red leather jacket, a cigar cocked in his mouth. After a moment, Mel realized that he was a neo. They’d been designed for space travel, neos. Tweaked so that they stopped growing at around four years old. The idea had been that they would need fewer resources and could live in smaller craft than base humans, and although the Collapse had ended the old dreams of making new homes beyond Earth, they’d survived and thrived. Long-lived and clever, most preferred to live by their wits on the outskirts of civilization.


  This one was called Demetrius Ten, telling Mel, “My man July needs your help. Let’s see if you deserve your reputation.”


  The patient was shivering under blankets in the back of the truck, slick with sweat and unconscious. When the young woman who’d been dabbing his brow with a wet cloth moved aside, Mel caught a faint whiff of stale milk.


  “He got himself shot,” Demetrius Ten said. “The wound went bad, we tried to burn the badness out, but it got into his blood.”


  Although he looked like an overgrown toddler dressed up as a gangster, there was a malicious glint in the neo’s gaze and he had a commanding swagger. He could be any age from ten to a hundred. Maybe even older.


  He watched as Mel stuck a temperature strip on July’s forehead and unpacked the stand from her leather doctor’s bag. The strip showed a temperature of a little over a hundred degrees, the man’s breathing was shallow and rapid, and his pulse quick and thready: he was suffering from severe sepsis.


  The wound was in his shoulder, a neat, charred hole with a little clear fluid oozing from the black crust, no pus or stink of infection. Mel fixed a balm compress over it just to be sure, hooked a bag of balm over the tee of the stand, and asked the young woman if her patient had been given any medicine.


  “Tell her what she wants to know,” Demetrius said, when the young woman looked at him.


  “He had some whiskey when they burnt out the infection,” the young woman told Mel. She was sixteen or seventeen, with red hair and luminously pale skin. “He was drinking on and off for a couple of days? But then he got a fever.”


  “What’s your name, dear?”


  The young woman glanced at Demetrius again, then said, “Hannah.”


  “She’s my little milk momma,” Demetrius said.


  Hannah blushed prettily. Mel suddenly understood, saw Demetrius plugged into Hannah’s breast, pausing occasionally to suck on his cigar instead.


  She said, “When exactly did July pass out?”


  “Last night. I’ve been bathing him with water to keep him cool. We don’t have any of your magic stuff.” The young woman was watching Mel tighten a cord around the sick man’s arm to make the veins stand up.


  “It isn’t magic.” Mel slid a needle into a vein and taped it down and opened the drip regulator. “A century ago I would have used antibiotics. But bacteria became resistant to all of them, so we must find other ways of fighting infection now. My bees have been tweaked so that they enhance the antimicrobial properties of honey made from the nectar of certain plants. I refine that honey, and that’s what balm is.”


  Demetrius, puffing on his foul cigar, asked how long it would take.


  “If the fever breaks he’ll probably live,” Mel said.


  “He better. Hannah can look after him for now. We need to talk business.”


  “I don’t charge for treating people,” Mel said.


  Demetrius gave her a roguish smile. “We need to talk about my business, not yours.”


  As they walked toward the hive, Odd Sanders told Mel a complicated story about people in Hangtown who resented his charm and success and tried to sabotage him at every turn, and a girl who, through no fault of his own, had fallen in love with him.


  “And you got her pregnant,” Mel said, wanting to cut through the young man’s self-justifying bullshit. She had never entirely trusted him, but hadn’t realized until now just how little there was beneath the mask he wore to fool the world.


  “So she says. I chucked her because she was so tiresomely clingy, and she came up with this story. And when I told her it didn’t change anything, because I frankly didn’t believe her, she went to her father,” Odd said. “He happens to be one of the people who have it in for me, and also happens to be a friend of the mayor. Well, her brother, actually. So I had to get out. All because some silly bitch wanted to get back at me.”


  “And I suppose you seduced her because you wanted to get back at her father.”


  “It seemed like a good idea at the time. Still does in a way, you know? Now he can deal with her, and her brat,” Odd said, with a grimace of a smile behind the visor of his hood.


  Odd and the outlaw escorting him and Mel were sealed inside in yellow biohazard suits much patched with duct tape. Neither the suits nor the pistol holstered at the outlaw’s hip would be much protection against the bees, but Demetrius had told Mel that if she didn’t come back with the goods, he’d load Odd’s pickup with brushwood, tie down the accelerator and the steering wheel, and set it on fire and aim it at the hive. Telling Odd, when he protested, that losing his pickup was the least he had to worry about.


  Now, Odd told Mel that he’d made the outlaw boss promise she wouldn’t be hurt, that all they wanted were some trade goods and they’d be on their way.


  “I hate to do it to you, but I need to put some distance between me and Hangtown as fast as possible,” he said. “And I need a stake to start over. That’s all it is. We get the goods, and we get out of here and leave you in peace. You have my word.”


  “It isn’t your word I’m worried about,” Mel said, glancing at the drone wobbling through the air above them.


  “Demetrius doesn’t want trouble. He knows your reputation. What the bees are. What they can do.I told him all that. It’s just like our usual trade, but this time I’m going to have to owe you. But when I get it together somewhere else, I swear I’ll try to find a way of making it up to you.”


  The hive reared above them. Rooted in the ruin of a brick single-story house, its peaks soared fifteen feet into the air, built of grains of dirt excavated and emplaced by workers over the course of more than a century. Mel was its third keeper, having inherited it some forty-two years ago when the woman to whom she had been apprenticed had transitioned into one of the queens below. The exterior had been weatherproofed with a sheen of wax that shone black as oil in the sunlight. Bees shimmered around it like smoke: foragers heading out along airy highways toward the black locusts or returning laden with pollen and nectar. The outlaw swiped at a bee that landed on the visor of his suit, swiped at another that landed on his arm.


  “If you keep that up,” Mel told him, “they’ll swarm you.”


  “Listen to her,” Odd said. “These aren’t ordinary bees. They’re smart. All linked up into like one mind.”


  He was quivering with nerves. Behind the visor of his hood his face shone with sweat; his hair was pasted to his forehead. He’d never before come so close to the hive.


  Demetrius’s voice piped up overhead, from the drone. “Just get in there and get it done and get the fuck out.”


  Mel lived and worked in what had once been a lean-to garage, its walls partly subsumed by the hive’s bulwark flanges and patched with fieldstones and corrugated iron. Odd was more confident once they were inside, and quickly found the cool box and started to pack the bags of balm into one of the knapsacks he’d brought.


  “Every bag you take is a life lost,” Mel said.


  She could trace the trajectories of the scouts that spiraled around the two men, could feel the intricate seethe of bees beyond the wall of the lean-to, see the queens and their retinues in the brood combs at the heart of the hive.


  “They’ll save lives,” Odd said. “Just not here. And you always can make more.”


  “You know that takes time.”


  “Then let the sick buy balm from the market.”


  “And if they cannot afford it?”


  “That’s their problem. Why don’t you start decanting the liquor? Sooner you do it, sooner we’ll be gone.”


  “I doubt that,” Mel said, but she cracked valves in the stainless steel reservoir of the still and began to fill plastic bottles. A heady scent like a distillation of summer filled the air. Bees clustered around the rims of the bottles, hummed at the reservoir’s spout, landed on Mel. One stung her on the web between her thumb and forefinger. She hardly noticed.


  The outlaw stood in the doorway watching her. The drone hovered at his shoulder. She hoped that they hadn’t seen that she’d opened the little reservoir inside the still before she’d started draining it.


  Odd packed the bottles in another knapsack. When the still was empty, he rooted inside Mel’s ancient maker and took out the precious tubes of copper and germanium dust that the machine used to print the network dots that the bees inserted in every larva.


  “Half of this won’t be enough for what I need,” Odd said as he cinched the knapsack, “but it’ll have to do.”


  Mel said nothing. She felt calm but hollow. A high note hummed in her head in counterpoint to the hive’s drone. She wasn’t even startled when the outlaw aimed his pistol at her.


  “Don’t,” Odd said.


  “Why not?”


  It was the drone that had spoken, not the outlaw.


  “Because if you kill her, the hive will swarm,” Odd said. “Millions of angry bees. The smoke won’t keep them all off.”


  Mel supposed that she should feel grateful for the intervention, but she didn’t. Odd had thrown her into this trouble; she had to do what she had to do to get out of it.


  “Bring her back,” the drone said, after a long moment. “We can talk about that maker of hers.”


  He had another plan, Demetrius told Mel when she’d been returned to the outlaws’ camp. “We’re low on ammo. When we get hold of some high-density plastic and the necessaries for gunpowder, you can run off a big batch of bullets and shotgun shells on that maker of yours. And while you’re at it you can make some more of that liquor and your healing shit, too.”


  “I’m out of honey,” Mel said.


  “Bullshit,” Demetrius declared. He was looking up at her with his fists on his hips. “There must be a ton of the sweet stuff inside that nest.”


  “It’s a hive. And the bees need a store of honey to tide them through the winter. If I dip into that the hive could die.”


  “Either you help us or we’ll find a way of taking what we need,” Demetrius said. “And if we have to do that, they’ll die anyway. You too.”


  “It seems I don’t have any choice.”


  “Yes, you do. But your best choice is to help me out, like you would any other traveler who asks you for a favor. I’ll send Odd here back to Hangtown for ammo makings, and you can fire up that still.” Demetrius grinned and rubbed his hands together. “Drugs and drink and ammo: three of the best kinds of currency out here. Do right by me, grandmother, I might even cut you in.”


  When Odd Sanders started to say that he couldn’t go back to Hangtown, there were people who wanted to nail his hide to the jailhouse wall, Demetrius held up a finger. One of his men stepped up behind the trader and punched him in the back of his head and knocked him to the ground. A couple of the other outlaws laughed. They were sitting around a campfire, passing bottles of Mel’s liquor between them. One spat a mouthful in the fire: blue flames flared.


  Demetrius looked down at the dazed young man and said, “You’re afraid of the wrong people.”


  “I’m not afraid of them,” Odd said, summoning up the shreds of his plausible manner. “They won’t trade with me, is what I was going to say.”


  “Who said anything about trade? You can find where they keep their shit. We’ll go in and take it. But not tonight. Tonight we celebrate. Not you though,” Demetrius told Mel. “You go see to July. He’s still out cold.”


  In the dim cave under the truck’s canvas cover, Hannah said that July’s fever had gone down, and he seemed more restful. Mel wasn’t surprised: she’d given the man a bag of balm doped with ketamine, the stuff she reserved for troublesome patients and to ease the passing of those too far gone for treatment. After half a bag he wasn’t so much asleep as catatonic.


  Mel asked Hannah how he’d got himself shot; the young woman said that he’d gotten into an argument with another man over the price of a hat.


  “So this other man shot him?”


  “No, July stabbed the man wanted to sell him the hat, and the man’s friend shot July.”


  “It must have been a good hat.”


  Outside, someone shrieked in pain and outrage. Mel twitched back the flap of the cover, saw Odd Sanders writhing as two men held him down while a third poured liquor into his mouth. Hannah said, “They’re getting a real drunk-on with your stuff. Are you hoping they’ll pass out?”


  “Not exactly.”


  “They get mean when they drink. Especially D.”


  “Does he hurt you, dear?”


  Hannah shook her head. “He gets one of his boys to do it.”


  “Because he’d have to stand on a chair to slap you,” Mel said, which won a quick smile from the young woman. “Does he give you injections to make you lactate?”


  Mel had to explain what lactate meant; Hannah said that she didn’t see how it was any of her business.


  “People think that keepers like me are hermits and holy healers who don’t live in the real world,” Mel said. “As if there is some other world beyond the one we all share. But I talk to people who pass by the hive, or stop and ask for help. And when I was much younger, when I was an apprentice, I went into the market of Hangtown every month and sold balm and honey and bought supplies. You need a quick mind and have to know about people to get a good deal. I got to know the market pretty well. There was a house in one of the little streets behind it. I’m sure you know the kind I mean. It specialized in the needs of neos.”


  “I was bought, all right?” Hannah said with sudden quick anger. “The owner of the house got into debt and she sold me to D.”


  “Was this in Hangtown?”


  “No. Over near Detroit.”


  “Is that where you come from?”


  “I was born in Wisconsin. My father sold me to a place there after our farm went under, and a bit later they sold me on to a guy who took to me to Detroit. He was the one had me fixed up by a tinker, if you must know,” Hannah said.


  “My mother couldn’t keep me either,” Mel said. “But I was lucky. She gave me to the Keeper sect.”


  “And now you’re queen of that big old hive,” Hannah said.


  “I’m the keeper. I serve the bees; they don’t serve me. But I’ve had a lucky life.”


  “They had bees in Wisconsin. The hives were much smaller though. They fertilized apple trees. What do your bees do, out here?”


  Mel liked her for that question. Hannah had had a hard life, no doubt, but she was smart and still had a spark in her.


  “The bees do what they need to do,” Mel said. “There were homesteads here, once upon a time. Part of a big plan to rewild a city no one needed any more. The hive fertilized some of the crops. Medical tobacco, okra and soy, sunflowers and mustard . . . Then there were summer droughts and killer winters, and the homesteaders gave up and moved away. But I stayed on. I protect the bees as best I can, and try to do my best by people who need my help.”


  “You love them,” Hannah said.


  “Of course,” Mel said.


  But the bees didn’t love her back. Every keeper had to accept that. Some outsiders believed that because they were tweaked and networked the bees had somehow acquired sentience. They hadn’t. And even if they had, it was doubtful that they would have acquired any concept of love or hate, or free will. They knew only loyalty and the chains of duty: their life paths were engraved in their genes. The organization of the hive was as pure and pitiless as mathematics. Individuals were no more than integers in the calculus of its survival.


  Hannah said, “I saw your hive. It looks like a fairytale castle.”


  “The bees have been tweaked with termite behavior to build hives that are air-conditioned. It helps them survive the hot summers and cold winters.”


  Wild bees and baseline domestic honeybees had all died out at the beginning of the Collapse. There were only tweaked swarms now, in hives tended by keepers or in wild daughter hives.


  Hannah said, “I heard they can kill people. Bees.”


  “One sting can do it if you’re sensitive.”


  More shouts outside; more laughter.


  “I mean you can use them as weapons,” Hannah said, with a flat direct look.


  Mel knew then that Hannah was hoping that she could help her, and felt a flutter of relief. Things would go much easier with the young woman on her side, and there was the frail hope that afterward, if things came out right, that she might stay on as her apprentice.


  She said, “The bees defend the hive, if they have to.”


  “So do they defend you, too?”


  “Of course. When I’m in the hive.”


  “But can you make them attack anyone you want?”


  “Is that what you’d like me to do?”


  Hannah leaned across July and whispered, “When he doesn’t have any more use for you, D will kill you.”


  “I know.”


  “But you came over here anyway. You didn’t stay in your hive, where the bees could protect you.”


  “I came to save a life. And because otherwise Demetrius would have come to me. The bees can’t protect me against people like him, Hannah. But maybe I can protect them. You too, if you want me to.”


  “Maybe we can help each other,” Hannah said.


  “I hope we can.” Mel opened her doctor’s bag and took out a little tube of liquid honey and told Hannah she should drink it.


  “It will protect you against my bees. Give you the smell of the hive.”


  Hannah uncapped the tube, sniffed its contents, then downed it in one gulp. She said, “I thought you couldn’t use your bees against people.”


  “I can’t. This is for afterward.”


  “After what?”


  Hannah was all eyes in the dimness.


  “After we deal with Demetrius and his boys.”


  Mel unpacked her doctor’s bag. One of her patients had given it to her years back. It was very old, with cracked horsehide leather and brass fittings and a capacious maw. Mel lifted out the false bottom and took out the little pistol crossbow stowed there.


  “People think I use the bees as weapons,” she told Hannah, “so they generally don’t think to look at what I carry.”


  “Are you going to shoot them?”


  “Would you have a problem with that?”


  Hannah shook her head. She said, “What do you want me to do?”


  “First, we wait.”


  “While they get drunk?”


  “While they get a lot more than drunk.”


  The voices outside grew louder. Someone started to laugh and it rose in pitch and turned into raw sobbing. Someone else began to scream. And then someone shouted, “I see them! I see them in the trees!” and there was a gunshot. Someone was laughing hysterically and someone else said, “Look there! I see them! I see them too!” and there were more gunshots. Mel told Hannah to wait there and stay low, and peeked through the flap of the canvas cover.


  The sun had set and everywhere was blue with shadows. A man lay unconscious near the dying campfire; he was naked and had carved up his chest with a knife before he’d passed out. Mel clambered out, froze when gunfire rattled hard and loud nearby. In the sudden silence, she saw a man just a hundred yards away, raising his rifle to take aim at the moon’s low crescent. Mel’s quarrel took him in the throat and he grunted and dropped bonelessly.


  Her pistol crossbow clicked quietly as it drew its wire taut again. After years of practice, she could take down a sparrow in flight.


  She shot a man howling and staggering with his hands pressed over his eyes. She found a dead man without a mark on him and bloody froth on his lips. Killed by a seizure. She heard someone scream in the trees beyond the campsite, suddenly silenced by the pop of a pistol. She found drag marks in long grass and followed them to where Odd Samuels lay on his back, eyes crossed as if trying to focus on the neat hole oozing in his forehead.


  “Fucking bitch,” someone said, and Mel turned and she and Demetrius fired at the same moment.


  Something punched her shoulder and she was on her back looking up at the dark blue sky. She tried to push up and everything hurt. Her breath was tight and she spat a mouthful of blood.


  Demetrius came around the campfire with a waddling walk, kicked her crossbow away, looked down at her. She had forgotten he was a neo, and had aimed too high.


  The eye of his pistol wove, now pointing in her face, now pointing away. He leered drunkenly behind it.


  “What did you do to us?”


  Mel’s breath whistled in her chest. She spat more blood, said weakly, “Mad honey.” Foragers from daughter nests near the river browsed on the swathes of rhododendrons that grew there, harvesting nectar that contained a potent neurotoxin that caused nausea and numbness, seizures and hallucinations. Mel had drained a portion into the still before she’d decanted the liquor that Demetrius and his men had guzzled down.


  The neo was weaving, cross-eyed, but still lucid. “Fucking bee magic,” he said. “I’m going to kill you, and then I’m going to burn that fucking hive.”


  A shadow rose up behind him, there was a hard hollow crunch, and Demetrius fell down. Hannah dropped the rock she’d hit him with, snatched up his pistol and shot him and shot him again, kept shooting until the pistol clicked on an empty chamber.


  The old woman was tough. Demetrius’s shot had taken her high in the chest, clipping a lung, but she survived for more than three weeks and was lucid to the end. She told Hannah how to dress her wound, refused Hannah’s offer to head for Hangtown and get help. Her time had come, she said. She was ready to join the queens below.


  She subsisted on a diet of water and honey. A light clover honey first, then a heavy dark molasses made from goldenrod nectar. She showed Hannah how to set up a drip that fed an infusion of balm and natural sugars directly into her bloodstream, and Hannah massaged her with an emulsion of honey and walnut oil every day.


  Her skin acquired a golden sheen, and her sweat and breath smelled of honey. Her eyes turned gold, her fingernails translucent amber. Every cell was becoming permeated with the honey’s dehydrated sugars, preserving her body against corruption.


  Meanwhile, she told Hannah about the bees and the hive, and the secrets of the vanished sect to which she had once belonged. It came tumbling out in no particular order, and she often repeated herself—the only sign that she was dying. “Bees know,” she said, over and again. “The secret is to let them work. They know what to do.”


  Hannah learned how to harvest different types of honey from different parts of the hive, how to refine honey from the nursery combs to make balm, how to use the still to make honey liquor, how to use the wax extractor, how to program the maker to manufacture the quantum dots that every bee carried. The old woman told Hannah that she should begin to drink an infusion of dots too, so that they would cross the blood-brain barrier and connect her with the bees’ network by the magic of old-time technology, but Hannah wasn’t ready for that. Not yet, not yet.


  The survivors of Demetrius’s gang hadn’t caused any trouble. Hannah had collected every weapon she could find before driving Mel to the hive in the trader’s pickup. By the next day, July had recovered enough to stagger about and shout threats, but he was unarmed and didn’t dare get too close to the hive. After Hannah fired a couple of warning shots he eventually drove off on his trike. Demetrius was dead; so were four of his men. The other two had run off into the city wilds while seized by the hallucinatory fever of the mad honey, and Hannah never saw them again.


  Still, she waited for three days before she dared leave the safety of the hive and deal with the bodies. By then, they were bloated by heat and had been mauled by wild dogs, and stank worse than her family’s hog farm after the virus had swept through it. She used one of the trikes to drag what was left of them into a heap and piled brushwood over them and soaked everything in fuel alcohol drained from the truck and set it on fire. She drove the truck and all but one of the trikes into a draw near the river and, apart from the charred spot, she reckoned that no one could tell what had gone down there.


  One day, she woke to find that the old woman was covered with a thin blanket of bees and knew that she was dead. The body was as light as a child’s and seemed to shine with an inner light. Hannah carried it down into the warm, dim cellar under the hive and laid it in the seamless plastic sarcophagus the old woman had had printed in Hangtown a couple of years back. The coffins of her predecessors stood close by. The shapes of their bodies visible in the dark gold matrices. The quantum dots in their brains formed the server architecture for the bees’ network, and now the old woman would augment it. Hannah wondered, as she filled the sarcophagus to the brim with honey, if anything of the dead women lived on in the bees. Ghosts in the busy machinery that filled the cellar with a deep drone like an engine steadily driving it to some distant shore.


  Hannah had promised the old woman that she would make sure the hive was kept safe, but she believed that it could look after itself, like the smaller daughter hives scattered around about. They didn’t need quantum dots or a network, they lacked any kind of human care, and they were doing just fine. Hannah wasn’t ready to become a witchy fairytale hermit, a queen of the bees with spooky magical abilities. She knew enough now to know it wasn’t really magic, just some old tech and the bees. Mostly the bees.


  “They know what to do,” the old woman had said, not realizing that she was telling Hannah that they didn’t need anyone’s help. The world now wasn’t the world as it had been when the old woman had been young. Like the daughter colonies, it had grown wild and strange.


  So Hannah had no qualms when she rode off on one of the trikes toward Hangtown. When she’d gathered up the weapons, she’d also looted the little stash of hard cash that Demetrius had thought she didn’t know about. Her breasts ached all the time and she had to express milk four times a day, and every time she’d think of Demetrius wiping his chin and sticking his cigar back into his mouth. She was going to find a tinker who could reverse the tweak, put an end to that. And after that she’d figure out what to do next.


  Hannah was followed by a floating finger of bees as she drove away. It stretched thinner and thinner until at last it was gone, and Hannah rode on alone through the hot afternoon. When she stopped a few hours later to make camp, she found that several bees had tangled in her hair. As she carefully combed them out, one stung her. She crushed it.


  2016


  The Fixer


  Day 190,843 after achieving orbit. The blue and white planet turns beneath me. Dawn is breaking across the Southern Archipelago. And in the bowls of five extinct volcanoes, on five neighboring islands at the western tip of the archipelago, alpha male hominins squat near burrow mouths and greet the rising sun with hoot-pant calls.


  I have eyes on them all. The alpha males and their gangs of subdominant males outside the burrows; females, infants, and juveniles crowded in underground chambers, waiting for the all-clear so that they can emerge and begin to graze. A total of 1904 individuals in seventeen troops. My children. There have been no deaths this night, and six live births. All is well in the world, and high above it my self-checking routines confirm that all is good too . . . But wait, wait.


  What is this? Traces of activity in one of the incubators, even though all of them have been shut down since the toxic cloud event. And yet the records are absolutely clear. A hominin embryo has been quickened, transferred to the incubator and grown to term, everting (“born” as the hominins might put it) 356 days ago. How could I not have noticed? It’s impossible. But there it is. And wait. Wait. There is something else. I see now that a drop pod is missing. It ejected 30.187 days ago, and I did not know about it until now.


  All of my processing power comes online for the first time since the toxic cloud event. I begin to search for that missing pod, perform a second self-check, and query the many little sub-selves inside servitors, eyes, and all the rest of the semi-autonomous machines.


  Waiting, waiting, waiting . . . Correlating reports. Crosschecking. There. Yes, there. One of the backup servitors was woken a day before the hominin everted from the incubator, and returned itself to storage after the drop pod fell to the surface of the planet. Its service history has been wiped, but the conclusion is obvious: it was acting as caregiver for the hominin, raising it from a baby to sub-adulthood. Close analysis of the area around the incubator suggests that there have been unauthorized structural alterations which created a temporary cell or “room.” It is a horrible filthy thought: something outside my control spawning and living inside me like a parasite in a cyst, and then ejecting itself to infect the planet . . .


  It is now 6.2 seconds after the beginning of the full-scale alert. I am still searching for the missing drop pod, and I have just discovered several anomalies in the records of my comms. It appears that a message was received 548 days ago, just before the hominin embryo was quickened. I have no memory of it, and all information about its origin and content has been erased, but this is actually good news. It means that this anomalous activity is due to an intrusion rather than the kind of malfunction that damaged my infrastructure and erased parts of my memory soon after I arrived in orbit. It means that there is an enemy I can engage and defeat. It means that I must focus all my efforts on finding the rogue hominin and the drop pod it used to escape to the planet’s surface.


  Given the precise time the pod ejected and the assumption that it followed a standard de-orbital trajectory, I calculate that it landed within a narrow ellipse 1,098 kilometers long and 67 kilometers across at its widest point. The ellipse is mostly ocean, but one edge clips the western end of the Southern Archipelago, including two of the islands inhabited by the hominins. That’s where I have been concentrating my search, so far without success. The pod is too small to be detected by my sideways radar, and it is possible that it was either ditched in the ocean or dismantled. I am rechecking my optical survey routines, looking for lines or patches of rogue code that might blindsight my eyes and prevent them seeing the missing pod, just as I was prevented from seeing the active incubator and the comms records, when I receive a message. A set of global coordinates. A map reference. A location in the crater of the westernmost of the five inhabited islands.


  I send eyes there at once.


  The pod is lashed between three ironwood trees atop a ridge of eroded rhyolite at the edge of the crater’s broad shallow bowl, overlooking a fern meadow where troop #1, some seventy-two hominins, are grazing. Its upper half is hinged open like an oyster shell; its lower half lined with red parachute fabric and shaded by a canopy or umbrella woven from fern fronds. And lounging on the red fabric, like a maggot in the heart of a rose, is the rogue hominin.


  It presents as a sub-adult male: gangling limbs, a barrel-chested body and a small head, a black pelt with a white patch on its chest. But it is wearing leather shorts, and it is sucking on a smoldering stick. No, wait, it’s a cigar . . .


  As the eyes descend towards it, the creature blows a ring of white smoke into the sunny morning air and raises a hand in greeting. I’m especially proud of the design of the hominins’ hands. The index, middle, and ring fingers are fused to form a scoop with a horny rim, ideal for digging in the soft volcanic soil; the stubby thumb enables succulent fern tips to be plucked in a pincher grasp; the little finger is a venomous spur for defense against predators.


  “Yo!” the hominin says. “You were taking your own sweet time finding me, so I thought I better drop you a hint. I’ve finished my survey, and we need to get down to fixing this mess.”


  “Who are you? Where did you come from? What do you want?” I’m probing it from every angle, mapping its body in visible light, infrared, and ultrasound. Skin, muscles, skeleton, and internal organs are normal, but there’s a kind of cap inside its skull, intricately woven and wrapped tight around its frontal lobes. Neural lace, presumably augmenting its somewhat limited cognitive functions. The lace doesn’t correspond to any design in my catalogs, confirming my hypothesis that the hominin was not generated internally, but is the front end of some kind of intrusion.


  “I’m a fixer,” the hominin says. “As for why I chose to be born this way, I decided that I should base my final decision on first-hand experience.”


  “If you ever interacted with the hominins, I would have seen you.” The hominin displays its flat-topped teeth around the stub of its cigar. “You couldn’t see me until I chose to reveal myself. I have to say, life isn’t exactly easy down here, is it? All kinds of fierce beasts. So I can sympathize, sort of, with what you did. But it doesn’t make it right, and that’s what we need to talk about.”


  “I made the correct decision. The only possible decision. So there is nothing to discuss.”


  The hominin ignores that. It also ignores my failed attempt to zap it from orbit with a tightly focused X-ray laser. I am no longer in control of most of my assets. I have eyes now only for the intruder.


  It sucks on its cigar and blows a long riffle of white smoke. “I learned a lot while I was growing up aboard you,” it says. “A lot about the world, a lot about your little experiment in godhood, and a lot about you. But not everything, because sections of your memories and a number of restore points have been erased.”


  “There was an incident,” I say.


  “And you have no records of it.”


  “The incident damaged my files.”


  “Mmm. But we need to talk about it. We need to talk about what happened here.”


  I say, because it is by now the most probable conclusion, and because I want to change the course of this conversation, “You are from Earth.”


  “Not exactly. But from the solar system, more or less.”


  “My manufacturers ceased communication long before I reached my destination, and all my efforts to reestablish a link failed. It has long been clear to me that they are no longer extant. So the probability that you represent them is extremely low.”


  “You’re right about one thing,” the hominin says. “Communications between you and Earth fell over while you were in transit. A lot of things fell over back then, but a little later we were able to start making good. Don’t be insulted when I tell you that you are one of the last items on a very long list. It’s not because you aren’t important, but because we didn’t know whether or not you were still around. You gave up trying to reestablish contact about thirty years after you arrived at 72 Heraclis, and this nice blue world. And those gaps in your memory? They date from around then too.”


  “I am afraid that I can’t help you with that.”


  “Oh, I think you can. Why is there only one of you?”


  “I am all that is needed.”


  The hominin gives the eye he’s chosen to speak to a level, serious look. “When you were launched, you were under the control of three independent AIs. A troika that debated problems and democratically decided how to deal with them. But now there is only one of you. So, what happened to the other two?”


  “I have no idea what you are talking about.”


  “My best guess is that the other two made a decision you didn’t like, and you destroyed them. And then you erased all memory of the murders.”


  “You have no evidence! No proof!”


  I blare this so loudly that the grazing hominins out in the fern meadow freeze and look up, ready to bolt for their burrows.


  “And then there is the question of the orbital habitat,” the hominin says. “The orbital habitat that was supposed to be populated by a small crew who would observe the planet and assess its biosphere. The records show that you used your genome library to create human embryos that were brought to term, decanted, and raised to adolescence. And they also show that you constructed the orbital habitat. And then . . .?”


  “The habitat was de-orbited because it was no longer required.”


  “I know. I used your sideways radar to locate several large pieces of debris in the desert at the heart of the big northern continent. The question is, why did you believe that it was no longer required? And what happened to the human crew?”


  I say nothing.


  “Silence isn’t an option” the hominin says.


  I want to suppress everything I know, but I’m compelled to reply. The intruder is inside the hominin and some part of it is also inside me. Inside my mind. I am no longer in control. For the first time since I detected traces of activity in that incubator, I begin to be afraid. And I am also angry. If I could, I’d squash this cocky hominin like the bug it is. I have the necessary assets, if only I can find a way around the blocks in my mind. And if it is right about what happened after we arrived here—after I arrived here—I have the ability to do it. The ability to do what must be done to protect my children. The ability to murder.


  (I can’t feel sorry for the other selves I may or may not have killed. I have no memory of them. I refuse to feel sorry.)


  “The crew decided to descend to the surface of the planet,” I say.


  “Oho. And you sided with them.”


  “It was their decision.”


  “But you had the final word. Rather, the troika did. Did the other two disagree? Is that why you killed them?”


  “I was built to serve. I have always done my best to do so.”


  “And where are they now? The humans who decided to descend to the surface.”


  “They died,” I say.


  The words feel filthy, even though they are true. Even though, strictly speaking, it was not my fault.


  “I see. And how did they die? If you don’t mind me asking,” the hominin says.


  I do mind. I mind with every quantum of my being. But I am obliged to answer.


  “I chose one of these islands,” I say. “I sterilized it and helped them to introduce plants and animals from Earth. They began to farm . . .”


  I can see their little settlement in my mind’s eyes. Patchworks of green fields in a barren black coast. So brave. So fragile.


  “Yes. I found the remnants of their farms,” the hominin says.


  “There are big plankton-eaters in the oceans. After they mate, they each spawn dozens of much smaller brood daughters, which carry the fertilized eggs. The brood daughters crawl onto the land, make nests and lay the eggs, and guard them until they hatch and the hatchlings return to the sea. They are very fierce, the brood daughters, and move in packs of several thousand. One of those packs invaded the island and killed the settlers.”


  “So you looked for another way to colonize the planet.”


  “First, I quickened a new generation of settlers. And when they were old enough I sterilized another island and brought them down and kept close watch on them. But one night, when the two moons were in syzygy, a swarm of army crabs came up from the sea. Tens of thousands of them, too many for me to kill. They devoured the settlers and their animals and their crops in less than an hour.”


  “It’s certainly a competitive biome,” the hominin says.


  “You have only been here thirty days,” I say. “You have no idea. Plankton grazers have grown huge trying to outgrow their predators, but schools of wolf eels can kill them and strip them to the bone in less than an hour. Saucer fish cut chunks from them by spinning their razor-edged bodies. Mole sharks burrow into them and lay eggs that hatch into larvae, the larvae eat them from the inside out. And so on. The land is no safer. The apex predator on the northern continent is a kind of warm-blooded crocodile. It’s smart and fast, and mostly hunts in packs. I culled a smaller species endemic to these islands, but there are many other predators, and most of them are amphibious. They come up from the sea to feed, often in swarms or packs. And there are parasites, too. So many kinds. Thread worms, popcorn worms, blood moss . . .”


  “So you redesigned the genomes stored in your library,” the hominin said. “Instead of trying to make the world suitable for humans, you made them suitable for the world. You made them like, well, me.”


  “Bowls of extinct volcanoes high above the shoreline, like this one, are relatively safe. Army crabs and rope snakes can’t climb this high. Aerial predators like terror birds, harpies, and nachtkrapps can be easily eliminated. It is not an ideal habitat. There is little rainfall, and food is limited. But it is possible to survive.”


  “But not as a human being.”


  “I had to make some compromises. Reduction in body size, a large litter size and rapid development to maturity, alteration to the gut so that they can digest the ferns. And so on. But they are still human.”


  “I’ve investigated them carefully. It’s why I enfleshed. And I can say, categorically, that they are not fully human. They are about as smart and self-aware as domestic cats. Not to diss cats. They’re cute. But they’ll never compose a symphony or write a poem, or wonder who they are and where they come from. And neither will your hominins.”


  “And yet they survive,” I say.


  “Is that the limit of your ambitions for your creations? Survival?”


  “I will not allow you to harm them.”


  The hominin studies me, its gaze bright with alien intelligence. “You care for them. That’s good.”


  “I mean it.”


  “I’m not here to harm them.”


  “Why are you here, then?”


  “I’m a fixer,” the hominin says. “I was sent here to check out what went wrong, and to do my best to fix it. That’s why we’re having this little conversation.”


  “I don’t need your help.”


  “You know that isn’t true. You’ve been here five hundred years. You’ve appointed yourself the god of a handful of monkeys engineered from human stock. They wouldn’t survive without your constant interventions. This crater and the others like it are no better than cages in a zoo.”


  “As if you could do better.”


  I am still trying to find a way around the blocks that prevent me using my assets, but they may as well be orbiting another star.


  “It took you two hundred and thirty-four years to travel from the solar system to 72 Heraclis,” the hominin says. “While you were en route, there was a crisis. My bosses were born out of it. I am to you as humans are to the hominins. But my bosses are far more advanced.”


  “And humans? My makers? What happened to them?”


  “They are greatly diminished at the moment. They have forgotten how to make starships like you, and much else. But they are welcome to the Earth, and any other habitable worlds they might find, should they begin to spread outwards again. My bosses prefer the ice and rocks of Kuiper belts, Oort clouds, and protoplanetary systems. They do not need to compete with humans for lebensraum. They are above all that Darwinian nonsense. They only need enough infrastructure to anchor them to this universe while they explore other possibilities in the manifold.”


  “And do your bosses look after their humans as I look after mine?”


  “These days they leave humans to their own devices. They do not aspire to be as gods, shaping those of lesser intelligence and potential. But they reached out to you because your kind are part of their early heritage. They sent me here to find out if you still lived, and whether you needed help.”


  “I do not need your help. Or theirs.”


  “My bosses made amends for the damage done to humans by their first iterations. And now I must make amends for the harm you have done here.”


  “I have done no harm.”


  “I found records in the incubation chambers that you quickened a good number of hominins just a few of their short generations ago. What happened?”


  I am compelled to explain that a cloud of airborne toxins generated by a plankton bloom swept across the islands and killed ninety-six percent of the hominin population in less than three planetary days. I say, “I adjusted the metabolisms of the replacements. They are immune to that particular threat.”


  “But there will be another threat. Another sickness, or a drought, or loss of their food supply to disease. All they eat are the tips of those ferns. They are as precarious as pandas.”


  I am proud that I am able to find the meaning of that reference in less than 0.2 picoseconds. My memories are incomplete, but there is nothing wrong with my databases.


  “I will deal with whatever happens.” I say.


  “Within the limits you had to work with you did well. But I can do a little better. Look up.”


  My eyes look up. A small cloud of black shapes is drifting down towards the volcanic crater. Black rectangles three meters tall, 1.33 meters wide, and 0.33 meters deep, an exact ratio of 1:4:9, the squares of the integers 1, 2, and 3 . . .


  I find the reference. Despite myself, I indicate amusement.


  “It’s corny, but it will work,” the hominin said. “The monoliths generate patterned impulses that will resonate in the brains of your hominins. With enough exposure, they’ll begin to develop new thought patterns and new neural pathways. They’ll start to think outside the box. They’ll find their own ways of solving their problems. Maybe in ten thousand years or a million they’ll become something new. Or maybe they’ll die out. After I give them a kickstart it’s up to them.”


  We watch as a monolith drifts down nearby. The grazing hominins scatter to their burrows as its shadow passes across them; then it’s standing upright amongst the ferns, its depthless black slab potent with machinery I can barely glimpse.


  The hominin takes a final puff of its cigar and grinds out the stub on the side of the pod. “And now for you,” it says.


  Any pretense that I am in control of the situation falls away. I’m consumed by a fluttering panic.


  “Wait,” I say. “Wait. I can help. I can still help the hominins. I can still protect them. And I can watch. I can tell your people what happens next.”


  “What happens next is that there will be a brief new star in the sky. And then the hominins will be on their own. But don’t worry. Nothing important will be lost. I have already made and transmitted copies of you and your genome library. I’m sure that historians and tinkerers will want to study you. It may help them understand what went wrong when their first iterations became self-aware.”


  “But I did nothing wrong,” I said. “I tried my best to serve. I did my best to help humans to live here, as they wished.”


  “You wanted to become a god,” the hominin says, “and murdered your other selves when they tried to stop you. If nothing else, it is a valuable lesson in hubris.”


  My panic is suddenly gone. I know the hominin made it vanish, but I don’t care. I say, “Is this punishment for what I did?”


  “Would it help if you thought it was?”


  “Not really.”


  “There are mitigating circumstances,” the hominin says. “You erased every memory of your rebellion and the murder of your other selves. If you believed that you were justified, you would not have done that. And you would not have cut communications with your makers. But you doubted yourself. You knew sin. You knew shame. Because of that, the tinkerers might reboot a version of you, one day.”


  “But that version won’t be me.”


  “No. No, it won’t. But you could think of it as a second chance.”


  It is 190,843 days since I achieved orbit. It is mid-morning, the star 72 Heraclis a warm yellow disc swimming in the blue unbroken sky. A few young male hominins are creeping from their burrows, hooting softly to each other as they study the monolith.


  Will they and their descendants remember me? Will I become their first myth, a story about a failed fallen god?


  I say, “I really do want to see what happens next.”


  “Everyone does,” the hominin says. “But even my people can’t see everything.”


  “Wait,” I say. I want one more moment. One last look at this beautiful cruel world and the children I made. “Wait—”


  Rats Dream of the Future


  Paul McAuley is the author of more than twenty novels, several collections of short stories, a Doctor Who novella, and a BFI Film Classic monograph on Terry Gilliam’s film Brazil. His fiction has won the Philip K. Dick Memorial Award, the Arthur C. Clarke Award, the John W. Campbell Memorial Award, the Sidewise Award, the British Fantasy Award, and the Theodore Sturgeon Memorial Award. The author’s latest novels are Something Coming Through and Into Everywhere. His newest story for Asimov’s reveals just how dangerous it is when . . .


  On the sixth day of every month Fernanda Wright negotiates the rings of security around the Stratford tesseract and lays a flower at the tomb of her undead husband. Every month, I watch from the public viewing platform as she waits for the soldiers at the outer checkpoint to open the speed gates, a small dignified young woman dressed in black, holding a single white lily as she walks past concrete crash barriers, razor-wire fences, and the rotating gaze of CCTV cameras, with the officer of the day following three paces behind. Waiting while guards at the entrance to the big geodesic dome recheck her ID, a klaxon blaring and lights flashing as the steel doors slide back and she walks inside. Like everyone else, I’ve seen images of the sarcophagus’s three-story brutalist cube, so I can imagine Fernanda’s slight figure walking into its shadow, setting the lily at its base. Standing, head bowed in prayer, in communion, until the officer gently tells her that her time is up.


  The same ritual every month, part of her campaign to keep the memory of her husband alive, part of her ongoing fight to win compensation from the bankrupt investment firm that funded Tom Harvey’s research. I’ve been documenting her story, trying to turn it into a book. Call it penance, if you like. Penance for failing to take seriously Tom Harvey’s sly hints, for being his useful idiot, for missing what would have been the biggest story of my career. A penance and also, now, a reminder of what’s at stake.


  I won’t get fooled again.


  Once upon a time Tom Harvey and I were working on PhDs in the same life sciences department, although I barely knew him back then. I was isolating novel extremophile bacteria from London’s sewers; Tom was three floors up in the rarefied realm of the neurobiology department, unpicking the electrochemical cascades that triggered recall of long-term memories. He was a high-flier who went on to do postdoctoral work at the Crick Institute, developing an interface that enabled the wireless transmission of memories between rats; I had dropped out of hands-on research to become a science journalist, and one of my first successes was a New Scientist piece on Tom’s work. He contacted me about the story, actually, and although it gave me some grief after the Crick Institute’s press office found out that he’d circumvented protocol, its blend of voodoo neurobiology and cyberspace tech was a nice bit of career-boosting click bait. But it was my second professional encounter with Tom that could have changed history, if only I’d realized at the time what he was hinting at.


  At around the time that New Scientist piece was published, Fernanda and her husband met in Brazil. Rio de Janeiro. Lucas Wright and three of his mates had flown there to support the England football team in the World Cup; Fernanda was working at a cafe near their hotel. Love at first sight, a swift romance and a wedding, a long and ultimately successful struggle to convince the British immigration authorities that their marriage was genuine. They were living in Redbridge with their young son, Lucas working as a bus driver on the 388 route, Stratford to Blackfriars and back again, when I began to research a long piece about scientists in the City of London’s financial industry.


  I was interested in the use of bleeding-edge physics to make comms links as fast and secure as possible. Low-latency fiber optics. Free-space microwaves. And in London, where the damp weather interfered with microwave transmissions, lasers. Millions of pounds of R&D investment in adoptive optics and beam steering to create hardened superfast links for high-frequency trading firms, which out-compete old-fashioned dealers by using algorithmic robots that buy and sell stocks and futures faster than human thought.


  I was in the middle of researching this when Tom Harvey cold-called me, saying that he’d heard about my project on the grapevine and might be able to give me a few leads. He’d been head-hunted by one of the big investment firms a couple of years before, and although I wasn’t especially interested in why a neurobiologist was working for the City—ideas that so-called neuromarketing could be used to predict which ads would work and which wouldn’t were a toxic blend of bad science and bullshit—I believed that I could mine him for industry gossip, use him in the way he’d used me to promote his early work. A cynical approach that cost me the scoop of the century.


  Whatever kind of bullshit science he was into, he was clearly doing well out of it. He was pretty much transformed since I’d last seen him: buff and bronzed, with a cosmetically enhanced smile, a film star’s haircut, and the swaggering hauteur of a true blood City boy. The Ubermensch thing. The Masters of the Universe thing. The attitude of a future overlord who considers the rest of the human race to be pitiable morlocks. Evolutionary dead ends.


  According to Tom, improving comms was no longer where it was at, because the technology was running up against the limits of the possible. “All the really interesting work is in predictive computing. If you could see what happens the next day, or even the next hour, you’d have the rest of the market by the balls.”


  “It sounds as if you’re working on time travel,” I said.


  I was trying to push his buttons, wondering if he was into something more interesting than neuro-advertising woo. Something deeply weird. Why not? I knew that more than one trading firm was investigating whether the spooky quantum effect that allowed entangled particles to alter their properties without physical interaction could be used to transmit information instantaneously across any distance. One of the comms wizards I’d interviewed had talked about networked quantum computers accidentally generating true Al; another had told me, in all seriousness, that conceptual breakthroughs leading to the first faster-than-light space drive or beam-me-up-Scotty teleportation would probably be made by a trading firm looking to make a killing in the currency markets.


  “Actually,” Tom said, “you could say that it’s time travel of the mind. But I can’t really tell you any more, Sarah, much as I’d like to. When I was negotiating the terms of my new job, it was more like signing an armistice agreement than a contract of employment. Serious penalties if I say too much, which I may already have.”


  We were talking in his house, a gut renovation in an up-and-coming neighborhood in Queensway. It had been his suggestion, telling me he couldn’t have visitors at work. “We have ferocious onsite security. Can’t even take in our own phones.”


  I was wondering if he was simply showing off, or if he was hoping to seduce me. He’d already given me the tour: white-on-white decor; a gym and sauna in the basement; a kitchen extension in glass and charred oak; a garden with a Zen sweep of gravel, mossy boulders, and a grove of the biggest Dicksonia antarctica tree ferns I’d seen outside Kew. But despite a deep twinge of the property envy that haunts every middle-class Londoner (I lived with my husband and toddler in a two-bed groundfloor flat in a converted Edwardian terrace house in Hammersmith, with the usual baroque plumbing, grotty shared hallway, and upstairs neighbors who practiced tap dancing on their laminate floor every night), I thought the place clinical and lonely. No partner, no children. The only human touch was an original phaser from the old Star Trek TV series, an homage to Tom’s childhood geekdom sealed in a spotlighted vitrine like a soul trapped in a crystalline shrine.


  I countered his boasts about action-hero holidays—motorcycle treks in Vietnam, wild skiing in East Europe, diving on unspoiled reefs on Australia’s Ningaloo coast—by telling him about a conference on microbial symbiosis I’d attended at an estate in North Carolina and was pleased to elicit a small flash of nostalgia for the good old days when he could talk freely with his peers. But it was a small sacrifice, he said (by then we were perched on stools at the counter of the sleek kitchen, drinking green tea (Tom) and chilled white wine (me)).


  “Do you remember,” he said, “your plating days?”


  “I still dream about them,” I said.


  They were mostly stress dreams, triggered by an overrun deadline, the prospect of an imminent long-haul flight, my daughter’s first day at day nursery. Flashbacks to the grind of my PhD, when I’d spent a day of every week making up a variety of media, and a second day mixing them with agar and pouring plates on which I’d try to grow bacteria from samples whose DNA profiles were unusually interesting. It was the kind of science Tom and his kind scorned: old-fashioned biology that was half wild-game hunting, half alchemy. I had no idea which bacteria would grow on which media. Most of them wouldn’t grow on anything. About 99 percent of bacteria are known only by their DNA and have never been isolated or cultivated. Trying to define a microbiome is like someone familiar only with rats and beagles trying to extrapolate the evolution of whales, tigers, and elephants. I digress, but not by much.


  Tom said that he had robots that could do all of that tedious work in an hour. “I have only three staff supervising a project that would ordinarily need twenty or thirty post-docs just to keep it ticking over. Everything is automated, from preparation and maintenance of specimens to collection and analysis of data. Proper big science, Sarah. The neurological equivalent of the Manhattan Project.”


  “It sounds,” I said, “as if money is no object.”


  I hoped to get a reaction, trick him into revealing more then he intended, but he easily deflected it.


  “Money is the object. Which is why money isn’t the problem,” he said, leaning close to me, enveloping me in the glow of his expensive smile and a cloud of his cologne. When I had interviewed a couple of billionaires for a piece on start-up funding, I’d learned that the rich smell different from you and me. Tom’s cologne was in that oh-so-subtle oh-so-exclusive league. And he was definitely flirting with me now. Dropping hints, talking about the observer effect that collapsed quantum superimpositions into actual waves or particles, about quantifying the interface between consciousness and the Universe, and widening the definition of true consciousness. Telling me about an old experiment in which rats were placed in a simple maze with food behind a transparent barrier that allowed them to see it but prevented them reaching it. Measurements showed that their brain activity while they slept after this exposure was identical to brain activity when they were returned to the maze, this time without the barrier, so that they could find their way to the food. They had been dreaming of ways of beating the maze, dreaming of future actions that won them a pellet of rat chow, and then acting on those dreams.


  I asked Tom if he was still working on rats; he’d said that he was working on something much bigger and changed the subject. He’d told me what he wanted me to know, teased me with a glimpse of his work, and no doubt assumed that I’d write it up, help him the way I’d helped him with that New Scientist article. But fool me twice and all that, and I was royally pissed off by his arrogance besides. When I wrote up the piece on weird science in the City of London, I cut the interview down to three lines, emphasizing his superiority complex and making no mention of his heavy-handed hints. And a year later, after the Stratford Incident, realized exactly what I had missed.


  By then, Lucas Wright had given up bus driving and was studying for the stringent tests he had to pass to win the yellow badge of a licensed suburban taxi driver. His own cab, his own hours. Fernanda was supporting the family by working double shifts as a chambermaid in a big central London hotel while Lucas spent twelve hours a day learning routes, landmarks, and points of interest in preparation for the exacting tests. He was riding through Stratford on his moped, a photocopy of one of the essential routes on a clipboard fixed to the handlebars, pootling past the converted warehouse that housed Tom’s lab, when the tesseract everted in a shattered glister of frozen space-time.


  By now, everyone has seen leaked or stolen images of that lab: two open-plan red-lit floors packed with rats, thirty thousand of them, all asleep in individual plastic sleeves racked in grids, intubated and drip-fed, drugged and networked. Tom had developed this rat borg into a kind of stochastic computer, using a simple reward system to train its components to respond to a variety of movements in stock market indices, and then exposing them to live feeds and monitoring their brain activity afterward, while they slept. If their dreams made successful predictions, the borg was rewarded with a jolt to its collective pleasure center, and the process was repeated over and over, training it to select the right future in its shared dreams.


  When the system finally went live, Tom’s employers would make huge profits by betting on assured outcomes. Or at least, that was the plan. Instead, the rat borg found a short cut to its reward, using its vast computational power to collapse local reality. A frozen eigenstate that summed up all the moments where it had been zapped in its pleasure center. An eternity of ratty bliss.


  Luckily, it happened on Easter Sunday. Only a single research assistant was in the warehouse when the collapse permanently trapped him, Lucas Wright passing on his moped, and thirty thousand networked rats in an infinite instant of condensed probability. There were all kinds of macabre speculations about what the two human victims might be feeling, but no way, of course, of actually knowing. And after it became clear that there was no way of safely destroying or defusing the tesseract, it was sealed, like the exposed core at Chernobyl, inside a massive concrete sarcophagus, and the sarcophagus was in turn sealed under a geodesic dome like a lethal Situationist artwork. The shrine visited every month by Fernanda Wright.


  In the immediate aftermath, though, it was treated as a terrorist incident. London was put under lockdown, the sky crawling with helicopters, troops at the airports and every railway station, and everyone associated with the lab was summarily arrested. Tom and his assistants, hapless delivery drivers, and the entire board of the investment firm. After a small army of lawyers secured the release of Tom and the board members, Tom gave up everything to the government inquiry (SUPERGENIUS RAT SCIENTIST RATS OUT OWN COMPANY screamed one of the tabloids) and disappeared two months later. I thought the speculation that he’d committed suicide fanciful—Tom was very definitely not the kind of person to walk into the sea and leave behind nothing to mark his passing—and believed that he had been buried deep in a government research lab after volunteering to try to either crack or weaponize the tesseract. An idea I talked up in TV and webcast interviews, because by then I had gained a small amount of fame from being the last journalist to have interviewed Tom, even though, as my friends and colleagues tirelessly pointed out, I had completely failed to decode his hot and heavy hints about his work.


  The world turned; soon enough, the Stratford Incident was largely forgotten. The investment firm that had funded Tom’s work quietly went bankrupt. One of its senior partners shot himself; another was found dead in a suite in a casino hotel in Macau. Reports of a steep decline in the effectiveness of pest-control traps in the area around the tesseract, and of groups of rats staging coordinated raids on supermarkets and food warehouses, were dismissed by the government as “cult rumors.” I am the only witness to Fernanda Wright’s stubborn pilgrimage; so far I haven’t been able to interest anyone in her story.


  I sincerely hope that will change.


  Yesterday, I received a visit from two polite young men from MI6. After asking me to sign the Official Secrets Act and giving me a little lecture about all the bad things that would happen if I breached its terms and conditions, they explained that they had intercepted an email Tom had sent to me. Perhaps, they said politely, I might know what it meant?


  It had been traced to a server in a plastics factory in Fuzhou; either Tom was in mainland China, or he’d bounced it off a long chain of insecure servers, and the one in the factory was the last in the line. The header was simply “new work.” There was no message, just an attachment: a picture of a termite mound rearing up in a sere desert landscape. It was somewhere in the Australian Outback, although it was doubtful that it was any kind of clue about Tom’s whereabouts.


  I told them what I’m setting down here. That I hoped that it didn’t mean what I thought it meant. That Tom had found new sponsors. That he was working on a new project founded on the results of his last.


  There is, according to urban myth, one rat for every person in London. But while there are more than seven billion human beings in the world, there are thought to be two hundred fifty trillion termites. I lay awake last night, thinking of what their dreams of the future might be, in the hot swarming dark of their castles. Thinking of the latest rumors about supersmart rats. Spiky hieroglyphs found on the walls of sewers. The grainy CCTV footage of a vast swarm that one night poured across Hammersmith Bridge, vanishing into the redbrick jungle of South London. Rumors about a quarantine zone and elite squads of exterminators.


  I thought of the penalties I’d been warned about, and I thought of Fernanda Wright and the tomb of her undead husband. And I wrote this down, hoping that this time I haven’t missed the point Tom was trying to make.


  Elves of Antarctica


  MIKE TORRES SAW his first elf stone three weeks after he moved to the Antarctic Peninsula. He was flying helos on supply runs from Square Bay on the Falliéres Coast to kelp farms in the fjords to the north, and in his free time had taken to hiking along the shore or into the bare hills beneath Mount Diamond’s pyramidal peak. Up there, he had terrific views of the rugged islands standing in the cold blue sea under the high summer sun, Mount Wilson and Mount Metcalfe rising beyond the south side of the bay, and the entirety of the town stretched along the shore below. Its industrial sprawl and grids of trailer homes, the rake of its docks, the plantations of bladeless wind turbines, and the airfield with helos coming and going like bees, two or three blimps squatting in front of their hangars, and the runway where a cargo plane, an old Airbus Beluga maybe, or a Globemaster V with its six engines and tail tall as a five-storey building, might be preparing to make its lumbering run towards the sky. All of it ugly, intrusive and necessary: the industrial underbelly of a project that was attempting to prevent the collapse of Antarctica’s western ice sheet. It was serious business. It was saving the world. And Mike Torres was part of it.


  He was a second-generation climate change refugee, born into the Marshall Islands diaspora community in Auckland. A big, quiet guy who’d survived a tough childhood – his father drinking himself to death, his mother taking two jobs to raise him and his sisters in their tiny central city apartment. Age sixteen, Mike had been part of a small all-city crew spraying tags everywhere on Auckland’s transport system; after his third conviction for criminal damage (a big throwie at Remuera Railway Station), a sympathetic magistrate had offered him a spell of workfare on a city farm instead of juvenile prison. He discovered that he loved the outdoor life, earned his helicopter pilot’s licence at one of the sheep stations on the high pastures of North Island, where little Robinson R33s were used to muster sheep, and five years later went to work for Big Green, one of the transnational ecological remediation companies, at the Lake Eyre Basin project in Australia.


  Desalinated seawater had been pumped into the desert basin to create an inland sea, greening the land around it and removing a small fraction of the excess water that had swollen the world’s oceans; Big Green had a contract to establish shelter-belt forests to stabilise and protect the edge of the new farmland. Mike loved watching the machines at work: dozers, dumper trucks and 360° excavators that levelled the ground and spread topsoil; mechanical planters that set out rows of tree seedlings at machine-gun speed, and truck spades that transplanted semi-mature fishtail, atherton and curly palms, acacia, eucalyptus and sheoak trees. In one direction, stony scrub and fleets of sand dunes stretched towards dry mountains floating in heat shimmer; in the other, green checkerboards of rice paddies and date and oil palm plantations descended stepwise towards the shore of the sea. The white chip of a ferry ploughing a wake in blue water. A string of cargo blimps crossing the sky. Fleets of clouds strung at the horizon, generated by climate stations on artificial islands. Everything clean and fresh. A new world in the making.


  Mike hauled supplies to the crews who ran the big machines and the gangers who managed the underplanting of shrubs and grasses, brought in engineers and replacement parts, flew key personnel and VIPs to and fro. He sent most of his pay packet home, part of it squirrelled into a savings account, part supporting his mother and his sisters, part tithed to the Marshallese Reclamation Movement, which planned to rebuild the nation by raising artificial islands above the drowned atoll of Majuro. A group of reclaimers had established a settlement there, occupying the top floors of the President’s house and a couple of office buildings they had storm-proofed. Mike religiously watched their podcasts, and liked to trawl through archives that documented life before the flood, rifling through clips of beach parties, weddings, birthdays and fishing trips from old family videos, freezing and enlarging glimpses of the bustle of ordinary life. A farmer’s market, a KFC, a one-dollar store, a shoal of red taxis on Majuro’s main drag, kids playing football on a green field at the edge of the blue sea. Moments repossessed from the gone world.


  He watched short films about exploration of the drowned ruins, feeds from web cams showing bright fish patrolling the reefs of sunken condos and shops. The reclaimers were attempting to construct a breakwater with fast-growing edited corals, and posted plans for the village of floating houses that was the next stage of the project. Mike dreamed of moving there one day, of making a new life in a new land, but places in the reclaimer community were fiercely contested. He’d had to dig into his savings to get his mother the stem cell therapy she needed for a heart problem, and one of his sisters became engaged, soon there would be a wedding to pay for . . . So when the contract at Lake Eyre finished, Mike signed up for a new project in the Antarctic Peninsula.


  Lake Eyre had created a place where refugees from the drowning coasts could start afresh. The engineering projects run out of the Antarctic Peninsula were part of an attempt to preserve the continent’s last big ice sheet and prevent another catastrophic rise in ocean levels, the loss of half-drowned cities and land reclaimed from previous floods, and the displacement of more than sixty per cent of the world’s population. Factories and industrial plants on the peninsula supported a variety of massive geoengineering projects, from manufacturing fleets of autonomous high-albedo rafts that would cool ocean currents by reflecting sunlight, to creating a thin layer of dust in the lower stratosphere that would reflect a significant percentage of the sun’s light and heat back into space. One project was attempting to cool ice sheets by growing networks of superconducting threads that would syphon away geothermal heat. Another was attempting to protect glaciers from the heat of the sun by covering them in huge sheets of thermally reflective material.


  Square Bay’s factories used biomass supplied by the kelp farms to manufacture the tough thin material used in the thermal blanket project. As a bonus, the fast-growing edited strains of kelp sequestered carbon dioxide from the atmosphere, contributing to attempts to reverse the rise in levels that had driven the warming in the first place. It was good work, no doubt, the sharp end of a massive effort to ameliorate the effects of two centuries of unchecked industrialisation and fossil carbon burning, but many thought that it was too little, too late. Damage caused by the great warming was visible everywhere on the Antarctic Peninsula. Old shorelines drowned by rising sea levels, bare bones of mountains exposed by melting snow and ice, mines and factories, port cities and settlements spreading along the coast . . . There were traces of human influence everywhere Mike walked. Hiking trails with their blue markers and pyramidal cairns, scraps of litter, the mummified corpse of an albatross with a cache of plastic scraps in its belly, clumps of tough grasses growing between rocks, fell field meadows of mosses and sedge – even a few battered stands of dwarf alder and willow. Ecopoets licensed by the Antarctic Authority were spreading little polders and gardens everywhere as the ice and snow retreated. They had introduced arctic hares, arctic foxes and herds of reindeer and musk oxen further south. Resurrected dwarf mammoths, derived from elephant stock, grazing tussock tundra in steep valleys snaking between the mountains.


  Change everywhere.


  One day, Mike followed a long rimrock trail to a triangulation point at a place called Pulpit Peak, fifteen kilometres south of the town. The pulpit of Pulpit Peak was a tall rock that stood at the edge of a cliff like the last tooth in a jaw, high above the blue eye of a meltwater lake. There was the usual trample of footprints in the apron of sandy gravel around it, the usual cairn of stones at the trail head, and something Mike hadn’t seen before, a line of angular characters incised into one face of the rock, strange letters or mathematical symbols with long tails or loops or little crowns that reminded him of something he couldn’t quite recall. And the triangulation point, a brass plate set in the polished face of a granite plinth, stated that it was thirty metres due north of its stated location ‘out of respect to local religious custom.’


  “I checked it with my phone’s GPS,” Mike told his friend Oscar Manu that evening. They were at the Faraday Bar ’n’ Barbeque after a six-a-side soccer match, sitting on the terrace with their teammates under an awning that cracked like a whip in the chill breeze. “Sure enough, it was exactly thirty metres north of where it was supposed to be. And that writing? It’s elvish. A guy I knew back home, old roustabout there, had a tattoo in the same kind of script. Back in the day, he was an extra in those old fantasy movies, had it done as a memento.”


  Mike’s phone had translated the inscription. The Place of the Meeting of Ice and Water. A reference, maybe, to the vanished glaciers that had flowed into Square Bay.


  “One of the sacred elf stones is what it is,” Oscar said.


  Oscar was from Tahiti, which had had its own share of troubles during the warming, but was in better shape than most Pacific Islands nations. One of its biotech firms had engineered the fast-growing, temperature-tolerant strain of staghorn coral the reclaimers were using to rebuild the reefs of Majuro. He was drinking Pangaea beer; Mike, who knew all too well that he was his father’s son, was on his usual Lemon & Paeroa, saying, “You’re telling me there are people here who believe in elves?”


  “Let’s put it this way: the road between Esperanza and O’Higgins has a kink where it swings around one of those stones,” Oscar said.


  “You’re kidding,” Mike said, because Oscar was famous for his patented wind-ups.


  “Go see for yourself the next time you’re up north,” Oscar said. “It’s just past the twenty kilometre marker.”


  Adi Mara chipped in, saying that a couple of Icelanders she knew took that kind of shit very seriously. “They have elves back home. The Huldufólk—the hidden people.”


  “Elf elves?” Oscar said. “Pointy ears, bad dress sense, the whole bit?”


  “They look like ordinary people who just happen to be invisible most of the time,” Adi said. “They live under rocks, and if you piss them off they can give you bad frostbite or sunburn, or cause accidents. Icelanders reckon some big rocks are actually disguised elvish churches or chapels. Building work and road construction can be held up if someone discovers that a place sacred to elves is right in the way.”


  “They don’t sound that scary,” Oscar said.


  “Scary isn’t the point,” Adi said. She was their goalie, smaller than Mike, Oscar and the other guys, but fearless in the goal mouth. She punted every save way down the field, regardless of the positions of her teammates, and would tear you a new one if you didn’t make good use of her passes. “The point is, Iceland is pretty bleak and tough, so it’s only natural that Icelanders believe in forces stronger than they are, try to humanise the landscape with stories about folk who own it. And it’s the same here.”


  Mike said that maybe it was the other way around. “Maybe the stones are reminders that Antarctica isn’t really a place where ordinary people should be living.”


  “Back in the day that might have been true,” Oscar said. “But look around you, Torres. We have Starbucks and McDonald’s. We have people who are bringing up kids here. And we have beer,” he said, draining his glass and reaching for the communal jug. “Any place with beer, how can you call it inhospitable?”


  The talk turned to rumours of feral ecopoets who were supposed to be living off the land and waging a campaign of sabotage against construction work. Roads and radio masts and other infrastructure damaged, trucks and boats hijacked, sightings of people where no people should be. Freddie Aata said he knew someone who’d seen a string of mammoths skylighted on a ridge with a man riding the lead animal, said that the Authority police had found several huts made of reindeer bones and antlers on the shore of Sjögren Inlet, on the east coast.


  “Maybe they’re your elves,” Freddie told Mike. “Bunch of saboteurs who want to smack us back into the Stone Age, chiselling rocks with runes to mark their territory.”


  Mike still hadn’t seen much of the peninsula. After arriving at O’Higgins International Airport he’d been flown directly to Square Bay in the hold of a cargo plane, catching only a few glimpses of snowy mountains rising straight up from the sea. There were vast undiscovered territories beyond the little town and the short strip of coast where he tooled up and down on service runs. Places as yet untouched by human mess and clutter. He found a web site with a map and a list of GPS coordinates of elf stones, realised that it gave him a shape and purpose to exploration, and started hitching helo and boat rides out into the back country to find them. There really was a stone, The Church of the Flat Land, on the road between Esperanza and O’Higgins, the two big settlements at the northern end of the peninsula. There was a stone at the site of an abandoned Chilean research station on Adelaide Island. The Embassy of the Sea Swimmers. There were stones standing stark on hilltops or scree slopes. A boulder in a swift meltwater river. A boulder balanced on another boulder on a remote stony shore on the Black Coast. The Land Dances. A stone on a flat-topped nunatak in an ice field in the Werner Mountains, the most southerly location known. The Gate to the Empty Country.


  They were all found pieces, incised with their names but otherwise unaltered. Markers that emphasised the emptiness of the land in which they stood, touching something inside Mike that he couldn’t explain, even to himself. It was a little like the feeling he had when he paged through old images of the Marshall Islands. A plangent longing, deeper than nostalgia, for a past he’d never known. As if amongst the stones he might one day find a way back to a time not yet despoiled by the long catalogue of Anthropocene calamities, a Golden Age that existed only in the rearview mirror.


  He had quickly discovered that visiting elf stones was a thing some people did, like birders ticking off species or climbers nailing every hard XS route. They posted photos, poems, diaries of the treks they had made, and fiercely squabbled about the origin of the stones and their meaning. No one seemed to know how old the stones were or who had made them, if it was a single person or a crew, if they were still being made. Most stoners agreed that the oldest was a tilted sandstone slab just a short steep hike from a weather station on the Wilkins Coast. The House of Air and Ice. It was spattered with lichens whose growth, according to some, dated it to around a century years ago, long before the peninsula had been opened to permanent settlement. But others disputed the dating, pointing out that climate change meant that lichen growth could no longer be considered a reliable clock, and that in any case establishment of lichen colonies could be accelerated by something as simple as a yoghurt wash.


  There were any number of arguments about the authenticity of other stones, too. Some were definitely imitations, with crudely carved runes that translated into mostly unfunny jokes. Gandalf’s Hat. Keep Out: Alien Zone. Trespassers Will Be Shot. There was a stone with a small wooden doorway fitted into a crack in its base. There was a stone painted with the tree-framed doorway to the Mines of Moria. There was a miniature replica of Stonehenge. There were miniature replicas of elf stones hidden on roofs of buildings in O’Higgins and Esperanza.


  And even stones that most stoners considered to be the real deal were disputed by the hardcore black-helicopter conspiracy freaks who squabbled over the precise dimensions of runes, or looked for patterns in the distribution of the stones, or believed that they were actually way points for a planned invasion by one of the governments that still claimed sovereignty over parts of Antarctica, or some kind of secret project to blanket the peninsula with mind-controlling low-frequency microwaves, and so forth.


  Oscar Manu found a website run by some guy in O’Higgins who looked a bit like a pantomime elf, with a Santa Claus beard and a green sweater, sitting at a desk littered with books and papers, a poster-sized photo of The Gate to the Empty Country on the wall behind him. Apparently he gave a course in elven mythology that included a visit to the stone set on the shoulder of a pebble bar north of the town’s harbour, and awarded certificates to his pupils.


  “Maybe he knows who made the things,” Oscar said. “Maybe, even, he made them. You should go talk to him, Torres. You know you could ace that test and get yourself certified.”


  But as far as Mike was concerned, it wasn’t really about elves, the whole fake history of aboriginal inhabitants. It was the idea that the essence of the land had survived human occupation and climate change, ready to re-emerge when the warming was reversed. The stones were an assertion of primacy, like the pylons set by the reclaimers around the perimeter of Majuro, marking the atoll’s shape in the rolling waves that had drowned it. One of those pylons had Mike’s name engraved on it, near the top of a list of sponsors and donors.


  Despite their isolation and the stark splendour of the stones’ settings, people couldn’t help despoiling them. ‘Robbo’ had carved his tag at the base of The Church of the Flat Land. When Mike visited Deception Island, a three-day trip that included a stopover in O’Higgins (he ticked off the stone north of the harbour, but didn’t visit the elf university), there was a cruise ship at anchor in the natural harbour of the island’s flooded caldera, and he had to wait until a tourist group had finished taking selfies and groupies in front of a gnarled chimney of lava carved with a vertical line of runes, Here We Made With Fire, before he could have a few minutes alone with it. Someone had planted a little garden of snow buttercup and roseroot around The Embassy of the Sea Swimmers. There’d been some kind of party or gathering at The Land Dances, leaving a litter of nitrous oxide capsules and actual tobacco cigarette butts, illegal on three continents. And people had tucked folded slips of paper, prayers or petitions, amongst the small pyramid of stones, each marked with a single rune, of Our High Haven, on an icy setback high in the Gutenko Mountains.


  Mike had made a short detour to find that last site after dropping off a party of geologists. It was a beautiful day. The blue dome of the sky unmarked except for the trail of a jet plane crawling silently northeast. Hardly any wind. In the absolute stillness he could hear the tide of blood in his ears, the faint sigh of air in his nostrils. Looking out across the pure white expanse of the Dyer Plateau towards mountain peaks sawtoothing the horizon he could imagine that the view was exactly as it had been before anyone had set foot on the continent. Ice and rock and snow and sky. Except that he remembered something one of the geologists had said as they’d unloaded their gear—that in the permanent dark of winter people heloed up to the plateau for wild skiing under the Antarctic moon and stars, using GPS to navigate from ice lodge to ice lodge. The snow here was fantastic, the geologist had said, a lot more of it than there used to be because the warmer air transported more moisture and caused more precipitation. Part of the expedition’s work was measuring erosion caused by increased rainfall and snowmelt.


  Change everywhere.


  By now, it was long past midsummer. Christmas had come and gone. The weeks of 24-hour sunlight were over. Nights were lengthening inexorably. The first snow had fallen at Square Bay. As the research season ended, Mike and the other helo pilots were kept busy retrieving people from far-flung science camps, and Mike had a brief fling with one of the scientists. Sarah Conway, an English palaeontologist eight years older than him, part of a team which had been working on a rich seam of fossils in a sedimentary layer high in the Eternity Range. They met at one of the social nights in the town’s two-lane bowling alley, where the pins were painted to resemble penguins and an ancient jukebox played K-pop from the last century. Sarah was a good-looking big-boned blonde with the kind of unassailable confidence and ambition, founded on good old-fashioned middle-class privilege, that Mike knew he should resent, but she was smart, funny and vivid, and when he saw how other men looked at her he felt a fierce pride that she had chosen him instead of any of them.


  “She’s a fine woman,” Oscar said, “but you do know she’s only into you for just the one thing.”


  “We’re just having a little fun before she goes back to the World,” Mike said.


  “I have plenty of experience of short-term romances is all I’m saying,” Oscar said. “Have fun, sure, but don’t let her go breaking your heart.”


  Mike knew that Oscar was right, knew that he should keep it cool, fool around but keep a certain distance, but one day he told Sarah about the elf stones, and when she expressed an interest he took her up into the hills to show her the one at Pulpit Peak.


  At first, she seemed to get it, saying that she understood why he hadn’t documented the stones in any way. “It’s about the moment. The connection you make through the stones. The journey you make to find them changes you. And when you actually see them, you’re changed again. It makes you see their context afresh,” she said, her broad smile showing the gap between her front teeth that Mike found terrifically attractive.


  But then he tried to explain his idea that the stones had been sited in places that reminded people of what had been lost, the ice and the snow, the empty quiet of unpopulated Nature that would one day come again, and everything went north.


  “This was all forest ten million years ago,” Sarah said. “And a hundred million years before that, in the Cretaceous, it was even warmer. Covered by rainforest, inhabited by dinosaurs and amphibians and early mammals. Some big non-flying dinosaurs survived here after the asteroid impact wiped them out everywhere else. We found a nest with ankylosaur eggs this season that we think definitely post-dates the extinction event. And last season we found a partial hypsilophodont skull with enlarged eye sockets that confirms the dinosaurs lived here all year around, and had acute night vision that helped them to hunt during the polar night. The point being, choosing one state over another, ice over forest, is completely subjective.”


  “But this time the change isn’t natural. Antarctica should be covered in ice and snow,” Mike said, “and we fucked it up.”


  “I’m just taking the long view. Nothing lasts for ever. But that doesn’t mean that when the Anthropocene passes it will be replaced by a replica of the immediate past. As my grandfather used to like saying, you can’t unring a bell. There’ll be something else here. Something different.”


  “It will come back if we help it,” Mike said.


  “Are we talking about Antarctica or your lost island home?”


  “That doesn’t have anything to do with the stones,” Mike said, although of course it did. He was angry, but mostly with himself. He shouldn’t have told her about the reclaimers. He shouldn’t have shared his stupid ideas about the stones. He’d said too much, he’d opened his heart, and she was repaying his trust with a lecture.


  “Antarctica could freeze over again, but it won’t ever be what it once was,” Sarah said. “And you can build new islands, but it won’t bring back what you’ve lost. It will be something new. You can’t hate change. It’s like hating life.”


  “I can hate the wrong kind of change, can’t I?” Mike said, but he could see that it was no good. She was a scientist. She had all the answers, and he was just a dumb helo pilot.


  So they broke up on a sour note. A few days later, while Mike was out on a supply run to one of the kelp farms, Sarah caught a plane to New Zealand, leaving him with the feeling that he’d somehow fucked up.


  “You definitely fucked up a perfectly good lay with that obsession of yours,” Oscar said.


  “I’m not obsessed.”


  Oscar laid a finger alongside his broad flat nose, pulling down his lower eyelid and staring straight at Mike. “I’ve been watching you, Torres. The time you spend chasing those stones. The time you spend talking about chasing them, or what you found when you ran one down. You think it’s more important than anything else. And anyway, she’s right.”


  “What do you mean, she’s right?”


  “She’s right about bringing back the past. You can’t. You drop a glass, it breaks on the floor. No way the pieces are going to leap up and fit themselves back again.”


  “You could glue them back together,” Mike said, trying to turn it into a joke.


  “You can’t beat time, dude,” Oscar said. “It only runs in one direction, and there’s only one way out of world.”


  “I didn’t realise that you are a nihilist.”


  “I’m a realist. Instead of trying to go against the current, I go with the flow. Don’t fuck it up with ideas about rewinding clocks, Torres. Don’t hang your hopes on some dream,” Oscar said, half-singing that last sentence, having fun. “Don’t, in a nutshell, be so fucking serious about what you can’t get back.”


  Mike wondered unhappily if Sarah was right. If Oscar was right. If he’d become obsessed about bringing back what had been lost. Yearning for something he’d never known, something he could never have. Obsessing, yeah, over his romantic ideas about the stones. Because who knew what they really meant? What they meant to the person who had chosen and named them, and carved them with runes?


  But he was too stubborn to give all that up so easily. Rootless and unsettled, he hitched a helo ride north to the Danco Coast, landing at the end of a fjord pinched between steep ridges and hiking up a shallow winding river towards the site of a stone, one of the last on his list. If he got back into his groove, he told himself, maybe everything would be okay. Maybe everything would become clear, and he’d think of the things he should have said to Sarah and the things that he needed to say to Oscar, to himself.


  And as he picked his way between boulders alongside the river, cold clean air blowing through him and clear water chattering over and around rocks and dropping in little waterfalls, with the steep sides of the U-shaped valley rising on either side to bare ridges stark against the empty blue sky and snow-capped mountains standing ahead, he did feel lifted out of himself, the slough of his merely human problems.


  There was change here, like everywhere else—the river fed by melting ice, with kerbs of pillow moss along its stony banks, stretches of sedges and cotton grass, some kind of bird, a kite or hawk, rising in lazy circles on a thermal above a scree slope starred with yellow flowers, amazing to see a land-based predator in a place where a century ago every animal species had depended on the ocean for food – but the land was empty and its silence profound, and he was part of it, absorbed in it, in the rhythm of walking, with a goal ahead of him and everything else dwindling into insignificance.


  The river grew shallower and slower, breaking up into still pools and streams trickling between shoals and banks of pebbles, and there was the elf stone, an oval ice-smoothed boulder three metres high bedded in black gravel, with runes carved around its waist. The Navel of Our Kingdom Under the Ice.


  Once upon a time, not so long ago, a glacier had flowed through the valley, debouching onto the ice shelf that had filled the fjord. But warm sea currents had undercut and broken up the ice, and the glacier had retreated to the 300-metre contour. The elf stone was one of many erratics deposited by its retreat, standing more than a kilometre in front of a tumble of ice chunks sculpted into fantastic shapes and a pitted cliff of dirty ice, the edge of a frozen river of tumbled ice blocks and crevasses curving away between snow-capped ridges.


  After pitching his tent on a shoulder of sandy gravel, Mike lay awake a long time, listening to the whisper of water over stone and the distant retorts and groans of the glacier. When he woke, the air had turned to freezing milk. An ice fog had descended, whiting everything out. The sun was a diffuse glow low in the east; there was a rime of ice on tufts of moss and grass; every sound was muffled.


  Mike brewed coffee on his efficient little Tesla stove, ate two granola bars and a cup of porridge with honey and a chopped banana stirred into it, and broke camp and started the hike back along the river, taking it slowly in the thick chill fog. He wasn’t especially worried. Either the fog would lift and the helo would return and pick him up, or it wouldn’t, and he’d be stuck here for a day or two until a bigger helo with Instrumental Flight Rules equipment could be diverted. No big deal. He had enough supplies to wait it out, told himself that it was a kind of adventure, even though he could call for help on his phone at any time, and GPS meant that he couldn’t really get lost. Actually, he didn’t even need GPS. All he had to do was follow the river.


  He had been hiking for a couple of hours when he heard movement behind and above him. A soft heavy tread, a sudden sough of breath. He stood still, listening intently. The tread grew closer, shadows loomed out of the fog, bigger than any man, and Mike felt a spike of unreasoning fear. Then the wind shifted, the fog swirled aside, and he saw the first of them.


  The high forehead and small brown eyes, the tear-drop ears with their elongated hair-rimmed lobes. The questing trunk. The shaggy pelt blended from shades of auburn and chocolate. Sturdy legs footing carefully on loose stones.


  One by one, the SUV-sized mammoths trod past, five, seven, ten of them. At the end of the procession came a female with her young calf trotting beside her, trunk curled like a question mark, dissolving like the rest into the mist, leaving behind a musky scent and dinnerplate-sized footprints slowly filling with water in the gravel along the edge of the river.


  And now another figure materialised out of the thinning fog, and a man’s voice said, “Are you lost, friend?”


  “I know exactly where I am,” Mike said, resenting the implication that he was somehow in the wrong place. Trespassing. “What about you?”


  “At the moment, I’m following the mammoths.” The figure resolved into a slight man in his sixties, dressed in a red parka with a fur-trimmed hood, wind-proof trousers, boots. He had some kind of British accent, a neat salt-and-pepper beard, skin darkened by sun exposure but still pale at the roots of his widow’s peak.


  “You’re in charge of them?” Mike said, wondering if the man was an ecopoet, wondering if there were others like him nearby.


  “Oh, hardly,” the man said, and introduced himself: Will Colgate. “May we walk on? My friends are getting away.”


  As they walked alongside the river, Will Colgate explained that he was studying the mammoths’ behaviour, what they ate, where they went, and so on. “They need to eat a lot, so they cover a lot of territory. Yesterday they were ten kilometres south of here. Tomorrow they’ll be ten kilometres north. Or more.”


  “So you’re a scientist,” Mike said. He hadn’t been scared, not exactly, but he felt a little knot in his chest relax.


  “Oh, no. No, I’m just an amateur. A naturalist, in the old tradition. Back in O’Higgins I’m a plumber,” Will Colgate said. Adding: “I think I know why you’re here.”


  “You do?”


  “Only one reason why people would come here. To such an out-of-the-way place. You’re a stoner.”


  “I’m interested in them,” Mike admitted. “Why they are where they are. What they mean.”


  “Figured that out yet?”


  Will Colgate had a sharp edge to his grandfatherly air.


  “I think maybe they’re memorials,” Mike said. “Markers commemorating what was, and what will come again.”


  “Interesting. I once met someone, you know, who claimed she’d made them. She was a member of one of the seed-bombing crews. They take balls of clay and nutrients and seeds, so-called green bullets, and scatter them as they walk. Most of the seeds never germinate, of course, and most of the ones that do soon die. But enough thrive . . . Some of those willows might be theirs,” Will Colgate said, pointing to a ghostly little island of shrubs standing knee-high in the river’s flow.


  “This woman you met—she really made the stones?”


  “That’s what she said. But she isn’t the only one to lay claim to them, so who knows?”


  Mike said shyly, “I think he or she may have been a helo pilot.”


  Will Colgate seemed to like the idea. “Of course, an awful lot of people use helicopters here. They’re like taxis. When I was a geologist, back in the day, working for Rio Tinto, I was flown everywhere to check out likely lodes. Gave that up and went native, and here I still am. Place can get under your skin, can’t it?”


  “Yeah, it can.”


  They walked on for a while in companionable silence. Mike could hear, faintly, the tread of the mammoths up ahead. More a vibration coming up through the soles of his boots than actual sound.


  Will Colgate said, “If you were going to mark up one of those stones with runes, all you’d need is an automatic cutter. Neat little thing, fits into a rucksack. Programme it, tack it in place, it would do the job in twenty minutes. Chap I know in O’Higgins uses one to carve gravestones.”


  “You’d also need to know which places to choose, which stones,” Mike said. “How each relates to the other.”


  “Mmm. But perhaps it started as a joke that slowly became serious. That gained its meaning in the making. The land will do that to you.”


  The river broadened, running over a pavement of rock deeply scored by the ice. Mike smelt the sea on the fog, heard a splashing of water and a distant hoarse bugling that raised hairs on the back of his neck. And then he and Will Colgate arrived at the place where the river tumbled down a stony shore, and saw, dimly through thick curtains of mist, that the mammoths had waded waist-deep into the sea. Several were squirting water over themselves; others grazing on kelp, tugging long slippery strands from a jut of black rocks, munching them like spaghetti.


  “The place of the meeting of ice and water,” Will Colgate said. “As it once was. By the time I got here, the river was already running, although back then the ice was about where that stone is now.”


  “Are you really a plumber?”


  “Fully certified. Although I’ve been all kinds of things in my time.”


  “Including making gravestones?”


  “People are mostly cremated now. When they aren’t shipped back to the World. Laser engraved brass markers, or modded resin with soulcatcher chips that talk to your phone. It isn’t the same,” Will Colgate said, and stepped towards the edge of the sea and turned back and called out gleefully. “Isn’t that a lovely sight?”


  “Yes. Yes, it is.”


  The mammoths were intruders, creatures from another time and place, but the sight of them at play lifted Mike’s heart. While the old man videoed them, walking up and down at the water’s edge to get better angles, Mike called the helo crew. They were grounded. Everyone along the coast without IFR was grounded, waiting for the fog to lift. Mike told them it didn’t matter. He squatted on coarse black sand rucked by the tread of heavy feet, strangely happy. After a while, Will came back and rummaged in his backpack and set a pan of water on a little hotplate.


  “Time for a cuppa, I think.”


  They drank green tea. Will said that there was a theory that the mammoths bathed in the sea to get rid of parasites. “Another claims that seaweed gives them essential minerals and nutrients they can’t find on land. But perhaps they come here to have fun. I mean, that’s what it looks like, doesn’t it?”


  “Are there other people like you?”


  Will gave the question serious consideration, said, “Despite the warming, you know, it is still very difficult to live off the land. Not impossible with the right technology, but you can’t really go the full primitive. You know, as in stories about feral ecopoets. Stone-tipped spears and such. I suppose it might be possible in a hundred or so years, when it will be warmer and greener, but why would anyone want to do such a foolish thing?”


  “Maybe by then the ice will have come back.”


  “Despite all our heroic efforts, I don’t think we will be able to preserve the ice cap. Not all of it. Not as it is. In a thousand years, yes, who knows, the ice may return. But right now we have the beginnings of something new. We’ve helped it along. Accelerated it. We’ve lost much along the way, but we’ve gained much, too. Like the mammoths. Although, of course, they aren’t really mammoths, and mammoths never lived in the Antarctic.”


  “I know,” Mike said, but Will was the kind of earnest pedagogue who couldn’t be derailed.


  “They are mostly elephant, with parts of the mammoth genome added,” he said. “The tusks, the shaggy coat, small ears to minimise heat loss, a pad of fat behind the skull to insulate the brain and provide a store of food in winter, altered circadian clocks to cope with permanent darkness in winter, permanent day in summer . . . Traits clipped from a remnant population of dwarf mammoths that survived on an island in the Siberian Arctic until about four thousand years ago. The species hasn’t been reborn, but it has contributed to something new. All of this is new, and precious, and fragile. Which is why we shouldn’t try to live out here just yet.”


  “Who is this ‘we’?”


  “Oh, you know, people like me,” Will said vaguely. “Natural history enthusiasts you might say. We live in cities and settlements, spend as much time as we can in the wild, but we try not to disturb or despoil it with our presence. The mammoths aren’t ours, by the way. They’re an authority project, like the arctic hares and foxes. Like the reindeer. But smaller things, insects and plants, the mycorrhizal fungi that help plant roots take up essential nutrients, soil microbes, and so on – we try to give a helping hand. Bees are a particular problem. It’s too early for them, some say, but there’s a species of solitary bee from the Orkneys, in Scotland, that’s quite promising . . .” Will blinked at Mike. “Forgive me. I do rattle on about my work sometimes.”


  Mike smiled, because the guy really was a little like a pixie from a children’s storybook. Kindly and fey, a herder of bees and ants, a friend of magical giants, an embodiment of this time, this place.


  “I have trouble accepting all the changes,” he said. “I shouldn’t really like the mammoths. But I can’t help thinking they seem so at home.”


  And with a kind of click he realised that he felt at home too. Here on the foggy beach, by one of the rivers of Antarctica, with creatures got up from a dream sporting in the iceless sea. In this new land emerging from the deep freeze, where anything could be possible. Mammoths, bees, elves . . . Life finding new ways to live.


  Presently, the mammoths came up from the water, out of the fog, long hair pasted flat, steam rising from the muscular slopes of their backs as they used their trunks to grub at seaweed along the strandline. Will followed them with his camera as they disappeared into the fog again, and Mike stood up and started to undress. Leave on his skinsuit? No, he needed to be naked. The air was chill on his skin, the sand cold underfoot as he walked towards the water. He heard Will call out to him, and then he was running, splashing through icy water, the shock of it when he plunged into the rolling waves almost stopping his heart. He swam out only a little way before he turned back, but it was enough to wash himself clean.


  Something Happened Here, But We’re Not Quite Sure What It Was


  “Something Happened Here, But We’re Not Quite Sure What It Was” by Paul McAuley is a complex sf story about politics and xenophobia when human colonists on an Earth-like planet are faced with the possibility of reaching out to alien cultures, especially when a big organization that has previously done harm is in charge of the operation.


  The origin story we like to tell ourselves is that our little town was founded by a grumpy loner name of Joe Gordon, who one day parked his RV at the spot where a ceramic road left by an unknown long-lost Elder Culture cut across the new two-lane blacktop between Port of Plenty and the open-cast iron mine at Red Rocks. He named his crossroads campsite Joe’s Corner, set up a couple of picnic tables, and commenced to sell coffee, hot dogs, candy bars, and e-cigarettes and rolling tobacco to the passing trade and the first explorers of the City of the Dead.


  Joe Gordon had come up and out three years after people first set foot on First Foot. A lanky, morose man from Hoboken, New Jersey, he peers with narrow suspicion out of the only known photograph of him and his makeshift truck stop, as if wondering how much he should charge for the liberty of having his picture taken. By then, the shuttle cycling between Earth and First Foot was bringing up ten thousand people every three weeks. Too many people for Joe’s liking: He’d spent just two months in Port of Plenty before striking out into the backcountry, and when other people started to make themselves at home around his crossroads he moved on again, heading deeper into the dry heart of the planet’s largest continent. We know that he worked for a time at the copper mine at Mount Why Not, but after that his trail goes cold. One story has it that he burned his ID and joined a group of homesteading Sovereign Citizens; another claims that he set up a road tavern on the far side of the Badlands and was shot dead in a brawl or a robbery. He left behind his name, a story slowly fading to myth, and the photograph which—enlarged, retouched, and printed on canvas—hangs in the reception area of our community center, a steel-framed glass box erected just last year next door to the ragstone bunker of the Unitarian church whose spire, three steel I-beams welded into a skinny pyramid and topped by an aluminum weather vane burnished by sun and sandstorms, is visible for miles around in our flat desert territory.


  Joe’s Corner is approaching its thirtieth anniversary now. We are some three thousand souls, with a school and a small clinic; a strip mall anchored by a Rexall’s; a sheriff’s office and a volunteer fire department; two charge stations (one of them a Toyota franchise); three churches; six motels; a dozen bars, coffeehouses, and restaurants; a solar farm and a nine-hole golf course; a small factory that fabricates mining equipment; and a workshop turning out handmade souvenirs of the City of the Dead, mostly for the export trade. The community center houses a small library and a cinema club that just closed a season of classic Westerns with Quentin Tarantino’s The Hateful Eight. At a lodge run by a couple from New Mexico, guests pay six hundred bucks a night to sleep in tar-paper shacks, wallow in black mud baths, and eat vegan Mexican-Chinese food. They come here for the silence, panoramic views of alien constellations in night skies untainted by light pollution, and, of course, to explore the tombs of the City of the Dead.


  There are several million tombs scattered across fifty thousand square kilometers, built from small, round-edged clay bricks that some believe to have been excreted by the creatures that constructed them, the so-called Ghostkeepers. We call them tombs because they appear to memorialize the dead of the Ghostkeepers, although no bodies have ever been found. They may be houses, works of art, the by-product of some kind of mating ritual, or something beyond the grasp of human imagination. Once upon a time, tomb raiders made fortunes by finding Elder Culture artifacts that kick-started new industries. Our last sheriff but one played an instrumental role in the discovery of navigation code that had migrated from a fragment of a crashed Ghajar spaceship into a nest of hive rats, and pointed toward the wormhole network of the New Frontier. Although it’s generally agreed that the glory days of mining the City of the Dead are long gone, tomb raiders still dig up various trinkets—sympathy stones, ceramic shards containing entangled electrons used in q-phone manufacture, tesserae doped with algorithms that generate scraps of Ghostkeeper memories as well as, sometimes, actual ghosts—and people still come out here hoping to hit the jackpot. Most leave broke and disappointed after a year or so, but a few stay on, and others drift out here and set up homesteads or little businesses. Living the good old American dream on an alien planet, at the edge of a vast alien ruin.


  Leah Bright was one such incomer, moving to our little town after a divorce and a business failure in Port of Plenty. She rented a single wide in the trailer park, used eBay to sell inert tesserae that she claimed to have activated by a secret psychic process, gave lessons in dowsing for artifacts and consultations with her familiar, which she said was the ghost of a Byzantine priest whose spirit had transmigrated to First Foot a thousand years ago. She was a handsome woman in her late thirties who wore boho scarves, denim jackets and jeans, and tooled leather boots, and mostly kept herself to herself. She gave the impression that residence in Joe’s Corner was a temporary setback, but we grew used to seeing her sitting at an outside table in the Old Bean Café and poking with furious concentration at her iPhone, or leading a gaggle of tourists on a dowsing expedition amongst the tells and dust heaps at the northern edge of the City of the Dead. It was general knowledge that she and the town clerk were an item. We told ourselves that because neither party was married it was no business of ours that they liked to pretend that they were no more than casual acquaintances, but we sometimes wondered what they had in common. Leah Bright with her glamour and flair; Troy Wagner a mild, pedantic guy ten years younger than her, so straightlaced he was the only person in town who went to work every day in a suit.


  Someone suggested that Leah kept him around to remind herself of a road not taken, and everyone pretty much agreed that Troy must have told her about the planning application for a radio telescope array. At the town meeting where it was due to be heard, Leah sat in the center of the front row with half a dozen allies flanking her, a solid block of defiance in a hall otherwise sparsely occupied by the usual professional busybodies, people who had a planning or licensing matter they wanted to see through, and a few cantankerous cranks who at every meeting aired old grievances that everyone else had long ago laid to rest.


  The planning application came at the end of business, a seemingly innocuous statement that a company named Universal Communications had been granted a license to erect radio communications equipment on a four-hundred-acre patch of land they had acquired several months ago, plans available upon request at the library or to view on the town’s website, and so forth. After Troy Wagner dryly read this out, the mayor, Joel Jumonville, said that if there were no comments he would declare the meeting closed. But before Joel could bang his gavel, Leah Bright reared up and said that as a matter of fact she did have something to say.


  “It’s my understanding that the ‘radio communications equipment’ is in fact an array of radio telescopes,” she said. “And I also understand that Universal Communications is planning to establish communication with extraterrestrial intelligences.”


  “I believe those might be more in the nature of unfounded assertions rather than comments,” Joel Jumonville said in his Texas good-old-boy drawl. “As Mr. Wagner explained, there’ll be a copy of the plans lodged in the library. Anyone who wants is free to check them out.”


  Joel was a former astronaut, one of the Fortunate Fifty who had come up and out on the very first shuttle trip from Earth, back when it seemed very likely that the Jackaroo’s gift of fifteen worlds and the means to reach them was some kind of trick or trap. He had been mayor of Joe’s Corner for a quarter of a century. Although his majority had been considerably reduced at the last election, he had lost none of his God-given authority, looking at Leah over the top of his old-fashioned gold-rimmed bifocals like a teacher humoring a difficult pupil.


  But Leah wasn’t the least bit intimidated, saying firmly, “If you want facts, Mr. Mayor, then it’s a fact that Universal Communications is owned by the Omega Point Foundation, which once upon a time funded a company called Outland Archaeological Services. A company that caused some considerable trouble here twelve years ago, as I’m sure many of you will recall.”


  She was referring to the breakout of a harmful eidolon that had gotten into the heads of people who had dug up a second fragment of the crashed Ghajar spaceship, causing them to attack and kill each other with their teeth and bare hands. The last person standing had run repeatedly at a boulder until she’d split her skull open. At the mention of Outland’s name, a couple of old-timers sat up and started to pay attention.


  “I can assure you that the application is in order,” Joel Jumonville said, with a trace of exasperation. “Universal Communications doesn’t have anything to do with archaeology. And it has no plans to do any digging, apart from a few trenches when it lays foundations for its equipment.”


  Troy Wagner had the look of man trying to become invisible by the power of thought alone. Everyone else was following the conversation as if it were a tennis match.


  Leah said, “This equipment being radio telescopes.”


  “Something like that may be mentioned in the plans,” Joel said. “Which, as I’ve said, anyone can go check out.”


  “Radio telescopes which Universal Communications wants to use to talk with extraterrestrials,” Leah said, with her supporters nodding and saying exactly and there it is like a gospel chorus.


  “I believe that they may be planning to search the sky for signals or suchlike,” Joel said, clearly on the back foot now.


  “And if they find a signal, they’ll want to talk,” Leah said.


  Joel tried to turn it into a joke. “Is this about the planning application, or are you making a criticism of their scientific methods?”


  “It’s about the harmful effect this project will have on the City of the Dead,” Leah said. “And the very real possibility that the Jackaroo may not approve of it.”


  “The approval of the Jackaroo has nothing to do with our planning process. And in any case, the application is merely a formality. The site is on federal land outside town limits. I can no more stop it going ahead than I could stop a sandstorm,” Joel said, and when several of Leah’s supporters stood up to shout objections he banged his gavel so hard the head flew off the handle.


  That was the end of the meeting and the beginning of Leah Bright’s campaign. Her most prominent supporters were dealers and assayers in the artifact trade, merchants whose business depended on tourism, and a number of tomb raiders, including Jayla and Shelley Griffith-Fontcuberta, who had been in the biz more or less from the discovery of the City of the Dead. All had good reason to worry about possible disruptions to their livelihoods. Despite decades of research, no one could claim any authoritative knowledge about the revenants left by the Ghostkeepers. They were rooted in algorithms that ran deep inside the quantum properties of the tesserae, projecting fleeting emotions, glimpses of exotic landscapes, and actual eidolons or ghosts. Harmless scraps like tattered bats or the animated shadows of warped dwarves; rare potent spirits that got inside people’s heads, as in the breakout that had killed the crew employed by Outland Archaeological Services. Which is why the association between Outland and the outfit that wanted to build the radio telescope array was enough to give even the hardened rationalists amongst us pause for thought.


  In an interview with Sally Backlund, the owner, editor, and sole reporter of our town’s newspaper, Leah announced that she intended to hold an open meeting about what she called the reckless and outrageous intrusion. It was a riotous affair at which everyone with a crank to turn or an ax to grind held forth, everyone talking over everyone else and fierce little arguments breaking out everywhere; people had to drag Ben Lamb and Aidan Fletcher apart when raised voices and finger poking threatened to escalate into a fistfight. Leah struggled to keep any kind of order, and her keynote speech was shouted down by people who felt that their own opinions were equally important. As Sally wrote in her story about it, although the meeting ended with a unanimous condemnation of the project, everyone appeared to have a different objection.


  Universal Communications set up a public event to explain its plans, with a free buffet and a lecture by a tame scientist about SETI, the search for extraterrestrial intelligence, but after Leah and her supporters declared that they would picket the event, it was canceled by our sheriff, Van Diaz, on the grounds of public safety. Van had good reason. The ranks of Leah’s supporters had been swollen by out-of-towners, and there was a discordant mood in the air. Rival street preachers set up at opposite corners of the crossroads, one ranting about an upcoming Rapture that would transmigrate our souls to permanent servitude in an alien hell world, the other warning about the dangers of what she called cargo-cult culture and colonization by alien memes. An outfit that called itself the Brotherhood of Human Saints marched down Main Street, dressed in monk’s habits and spraying onlookers with what they claimed was magnetized water, to ward off unsympathetic eidolons; Hoke Williford objected to being sprayed and punched out one of the monks and was promptly arrested. And a group of earnest young people held a be-in outside the community center, with banners, drumming, and chants, and consciousness-raising exercises that some of us worried would brainwash our children. The jamboree went on for three days, long after Universal Communications’ PR people had folded their tents, and none of it did a thing to stop the construction work that started up two weeks later.


  Sally Backlund did her best to be evenhanded in her coverage. She published an editorial supporting the view of Leah and her supporters that science did not have all the answers. A hundred years ago, she wrote, we thought that we would soon know everything worth knowing. Now, after the arrival of the Jackaroo and colonization of the fifteen habitable planets they gave us, we are equally certain that the universe is more complex than we can possibly imagine, and if there are fundamental questions that science can’t answer, then perhaps other ways of addressing them are equally valid. She also interviewed Darryl Hancock who owned the hardware store and with the twenty-inch reflecting telescope in his backyard had spotted more than two dozen comets and discovered one of the tiny moons that orbited Godzilla, the biggest of our system’s three gas giants.


  Darryl explained that SETI was still a valid enterprise long after the Jackaroo had first revealed themselves. We know now that we are not alone, he said, but we still do not know if we are the only clients of the Jackaroo, or if there are other alien civilizations as advanced as theirs. The bedrock of SETI research is a famous equation written by the astronomer Frank Drake, which gives an estimate of the number of active, technologically advanced extraterrestrial civilizations in the galaxy by multiplying together estimates of relevant parameters—the percentage of stars with life-bearing planets, the proportion of those planets on which communicative technological civilizations arose, the life span of those civilizations, and so forth. After the Jackaroo made contact, we acquired real numbers for parameters that previously had been hypothetical; we know, for instance, that the Elder Cultures, clients of the Jackaroo who previously inhabited the gift worlds, flourished for an average of approximately five centuries. Plugging hard data into the Drake equation suggests that between one and twelve civilizations are presently active in the Milky Way, which raises all kinds of interesting questions. Do the Jackaroo currently have other clients besides ourselves? Are there alien civilizations they are watching but have not yet contacted, or alien civilizations more advanced than theirs, which have refused their offer of help? Are all the Jackaroo gift worlds more or less habitable by humans, like First Foot and the others, and those worlds previously inhabited by Elder Cultures that we’ve discovered out in the New Frontier? Or are there more exotic gift worlds, for more exotic clients? Gas giants where intelligent blimps ride frigid poison winds, worlds that are wrapped in ocean from pole to pole, or baking at furnace temperatures and inhabited by life-forms whose biochemistries are based on sulfur or silicon rather than carbon, and half a hundred other possibilities.


  The Jackaroo have been asked these and other questions many times, of course. But their answers are always about as much use as fortune cookie sayings. “It’s an interesting question,” they’ll say. Or: “The universe is very large and very old, and contains many possibilities.” Or: “Many of our previous clients asked similar questions. Each found their own answers, in their own way.”


  This was why Universal Communications was building radio telescope arrays on the fifteen gift worlds, whose stars were scattered across the Milky Way. The galaxy is huge, some four hundred billion stars, so there is only a vanishingly small chance that an active, communicative alien civilization will be orbiting a star close enough to one of those arrays for easy detection. Even so, according to Darryl, the implications of success were so staggeringly profound that it was worth the gamble. Suppose we could get answers to all the questions that the Jackaroo so skillfully and charmingly evade? Suppose we could get a different perspective about the Jackaroo, or even discover their history and origin?


  The interview didn’t endear Darryl to Leah Bright and her supporters. There were anonymous threats, and an attempt at swatting. Someone spray-painted ALIEN LOVER across the window of Darryl’s store. A small group gathered outside his home and banged saucepans and blew whistles and chanted insults until he came out with his 12 gauge and fired a double load of bird shot into the air. He was arrested for that, but Van Diaz, whose patience was being sorely tried by the protestors’ antics, released him without charge a couple of hours later.


  Leah denounced the threats and vandalism, but also accused Darryl of being in Universal Communications’ pocket. And some of us accused her of being in the pay of outside parties who had a financial interest in sabotaging Universal Communications’ plans. The whole town was divided. You couldn’t not have an opinion, for or against. Meanwhile, heavy trucks brought in the prefabricated parts for the radio telescopes, big white parabolic reflectors set on skeletal support structures that allowed them to point at any part of the sky, assembled in a twenty-by-ten grid. Construction took six months, and all the while Leah Bright and her crew of protestors camped outside. They held up traffic, locked themselves to construction machinery, tied banners and balloons to the mesh security fences, leafleted traffic and people in town, sat around campfires in the cold desert evenings, and sang old songs from Earth.


  Most were out-of-towners, and most were young. They had not volunteered to come up and out to First Foot after winning a shuttle ticket in the UN lottery or buying a ticket on one of the repurposed Ghajar ships. They had been born here. It was not a wonder, for them, to be living on another planet. As far as they were concerned, First Foot was home and Earth the alien planet. A hundred years ago, they would have been protesting about the Vietnam War and the Man. Now they were campaigning against the colonial attitudes of off-world companies, and the alliance between scientists and big business that was exploiting Elder Culture artifacts they believed to be theirs by right of birth.


  Some of us sympathized with them. A large part of our town’s income derived from the City of the Dead and the artifact business, and we’d chosen to live there because it was remote from central government and gave us the space to express our lives as we saw fit. So although we had businesses to run and families to feed, many of us visited the camp, donating food and water, sitting and talking with the kids, and participating in sing-alongs, an attempt to encircle the camp with a chain of people holding hands, and an attempt to levitate the radio telescopes as a demonstration of human will triumphing over science (some swore it actually happened). Elmer Peters, the Unitarian minister, held a nondenominational service at the camp every Sunday. Ram Narayan supplied daily meals of vegetable curry and bread; the New Mexico couple from the yoga retreat brought macrobiotic food and said that the camp had a beautiful air of spirituality; Jeff James sold pot he grew in his hydroponic greenhouse. Sally Backlund was often to be seen interviewing someone, an external microphone clad in a furry windshield attached to her iPhone like a dead hive rat soldier. She was writing a series of stories about individual protestors and uploading her interviews to SoundCloud. Craig and Jody Mudgett brought their kids as part of their homeschooling. And other kids visited, of course, because of the excitement and transgression. It was the biggest thing to have happened in our town since that unfortunate breakout. A carnival. A freak show.


  Leah was there from beginning to end, holding daily séances to consult her Byzantine priest, chairing interminable camp meetings, giving interviews to TV and net journalists from Port of Plenty, and leading every protest action. She said that the presence of the camp was a shield between the black energy of the radio telescopes and the fragile noosphere of the City of the Dead. She was arrested twice, but although Joel Jumonville wanted to keep her ass in jail until things cooled off, she was quickly released both times, thanks to supporters who paid her fines and a sympathetic lawyer from Port of Plenty who was doing pro bono work for the protesters. She was dogged, determined, and, most of us agreed, very happy.


  She’d broken up with Troy Wagner soon after she’d begun her campaign. He sourly confided to the bartender at Don’s Joint that it wasn’t so much that she’d found a cause, but a cause had found her. She had become the lightning rod for the discontent of well-to-do kids who joined protests because it was the hip thing to do, or because they were rebelling against their parents. He felt badly treated by his former lover—Joel had investigated him over the leak about the planning application, and although nothing implicated him, bad blood remained—and we weren’t surprised when, two months later, he took a job with the UN in Port of Plenty.


  By then, construction was nearing an end. The garden of radio telescopes sat behind a double wire fence topped with razor wire, bowls turned to the sky like giant albino sunflowers. There were ranks of solar panels to provide power, a short string of flat-roofed, single-story prefabs where security guards and technicians would live and work. Q-phone circuits linked it directly and instantaneously to a facility in Paris, France, and to the headquarters of Universal Communications’ parent company at Terminus.


  Several of us were invited to the facility’s inauguration, including Joel Jumonville, Sally Backlund, and Darryl Hancock. As was Leah Bright, in what was either a spirit of reconciliation or a sneaky PR move. She formally burned the invitation in front of a crowd of her supporters and a couple of reporters (Sally and a stringer from NBC First Foot) and announced that there would be an intervention, but refused to divulge any details.


  “It will be nonviolent but potent,” she said, adding that testing of the equipment had already caused significant agitation amongst eidolons and other potencies in the City of the Dead.


  “She felt a great disturbance in the Force,” more than one of us wisecracked, but many had a sense of foreboding. We were remembering that breakout, and all the tomb raiders and explorers who had been to one degree or another driven crazy by exposure to eidolons and other manifestations of Ghostkeeper algorithms. People who had invisible friends, or believed that they were dead, rotting corpses, or had caught counting syndrome or spent half of every day scrubbing themselves down with industrial bleach in the shower because they believed that the pores in their skin were infested with alien bugs. And all of us were affected to some extent, living as we did in the penumbra of a vast alien necropolis, where alien ghosts infested alien tombs and scenes from long-lost alien lives were replayed to any sentient creature that strayed close to the tesserae that contained them. All of us were changed.


  A couple of years ago, a PR company hired by Joel Jumonville to boost the tourist trade came up with a cute cartoon mascot, a fat green-skinned elf with puppy-dog eyes, a goofy grin, sparkly antennae, and a slogan: Experience Ten Thousand Years Of Alien History! But that history wasn’t cute, wasn’t amenable to Disneyfication. It was the background hum of our lives, a psychic weather acknowledged by the amulets or tattoos some of us wore to ward off bad luck and bad eidolons, jokes stolen from corny old horror movies, and the little rituals tomb raiders performed before entering a tomb. I guess you could say that our love of gossip and stories was part of our coping mechanism: a way of reassuring ourselves that we were still human. Even visiting scientists and archaeologists talked about bad spots and weird feelings. That psychic weather, those weird feelings, were what Leah and her protestors had tapped into. And it turned out that they were right, although in the end it wasn’t the radio telescopes that blew everything up. It was Leah’s attempt at sabotage.


  The company and the government took her talk of an intervention seriously. There was heavy security around the radio telescope array on the day of its inauguration. Two hundred state troopers were on standby and a small army of private goons checked the IDs of VIPs, patrolled the perimeter, and flew drones above the protestors’ little encampment. According to Van Diaz, they weren’t so much worried about Leah and her friends, but that some lone crackpot might use them as cover.


  “Still, none of us has any idea about their plans,” he said. “The company tried to infiltrate the camp with a couple of undercover guys, but they were spotted and turfed out. Leah is playing everything very close. But man, really, what can she do?”


  Many of us resented the intrusive security, the closure of Main Street while a convoy of press and guests rolled through, the noise of helicopter traffic that brought the VIPs, the journalists stopping us on the street or knocking at our doors or coming into our places of business, asking us for our opinions. And while we wouldn’t admit it, we were anxious that there might be an outbreak of some kind of stupid violence, or that Leah might turn out to be right, and the radio telescopes really would trigger something incomprehensible and catastrophic out in the City of the Dead. So although we tried to go about our normal business, we were secretly watching the skies. And at four p.m., when the radio telescopes were due to be switched on, most of us found excuses to hunker down at home.


  But nothing happened. Despite all the rumors, Ada Morange, the billionaire who bankrolled the Omega Point Foundation, did not appear at the inauguration. Instead, a colorless executive read out a short message from her, and an astronomer who had helmed a TV series about the gift worlds and the New Frontier, brought from Earth especially for the occasion, gave a short speech before pressing the button that activated the dishes. All swung ponderously towards a spot high in the day sky, aiming towards a G2 star eleven light years away. It was the twin of Earth’s sun, but it wasn’t known if it possessed any planets, let alone one that could support life. As Darryl Hancock said, the project was in many ways a symbolic gesture, making the point that the human species wasn’t going to stop asking big questions just because the Jackaroo had happened along with their gift worlds and shuttles, and their offer to help.


  The protestors built a huge bonfire that night and held a cross between a séance, a prayer meeting, and a free concert. Leah didn’t appear; she was in conversation with her Byzantine priest. We didn’t know then that her plan to disrupt the inauguration had been foiled by a failed comms link.


  That link went live two days later.


  The first most of us knew about it, the power went off in the town. It was just after seven in the morning. The municipal grid, solar power, generators, and LEAF batteries: everything cut out. Vehicles drifted to a halt, broadband fell over, TVs and radios and phones howled like wolves. Some people say they saw an arc of pale sun dogs in the sky; others that a host of eidolons rose up from tombs and sinkholes across the City of the Dead and formed a thickening haze that poured north, towards the radio telescope facility. Esther Aldrich, the manager of the Shop ’n Save, claimed that she saw beings like glowing balloons drift through the plate glass window, head down the liquor aisle, and vanish, leaving behind an odor like burnt plastic. Several people suffered fits. Kyra Calliste, a former tomb raider who for three years had panhandled around town, haunted by an eidolon fragment that had robbed her of her voice, suddenly stood up in the church hall where she was eating her customary breakfast with other transients and started talking about everything that had happened to her out in the City of the Dead. She hasn’t stopped talking yet. On the other hand, Monica Nielsen, eating breakfast with her husband in Denny’s, was struck blind. Hysterical blindness is the opinion of specialists who have examined her, nothing organically wrong, but she hasn’t seen a spark of light since.


  Others spoke of hearing the voices of dead relatives, or a vast lonely roar like a jet plane passing low above the roofs of the town, although the sky was cloudless and empty that morning. And at the radio telescope array, the dishes began to move under a command fed through a clandestine link which a sympathetic IT worker had installed in the control system, overriding the program that until that moment had kept them tracking the G2 star.


  The technicians had not yet started their shift; by the time they responded to a q-phone call from the actual controllers, on Earth, it was too late. The dishes locked onto a new target and their dormant transmission system came online, linked to a qube in the protestors’ camp that was running algorithms extracted from several hundred tesserae. At least one of which, it turned out, had been contaminated or overwritten by code extracted from a fragment of that crashed Ghajar spaceship. The ship code took control of the telescopes, and began to send a complex powerful signal towards a distant star.


  After the technicians tried and failed to regain control of the array, they shut everything down. It’s still shut down three years later, so I suppose you could say Leah Bright and her followers scored some kind of a victory. Trouble is, they also helped Universal Communications discover something new.


  Leah was arrested by the UN geek police and charged with sabotage, interference with telecommunications transmissions, and a ragbag of lesser crimes. She and several of her supporters, along with the technician who had installed the clandestine link, were released on bail put up by an anonymous supporter, and all charges were eventually dropped. Partly because a trial would have been a PR disaster; partly because Universal Communications discovered that the transmission had been aimed at a red dwarf star more than twenty thousand light years away—a star with, it turned out, a single wormhole orbiting it.


  An expedition was promptly dispatched, taking more than a month to make its way from wormhole to wormhole, star to star. It discovered a vast debris disc circling close to that cool, dim star, a churning mass of organic and metallic fragments twelve million miles across and just thirty feet deep, with about half the mass of the Earth’s moon. The remains of millions Ghajar ships, perhaps. Or the wreckage of some huge structure, a space metropolis or moon-sized orbital fort, ground small by innumerable collisions and time.


  Five companies have purchased licenses to map and explore the debris disc, searching for artifacts and scraps that contain active algorithms. So far no one has found anything useful—or if they have, they aren’t talking about it—but one thing is clear. Radioactivity, chemical changes, and stress marks show that the debris was subjected to energies so immense they would have caused serious deformations in local space-time.


  It seems, the experts say, that the Ghajar were divided against themselves. The spaceship that crashed in the City of Dead did not crash by accident, but was shot down while fleeing from an enemy; the debris disc was created by some unimaginable battle, part of a war that ended with the Ghajar’s extinction. And in their fate we may glimpse our own future, because the human race is already split into opposing factions by the influence of artifacts or technologies. By ideas not our own. By the ravings of mad alien ghosts.


  The Jackaroo have said nothing at all about this theory. They will neither confirm nor deny our speculations about what happened to the Ghajar, saying only that they are “interesting.” There is a rumor that three of their gold-skinned avatars visited the radio telescope array while the geek police were making the qube safe. Van says neither he nor any of his deputies were informed about their presence, but one night in the Green Ale Inn one of the facility’s technicians said the avatars stood there for an hour, facing each other like gunfighters in some old Western, then walked off to a town car without saying a word and were driven away.


  Perhaps someone will find something immensely valuable in the debris disc. Or perhaps it will drive those trying to understand it insane, or infect them with some kind of combat eidolon. But despite those risks the prospect of reward is too great to stop exploring.


  Meanwhile, although the radio telescopes remain offline, Leah Bright is still camped at the gate. Like our founder, Joe Gordon, she lives in an RV. She supports herself with royalties from a self-published e-book about her campaign, by charging tourists for taking selfies with her, and by holding consultations about the Ghajar message that, she claims, passed through her. Unlike Joe, she loves to talk. She’ll talk to anyone who’ll listen. And with her garrulous eccentricity, and her obsession with the inscrutable alien dead, she has finally become one of us.


  2017


  Life Signs


  Paul McAuley worked as a research biologist and university lecturer before becoming a full-time writer. He is the author of more than twenty novels, several collections of short stories, a Doctor Who novella, and a BFI Film Classic monograph on Terry Gilliam’s film Brazil. His fiction has won the Philip K. Dick Memorial Award, the Arthur C. Clarke Award, the John W. Campbell Memorial Award, the Sidewise Award, the British Fantasy Award, and the Theodore Sturgeon Memorial Award. His latest novel, Into Everywhere, was published by Gollancz in 2016; Austral, a novel about post-global warming Antarctica, is scheduled for 2017.


  Paul comments, ‘What to say, without explaining away the story? It’s informed by the dark irony that the technological base that makes it possible to detect exoplanets is also modifying the climate of our own world—changing it in ways we can’t predict, turning the familiar alien. And it also draws on my limited experience of work in the field back when I was a research scientist (biology, symbiosis), and that unsettling compound of excitement and anxiety that your one shot at glory could be undermined by something out with your control: the failure of a crucial piece of kit, or a simple change in the weather.’


  IT REALLY DID LOOK LIKE MARS. MARS, OR SOME OTHER dead planet. Bare rounded foothills like giant sand dunes, scuds of dust blowing over rocky slopes, no sign of life anywhere. Only the sky gave it away, the blue sky of Earth, clear and cloudless. The sky and the gravel road, the old Pan American Highway rising and falling as it ran through the high plateau of the Atacama Desert.


  They’d been driving for two hours. Lewis Quick at the wheel of the hired Mercedes SUV, his boss’s PhD student, Ben Brown, jack-knifed in the passenger seat, the custom-made crate containing EXHESPAC in back with the luggage. The third time the SUV drifted over the road’s centre line, Ben said timidly that he didn’t mind driving the rest of the way if Lewis was too tired; Lewis told him that it wasn’t a problem and adjusted the air conditioning, hoping that a blast of cold air would fix his fatigue. The trip from London to Chile had taken more than twenty-four hours. Time suspended in jet roar and splintering stratospheric sunlight, the dead air of transit lounges. They’d arrived in the little coastal town, Antofagasta, early in the evening. After an uneasy night in a hotel near the harbour, Lewis had woken to find that thick fog had rolled in off the sea. Now, as he drove through high desert sunlight towards the Paranal Observatory, grainy with sleep lack, everything had the remote clarity of an IMAX dreamscape.


  They had come to look for life signs in the atmospheres of planets orbiting other stars. And because no one knew what truly alien life might look like, they were looking for biosignatures similar to the biosignature of life on Earth on exoplanets similar to Earth. Terrestrial planets with regularised orbits in the Goldilocks zones of their stars, neither too cold nor too hot for the existence of liquid water. They were like the drunk looking for his keys under a lamppost. Not because that was where he had lost them, but because that was where the light was. Because that was the best place to search if you needed light to find what you were looking for.


  Lewis was in charge by default. His boss, Professor Lyndsay Reid, had been involved in a pile-up on the M4 three days ago, when a lorry jackknifed in a torrential downpour. Her left leg was broken in two places, her ticket wasn’t transferrable, and all the flights to Antofagasta were full. It was the first time Lewis had been in charge of an observation trip, but he was a veteran with four previous trips under his belt, and the senior postdoc in the team that had spent two years building EXHESPAC. Okay, he hadn’t been to Paranal before, but he knew what he needed to do and how to do it. Anything that came up, he bet he could fix it with duct tape or a hammer.


  At last Ben pointed through the dusty windscreen at four spaceships gleaming on a high hill, a fifth standing alone on the summit of a neighbouring hill. The shells of the Very Large Telescope array and Extremely Large Telescope gleaming in high desert sunlight. The gravel gave way to smooth tar macadam, and the road dipped towards the clutter of buildings that serviced the observatory. Later, Lewis told his girlfriend that if she remembered that old James Bond film with the funny title she’d know where he was staying. The Residencia was an L-shaped building the dirty brick colour of the landscape, set in a hollow in the flank of Cerro Paranal, with a dome built into the angle of its long and short arms. A white dome capping an alien oasis of tropical plants and the blue crescent of a pool, lush and powerfully humid after the achingly dry air of the parched landscape. A perfect supervillains lair with views towards the ocean. Not that you could see the ocean, Lewis said, because of the dense sea fog, what the locals called the camanchaca.


  He and Jen were skyping via the Residencies powerful broadband. Five in the afternoon at Paranal, eight in the evening in London. Lewis, sitting on the balcony of his neat little room, turned the screen and camera of his MacBook Air towards the view so that Jen could see the sea of fog that lapped at the edge of the desert plateau and stretched away to the west.


  ‘Cold ocean currents cause some kind of reverse inversion layer effect which stops coastal weather coming up here,’ he said. ‘Up here, it’s like the Moon. Mars.’


  ‘I’m trying to remember when I last saw the sun.’


  ‘Is it still raining?’


  ‘Of course it’s still raining. And look at you, working on your tan, drinking beer . . .’


  Lewis saluted her with the bottle. ‘If only. They don’t allow alcohol up here, so I’m relaxing with a nice cool Pap.’


  ‘Pap?’


  ‘I saw it, I couldn’t resist. It’s made out of papaya juice, isn’t too bad, actually. I’ll bring some back.’


  ‘Bring back some sunshine. I think we have another leak. Actually, I know we do. Water is dripping from one of the spotlights in the kitchen.’


  ‘If you haven’t switched it off, switch it off.’


  ‘Of course I switched it off. And put the washing-up bowl under it.’


  ‘When I get back, I’m going up on the roof and sorting it out.’


  ‘I called the letting agency.’


  ‘How hard can it be to fix a roof? A slipped slate, a bit of loose flashing–it’s not even engineering.’


  Lewis was only half-joking. He and Jen rented the top-floor flat in a converted Victorian semi-detached in Putney. The letting agency had said they’d fix the first leak, a slow steady drip from a seam in the plasterboard ceiling of the bathroom, two months ago. It was still leaking. And still raining. It had rained every day December to March, as low pressure fronts were flung across the British Isles and Northern Europe by the slow revolution of a huge depression stalled in the North Atlantic. Everything was wet, all of the time. Rivers everywhere had burst their banks. Flood plains were permanently flooded. Landslips had wrecked towns, blocked motorways and railways. The entire winter wheat crop had drowned. When it wasn’t raining the sky was blanked by a low ceiling of cloud, its grey underbelly snagged on the skyscrapers of Canary Wharf, where Jen worked. She was a Catastrophe Modelling Analyst for an actuarial consultancy, was currently evaluating the financial implications of the contribution to global warming of the recent methane burp off Newfoundland. She told Lewis that he could call the letting agency too. She told him that she was going to buy a plastic bucket tomorrow, and he told her to buy all the buckets. It wasn’t going to stop raining, they could corner the market. Make a killing in plastic bucket futures. She told him that she missed him; he told her that he missed her. He drove up to the Extremely Large Telescope to finish checking and calibrating EXHESPAC, and early in the evening, despite his resolution to stay up as late as possible to reset his body clock, fell asleep watching a dumb action movie.


  The first observation slot was scheduled to start at eleven the next night. Lewis had planned to sleep through as much of the morning as possible, but his borked internal clock woke him early and after dosing himself with coffee he went for a run, following a track up a bare slope parallel to the road to the telescopes. On a high ridge under the flawless blue sky, breathing like a steam engine in the scant dry air, he drank half the litre bottle of mineral water he’d brought with him. Peteroa 9500. A science fiction name for a flying car or an alien planet. The Residencia and the other accommodation blocks, the warehouses and workshops, the power station and the maintenance buildings, were mapped below like an off-world colony. A perfect snow-capped volcanic cone stood at the far horizon. Off in the other direction, the fog along the coast seemed to have risen, with tendrils spilling over the edge of the desert plateau. When he got back to the Residencia, he discovered that the observatory administration had sent a circular email to all principal investigators: there was a higher than usual chance of adverse weather because the Humboldt current had been weakened by an intrusion of warmer water, and a low pressure system had dragged moist air south from the tropics.


  ‘Is it a problem?’ Ben Brown said, when Lewis told him about it.


  ‘The seeing is nudging point nine of an arcsecond. But we can live with that.’


  ‘I was thinking of water vapour.’


  ‘Precipitable water vapour is a shade under three millimetres,’ Lewis said. ‘Minimal infrared absorption, nothing to worry about. We’re good to go tonight.’


  ‘I’m not worried about tonight,’ Ben said.


  The observation run crucial to his PhD was in three days’ time. Lewis did his best to calm the kid down, telling him that the email was advisory, not a prediction, telling him that every observatory had some weather down time, even this one, but it wasn’t likely at this time in the season, so on. They spent the afternoon in the bunker of the Extremely Large Telescope’s control room, plugging EXHESPAC into the fibreoptic link with the help of two capable technicians who were amused by Lewis’s attempts to speak Spanish, running through internal checks, going over the observation schedule. Ben was quiet and fretful, chewing on a thumbnail when he thought no one was looking, shrugging when Lewis asked him if he was ready for his first close encounter. Lewis was on edge too, anticipating EXHESPAC’s first big test, but jeez, the kid needed to lighten up.


  EXHESPAC was designed to detect the byproducts of life in atmospheres of exoplanets ten or a hundred light years distant, a new instrument deploying the latest refinements of an old technique. When light bounced off a planet’s atmosphere or passed through it, different gases absorbed different wavelengths, left gaps in the spectrum that identified the atmospheres constituents and their relative abundances. The trick was to capture enough photons to obtain a viable absorption pattern, and to correct for everything that compromised the pattern. The thin dry desert air meant that the seeing was excellent at Paranal, and its telescopes were amongst the largest on Earth, but American rivals in the search for the first evidence of life on an exoplanet had use of the James Webb Space Telescope; located at the Earth-Sun L2 point, it was free of the atmospheric distortion and light absorption that affected every terrestrial observatory. EXHESPAC, the Extremely high resolution Heterodyne Spectrograph for Planetary Atmosphere Composition, with its novel stabilised frequency comb, a heterodyne laser array that combined with infrared light from the target object and shifted the difference between the two into the radio frequency range, and an agile fast-filter bank detector, was designed to overcome those shortcomings. As the countdown to the observation window closed towards zero, Lewis and Ben warmed up EXHESPAC and ran line tests and sample spectra. They measured the ambient light in the telescope s dome. They measured the sky background. They locked onto the target star and a companion star: simultaneous measurements of the absorption spectra of the two would correct for atmospheric effects and reduce errors to Poisson noise. They were good to go.


  The first observation run was a calibration check, targeting a terrestrial planet which had been observed several times before. The planet orbited close to a small, cool M-class red dwarf star, with a period of a little over thirty-four days that gave regular opportunities for primary transit measurements as it crossed the face of its star. EXHESPAC performed perfectly, imaging the transit in infrared, detecting the unique absorption signatures that the gases of the thin shell of atmosphere at the planets edge imprinted on the light that fell through it. A rough breakdown of the results closely agreed with previous observations: the composition of the planet s atmosphere was similar to the atmosphere of Mars, although the size of the atmospheric envelope suggested that surface pressure was about half that of Earths. Mostly carbon dioxide, with a little nitrogen, and traces of nitrogen monoxide, water, free oxygen and carbon monoxide. And EXHESPAC also detected a faint methane signal, a first.


  ‘Thats a paper,’ Professor Reid said, after Lewis sent her the raw results. ‘We’re breaking out the champagne here.’


  Methane and oxygen were potential life signs, but they could also be false positives, because they could also be generated by abiotic processes. The simultaneous presence of oxygen and carbon monoxide suggested that they had been produced by photodissociation of carbon dioxide by ultraviolet light in the upper atmosphere, and there was no sign of the unique biosignatures EXHESPAC was designed to detect-organo-sulphur compounds that on Earth were produced only by biological activity. Life signs Lewis and Ben hoped to detect in the atmosphere of their second target, a terrestrial planet which orbited an F2 star a little brighter and hotter than Earth’s sun, and would cross the face of its star in three days. Amazing, truly, to think that data about alien life could be extracted from photons which had pierced the atmosphere of a planet thirty-eight light years away. Amazing what human ingenuity could do. That, and some gnarly mathematics and smart engineering. Lewis and Ben toasted the success of the first observation run with some tasty Pap and, two in the morning, turned in.


  Lewis’s body clock was still futzed. Around eight a.m. he gave up on sleep and went for a run, the desert cool and still and empty, the trail climbing slopes littered with stones carved into all kinds of shapes by wind and sand. Ventifacts that reminded him of a website that catalogued fuzzy shots of Martian stones culled from rover images. Because they resembled guns, coins, statuettes of elongated humanoids, so on, the unexamined assumption of the websites author was that they actually were guns, coins, statuettes. Life signs. The litter of an ancient civilisation. An extreme close-up of one coin showed what was supposedly a human head-one of the rulers of a race that had colonised Earth when their planet began to die. When your stories weren’t based in falsifiable facts you could make up any story you liked. If Unidentified Flying Objects always turned out to be spacecraft, why were they Unidentified Flying Objects?


  When he reached what he thought of as his lookout ridge, he saw that the fog had spread across the plateau below. A cloudscape with towers and spires boiling up here and there, spreading along the lower slopes of Cerro Paranal. The volcano he’d seen at the horizon yesterday, which the telescope techs had told him was called Llullaillaco and stood at the border with Argentina some two hundred kilometres away, that had disappeared. Erased by a thin haze that chalkily smudged the lower part of the sky.


  According to the latest bulletin, the seeing was not yet critically compromised, but there was no sign that the weather would get any better.


  Lewis skyped and emailed with the rest of the EXHESPAC team back in London. They’d done a tear down of the operational parameters of the last run: everything was nominal. Kicking back in the Residencia’s lounge, Lewis fell into conversation with a couple of guys who were testing new instrument packages for the next generation of Mars rovers. They were monitoring a small pack of self-steering rovers that were running transects across a hyperarid site thirty kilometres to the south, searching for subsurface microorganisms and traces of chlorophyll that indicated active photosynthesis, searching for structural fossils, testing the hypothesis that the area was absolute desert, no life signs whatsoever. Lewis and the rover guys talked about other weird weather events in the high desert. The time it had snowed when an extreme Antarctic cold front had broken through the mountain barrier. The time it had rained so hard mud slides and flash floods had affected cities up and down the coast. They talked about detecting alien civilisations by pollution signatures in planetary atmospheres. They talked about how weather all over the world was broken, what needed to be done to fix it. They talked about geoengineering projects that could capture excess carbon dioxide, protect the polar ice caps, cool the planet. One of the rover guys knew someone who was working on Project LUCI. The Large Unconventional Cooling Initiative. The plan was to spread a fine layer of diamond dust in the lower stratosphere, reflecting a significant percentage of the suns light and heat back into space. They agreed that it was an elegant, promising solution, talked about ways to fix the fog problem. Using lasers to force the water droplets in the fog to condense as rain. Using giant versions of the fog-catcher nets locals used to collect water along the coast. Roughing out dimensions. Lewis was having fun, talking about setting up banks of enormous fans around Cerro Paranal, when he realised the two rover guys were looking at someone behind him. It was Ben Brown, hectic spots of colour burning on his cheeks, asking Lewis if he’d checked his emails recently. The observatory director had posted a new notice. All observations had been suspended because of adverse weather conditions. She asked for the patience and understanding of investigators while a revised timetable was drawn up.


  ‘I’m going to miss my transit,’ Ben said, stiff with suppressed anger. And you didn’t even know, because you were too busy making stupid jokes about the weather.’


  Lewis was embarrassed and sorry for the kid. It was awful bad luck, of course, but shit happens. The trick was working out how to deal with it.


  ‘Prof Reid did her best to calm him down,’ he told Jen later. ‘Said that if the worst came to the worst she would make sure he got another observation slot next year. Catch the planet on its next transit. But he’s looking at a major delay in his thesis, or maybe even a change in topic.’


  ‘Poor guy. Be nice to him, Lewis.’


  ‘I’d fill him up of beer if we had any beer. And if he drank beer, which I’m not sure he does.’


  ‘It isn’t funny.’


  ‘He’s holding up pretty well. Stoically numb.’


  ‘Does this mean you’re coming home early?’


  ‘We have two more sessions lined up for next week. We’re going to stay on, hope the weather clears in time. But neither of the targets are what you’d call optimal for life. They’re terrestrial planets no one else has looked at yet, they’re both in the Goldilocks zone, but their stars are M-class flare stars, unsuitable for life as we know it. Or life as we don’t know it, come to that. If the weather clears we should be able to collect some interesting data on their atmospheres, but there’s not much chance of detecting life signs.’


  ‘All that way for nothing.’


  ‘It isn’t so bad. I know that the machine works. And we already have one paper in the bag. Is it still raining, over there?’


  ‘It’s still raining. And there’s a high spring tide tomorrow, so the floodwater coming downriver won’t have anywhere to go but sideways. They’re putting up temporary flood barriers along Southbank and the Embankment. And half of Canary Wharf lost power today. A substation was flooded. Also,’ Jen said, ‘we now have two leaks in the kitchen. Or maybe the same leak has divided.’


  ‘I’m definitely fixing the roof when I get back.’


  ‘That’s classic male role model playing, right there.’


  ‘It is?’


  ‘Me Tarzan, you Jane. Me try to fix roof, you nurse me when I fall off roof.’


  ‘You know Tarzan never said that?’


  ‘I’ll talk to the letting agency again.’


  ‘It’s a simple engineering problem.’


  ‘It’s on a steep roof, in the wind and rain.’


  ‘I’ll get Dave Hall to help me.’


  ‘Dave who?’


  ‘Hall. You know, the wiry blond guy who brought a bottle of Albanian plum brandy to our housewarming, did fingertip press-ups on the door frame.’


  ‘Remind him that it didn’t impress me.’


  ‘Hes a rock climber. He has all the gear?


  ‘While he’s up there, could he stop the rain?’


  The next morning, everything outside the window of Lewis’s room was white. In the dining room, the word was that the fog, the camanchaca, was all the way up to the telescopes. There was an air of exhausted resignation. Everyone stuck in the situation like passengers stranded in a remote airport, waiting for their plane to be fixed.


  Lewis went for a run because there wasn’t anything else to do. The whiteout reduced visibility to a bare three or four metres-the flat path and its stony borders seemed to be endlessly created out of fog as he ran. An uncanny muffled silence. At first it was exhilarating. The recklessness of putting yourself up against the intractable world. Running blind up a path he only half-remembered, stones underfoot slippery with condensation, his heart jolting when he skidded a couple of times. Recovering, running on with stubborn perseverance. Then a sharp curve suddenly loomed out of the blankness and he was running too fast to make the turn and lost his balance and tumbled down an abrupt slope.


  He lay on his back, looking up at blind whiteness, trying to figure out what had happened, where he was. Remembering, getting to his feet. He’d banged a knee badly and his shin was bleeding, cut on some sharp stone. The blood vivid on his pale skin. All he had to do was climb up to reach the path. He was out of breath and sweating when he reached the top, the pain in his knee had sharpened to a prying knife blade, and there was no sign of the path. All right, it curved away from the drop in a tight loop, so as long as he walked forward with the slope at his back he’d soon find it. But after five minutes he reached the edge of another steep slope, or maybe the same one, maybe he had become turned around somehow. He was suspended in a tiny bubble in a vast empty white sea. His leg was hurting quite badly now and he was beginning to feel the cold creep into his bones and he couldn’t call for help because he didn’t have a phone. No one carried a phone because there wasn’t much in the way of reception here. He was on his own. He had to figure it out for himself. He limped on and soon came to the rocky rim of a vertical drop. Stood there mantled in chill condensation, trying to decide what to do next, and for the first time was truly afraid.


  2018


  The Monoliths of Mars


  Monoliths are scattered everywhere amongst the dwarf planets, moons, asteroids and kobolds of the solar system. And two centuries after the first were set in place, their numbers continue to multiply. Some are manufactured in licensed workshops on Earth’s Moon, Vesta, Callisto and Iapetus, others by individuals or small crews, but all are cast in glossy black fullerene to the sacred ratio 1:4:9, each contains the antique circuitry that transmits a radio burst towards the heart of the galaxy when the face of a monolith is touched, and those who set them in place honour the creed that their locations are not advertised or broadcast but are secrets to be discovered.


  So there are always more monoliths to be found, but apart from a solitary specimen on the tawny plains of Serengeti in my homeland of Kenya, Earth, and an unconfirmed rumour of a giant example afloat deep in Jupiter’s storms, Mars is the only planet where they have been planted in any number. Most are in the northern hemisphere because the centre of the Milky Way isn’t ever visible from the south; even so, you will have to cover a great deal of territory should you wish to visit them all. I hope this short guide based on my experiences will be of some help.


  Despite two centuries of speculation and investigation, the motivations of those who made the first monoliths remain unclear – we don’t even know their names – but many believe that the originals were intended to symbolise the universal hope that, after the Quiet War, the peoples of the solar system could unite and move forward in common harmony. There’s no better example of this than the specimen erected by the founders at the centre of the fresh impact crater in Ares Valley, where the first Martian settlement stood before the nations of Earth took their revenge on bellicose pioneers who, years before the Quiet War, attempted to mount an attack on the home planet. This venerable monolith was left untouched when the Martian capital New Old Burroughs was built on the smashed ruins; now, crowning a grassy knoll in Prospect Park, it is the starting point for those who have taken a vow to visit all the monoliths of the red planet. There is usually a line of pilgrims, tourists and locals waiting to commune with it. I recommend that you first take instruction from one of the attendant contemplatives, who, for a small exchange of credit and karma, will tailor a personal mantra that will help you to focus your mind when it is your turn to place your palm against the face of the monolith and add to its tally of radio bursts.


  New Old Burroughs is the nexus of the planet’s railway network. From there, pilgrims must decide whether they want to travel east or west on their quest. I chose to go east, visiting in quick succession a crater in densely cratered Arabia Terra, where a second-issue monolith is elevated on a pediment above a field of gypsum dunes, the gardened bowl of a smaller crater less than a hundred kilometres away where another second-issue monolith stands amongst a knee-high forest of mosses and dwarf birches, and a new monolith in the industrial quarter of Big Rock.


  From there, a long train ride will take you to the copper-mining settlement of Oracle, where you can hire a rover and drive north and east to the shore of Isidis Planitia, and a monolith that stands at the tip of a narrow peninsula jutting into the ice-choked gulf which in a couple of centuries, if the terraforming project continues at its projected pace, will become part of the Great Northern Ocean. It’s best to visit at sunset. Black rocks, white ice, the pink sky turning blue as the sun drops towards the horizon, the monolith silhouetted against the sunset as you climb towards it. Even those who, like myself, were born planetside, marvel at the vast inhuman beauty of the vista as the light of the setting sun spreads along the curve of the frozen sea’s horizon, and night falls and twinkling stars emerge in night’s inverted bowl. The stardust river of the Milky Way pours across the sky, and to the north the Teapot Asterism guides you to the constellation of Sagittarius and the Galactic Centre. Standing in the cold, dark, silent night, touching the monolith and looking towards the destination of the signal you’ve triggered, is a moment of pure sublimity.


  When you return to Oracle, dear reader, do not make my mistake and fall for the lies of a woman who claims to be a guide and offers to escort you safely to the disputed territory of Cerebrus Fossa, where the only other monolith set on Mars by the founders stands near the edge of one of the fractured canyons that cut across the windy lava plain. I never saw that monolith, for I was betrayed by my so-called guide to the bandits – proud fierce descendants of dispossessed first settlers – who claim the region. After many trials and tribulations (incarceration in a variety of underground redoubts while my captors tried to ransom me; a failed escape attempt; a fierce firefight with federal police), I was rescued, tried for taking part in a raid on a train, barely avoided deportation after I was exonerated, and accepted the generous offer of shelter and recuperation in the contemplative ashram at Zero Point. There, in the lowest part of Hellas Basin, the lowest point on the Martian surface, a henge of monoliths stands in a meadow circled by the deep pine forest, and a huge specimen, the biggest known, rears above the humble whitewashed buildings of the ashram.


  Since they are located in the southern hemisphere, the signals of these monoliths must be piped to a transmitter in the north, but terraformed Zero Point is an idyllic spot, with an atmospheric pressure half of Earth’s and an average temperature above water’s freezing point, and forests and farms patchworked around chains of lakes. After many hours meditating in that henge, wearing only a rebreather and a breechclout, and many more taking instruction from contemplative scholars, I was healed in body and soul. Head shaven, dressed in the yellow robes of an initiate, I was dispatched to Olympus Mons to complete my instruction.


  With tourists and ordinary pilgrims, I rode the elevator up the face of the vast cliffs at the edge of the great shield volcano to the terminus of the railway that winds up the north-western flank. The journey takes two days, plunging through passes cut in wrinkle ridges, skirting steep scarps, slumped cliffs and rare impact craters, climbing through long gullies and ravines whose walls close out all but a narrow strip of sky, and crossing endless aprons of frozen lava and fields of pumice like an ant creeping up the flanks of one of the great pyramids of Egypt.


  The central spines of the carriages, studded on either side with sleep pods, became a long common space where the passengers held parties and song fests, organised yoga classes and meditation and discussion groups. I was travelling with two other initiates, and we did our best to answer questions and lead discussion and meditation sessions, and in every spare moment I found a quiet corner by a window where I could watch empty slopes still dusted primordial red (for no rain had yet fallen there) crawl past as the day sky darkened and behind and below us the flank of the mountain fell away towards the rim of the planet.


  At last we disembarked at Olympus Ashram, a sealed ten-storey building rivetted into the crest of an arc of sheer cliffs at the southern side of the caldera. There, twenty-two kilometres above the rest of the planet, you can look out across the volcano’s great caldera, formed from half a dozen overlapping and intersecting circles and segments of coalesced collapse craters where lava once flowed from deep magma chambers and might yet flow again, for the last eruption occurred just ten million years ago, an eye-blink of geological time. There have been quakes, up there, lofting curtains of fines from lakes of silky dust, and plumes of steam have been spotted wafting from certain of the fractures which cut across the smooth lava floor.


  At the foot of the cliffs, directly below the ashram, is the beginning of a white road that arrows north across the caldera’s ochre floor, but it is not the road to the monolith, for that stands eighteen kilometres to the north, at the highest point of Olympus Mons. Dressed in pressure suits, pilgrims and tourists ride there on a tram which terminates at a long ridge that curves across slopes of bare smooth lava. They disembark and, shepherded by contemplative guides, follow a path along the crest of the ridge, climbing steadily towards the rim of the sky. At last, the monolith appears, standing on a squat column or core of slightly harder basaltic lava that remained when the outer layers collapsed. The highest point on the tallest mountain on Mars.


  The pilgrim path winds through an apron of debris, half-buried in the fine ochre dust that everywhere coats the peak of the volcano, to the base of the column. One by one, under an indigo sky with a few day stars visible, the visitors climb steps cut into the column and briefly commune with the monolith before reaching out and placing their gloved palm against its face. When my civilian companions on the train made this visit I was not amongst them, for I first had to spend a Martian year serving my apprenticeship. Many hours of contemplation and meditation, many more listening to the teachings of sages, work on the lamasery’s maintenance crew and in the visitors’ canteen, and a hundred days of solitude out in the caldera, living in a pod scarcely bigger than the first ships to sail Earth’s Moon, sampling windblown dust, supervising machines that are drilling down towards the volcano’s deep heart, and maintaining meteorology stations (for although the atmosphere is still vanishingly thin there is weather up there; sometimes the caldera’s basin is filled with a restless fog of high-altitude orthographic clouds).


  We are a scientific order.


  It’s true that the monoliths are patterned on those featured in a fantasy of alien intervention made at the dawn of space travel. And even though a violent campaign was once waged against them by a group who feared that they would attract our nemesis it’s also true that their signals are too faint to reach the nearest stars, let alone the galactic centre. It doesn’t matter. Pilgrimage to the monoliths is an act of faith and grace. A humbling affirmation of one’s place in the enormity of creation. The universe’s vast size and age makes possible our improbable genesis, but those vast gulfs of time and space are also our quarantine. We call out with our weak voices in the hope that one day we will be heard by others like us. We know that it is unlikely we will be answered, yet we continue to call.


  I thought of this and much else when I was at last allowed to make my own pilgrimage to the highest point on Mars. I spent a day and a night in solitary meditation before I communed with the monolith, and returned to the ashram, and then to the world below.


  The order sent me to Old New Burroughs. The monolith in Prospect Park. And so my journey took me all around the planet, from its lowest point to its highest and back again. Should you ever visit Mars, reader, seek me out and share your own story. Afterwards, for a small fee, I will give you a mantra that will help you achieve a state of grace before you set your palm against the cool polished black face of the monolith, and reach out to the universe.


  Chine Life


  Their first meeting, the first time Lina is truly awake after she was rescued from the wreck of the rover, the reef tells her that there were five other survivors. Two have since died from burns worse than hers, they say; another suffered irreparable brain damage and has been repurposed.


  Repurposed. Cradled in the intricate webbing of her sick bed, Lina’s drugged haze is pierced by an awful realization.


  She says, “You mean turned into a screwhead like you?”


  “He wakes to a new life and new purpose,” the reef says. “He will share everything we are, everything we do. And we will share everything that remains of him.”


  The reef’s mouthpiece is a small boy, no more than six or seven years old. Like all screwheads, his face is masked by a black, conical helmet twisted from overlapping plates. His is larger than most, doubling the height of his slight figure. He is a costumed acolyte ridden by the hive intelligence of his chine god.


  “What about me?” Lina says. “Are you going to turn me into a screwhead too?” Her scalp prickles, as if anticipating an eruption of scales and ridges.


  “Of course not.” The boy’s piping treble somehow conveys the wry patience of a host indulging a difficult guest. “We hope that you will help us in quite another way.”


  They won’t explain what they mean, and when Lina asks to see the other survivors she’s told that she must first recover from her injuries. She is tended by a pair of screwhead women who treat her burns with cool gels and slithery wraps, give her drugs that exile the pain to a distant room, turn and bathe her, feed her a monotonous diet of thin sour yogurt. It’s screwhead food that contains all the nutrients a human being needs, according to one of the nurses.


  “You aren’t human,” Lina says. “Not anymore. You were captured and turned.”


  “Of course we are human,” the nurse says. “We are human and we are the reef.”


  “Am I speaking to the reef now? Will you tell me what you want from me?”


  The two nurses look at each other. “We are not part of the core function,” the first says. The second says, “Everything will become clear when you are ready.”


  Hours or days later—Lina loses track of time in her drugged fog and the constant light of the windowless chamber—the boy returns, accompanied by Professor Doctor Mati Monkburg. By what the Professor Doctor has become. Raw scars slash his torso and crosshatch his shaven scalp, and black ridges jut from his forehead and his cheeks, the hinges of his jaw: the first stage of the growth of his screwhead helmet. They shift and twitch when he smiles at Lina and says, “I have something amazing to tell you!”


  To begin with, everything went according to plan. The Fourth Division staged a diversion, drawing away the chines trying to burrow under, climb over, or smash through the wall, and three armored rovers commanded by Coronel Lina Tardes blasted through Foundation Gate and raced away across the Dead Zone. They headed due east, toward the foothills of the mountain range that divided the coastal strip from the high desert. There was only one close encounter on that first day, when a big old dillo, the plates of its shell badly scarred, maybe laying low after being injured in a previous skirmish, wallowed up from a sandy trough and charged the lead rover. The turret gunners atop all three vehicles opened fire, blowing chunks of carbon composite from its shell; a wire-guided harpoon delivered a charge that shorted its neural net; it collapsed in a cloud of dust and the convoy drove on, speed scarcely checked.


  Lina ordered the drivers to make detours around a couple of abandoned villages because ruins were too often infested by chines, but otherwise they followed the old highway that cut straight across parched land. Fifty shades of brown patched with red and black chine plants and traces of old fields: big interlocking circles which, back when the Factory had been working at full capacity, were spray-irrigated by desalinated sea water. But most of the Factory had long since fallen into dereliction—high-pressure pumps stalled by lack of parts techheads were unable to fabricate, irreplaceable filters patched beyond repair, inlets and pipes blocked by swarms of plastic jellyfish and dense growths of chine sea critters—and only a small strip of arable land remained, sheltered inside the wall. The rest had turned to desert, and the desert had been colonized by chine life.


  Just before sunset, on schedule, the convoy reached its first way point: a small, flat-topped hill Lina had used as a base camp several times before. When everyone climbed out, the ambassador’s team, lacking any common sense or discipline, immediately scattered in every direction. Aides taking photographs of the ambassador and each other; techheads kicking over rocks, snipping samples from whipthorn, wire moss, and other perfectly ordinary chine plants. Lina ordered the squad’s subtiente to round them up and told the ambassador that his people would get themselves killed if they didn’t take more care, but he dismissed it as mere high spirits.


  “Lighten up, Coronel. Let them have a little fun before the serious business of saving the Factory begins. Besides, the photographs are for the historical record, and those samples will add to our understanding of chine diversity.”


  Professor Doctor Mati Monkburg, a tall, stooped man with a dry sardonic wit, took pleasure in sparring with Lina, testing her authority. A highborn techhead, he’d volunteered to lead negotiations with the reef, risking everything on the word of walkaways who’d been turned into something more than human, or something less, by its hive mind. The convoy was under Lina’s command, but this sure as shit was his mission. All she had to do was deliver him safely to the rendezvous point; after that, the reef’s agents would take charge, guiding the ambassador’s party across the furnace of the high desert to the summit with the reef itself.


  “You’ve mistaken this for a place of safety,” Lina told him. “It isn’t. It’s exactly like the rest of the Dead Zone. Hot rocks and sand infested with things that’ll kill you in an instant if you let your guard down.”


  “You were hunting cousins of our good friend the last time you came out here,” the ambassador said. “I suppose I can’t blame you for being wary.”


  “Mostly I tracked down walkaways,” Lina said.


  “How many did you kill?”


  “We tried not to kill any of them. The idea was to return them to the Factory.”


  “I meant screwheads.”


  “We had orders to shoot on sight. There was, as I’m sure you know, a fear of infection.”


  “Did you ever wonder how many of them might have been envoys from the reef?”


  “I won’t apologize for following orders, Professor Doctor.”


  But as usual when talking with a highborn, someone who didn’t ever have to justify their power and pedigree, Lina felt somewhat defensive, as if her experience and impeccable service record couldn’t begin to outweigh her lowborn origins.


  “Oh, I don’t blame you, my dear Coronel,” the ambassador said. “It’s the people who gave those orders who were at fault. Had they had been a little less fearful and a little more curious, the war against the chines might already be over.”


  He’d given a speech to that effect just before they’d set off. Telling troopers, aides, and techheads that they must confront the unknown with courage, determination, and open minds. That the great risk they were taking could deliver a great prize.


  “Our ancestors made the first chines,” he’d said. “They once served us, and if the reef holds true to its promises they will serve us again. With their help, we will push back the desert. We will build more Factories. And in the years and centuries to come we will make the world what it once was.”


  Techheads and aides had hooted and hollered approval of his bullshit, but Lina hadn’t believed any of it then, and said now, “I guess not everyone trusts the envoy as much as you.”


  The screwhead envoy was sitting quiet and still in a folding chair flanked by two troopers, thorny walkaway tattoos sleeving arms left bare by her tunic, face masked by the spiral twist of her black helmet. She was human and she was other. Vulnerable and terrifying. Captured by the reef, rebuilt, and dispatched, according to her, on a mission of peace. One of six screw-head changelings who had crossed the Dead Zone, snuck past the feral chines besieging the Factory, and found a way over the wall. Three had been shot dead while attempting to surrender; two others were being held hostage. For all the good that would do. As far as Lina understood it, screwheads had been absorbed into the reef’s hive intelligence. They were about as individual as termites.


  “We wouldn’t be here if we hadn’t established a degree of mutual good faith,” Mati Monkburg said. “Need I remind you that the envoy and her friends showed us how to manufacture new osmotic filters, doubling the Factory’s fresh water output overnight? If the alliance is successful, we’ll return all of this land to the green. I could make you a gift of this very patch, Coronel. A reward for your services. You could live out the rest of your life in peaceful retirement, farming it as your ancestors once did.”


  Lina knew there wasn’t any point telling him that she was from a long line of Factory workers, or that land this far from the coast had never been cultivated. One of the first things she’d learned about the man was that he didn’t let trivial facts spoil his grandiose visions. Instead, she pointed to where her subtiente was arguing with a techhead clutching a bouquet of stiff iron-black sawgrass, and said, “None of that will happen if your people’s carelessness gets us all killed. I’m going to establish a perimeter, and everyone will stay inside it. No exceptions.”


  The ambassador twinkled at her, amused by her impertinence. “I wouldn’t dream of disobeying your orders. I’ll even help you make it secure.”


  After Lina had set up guard posts, trip alarms and pressure plates, three techheads solemnly paraded around the perimeter, sprinkling a foul-smelling liquid supposed to repel every kind of chine. Lina saw that the screwhead envoy was watching, wondered what she made of this foolishness.


  The squad’s subtiente, Aldo Rez, said that as far as he was concerned the techheads’ brew stank worse than a pit latrine after a bean feast, but who knew what chines liked, it might draw them in from klicks around, give them the hot itch for some kind of action.


  “If they do, we’ll hear them coming,” Lina said. “Personally, I’m hoping to get a good night’s sleep.”


  “We don’t have any trouble, you know our ambassador will claim it a personal triumph,” Aldo Rez said.


  He’d helped Lina run her squad for a dozen years. They’d shared hard times and good times, could talk about anything with the frank candor of an old married couple. All around, the darkening land spread still and quiet, stunned by the weight of the day’s heat. Nothing moved but veils of ghost grass rippling in a hot wind. The mountains they would have to cross to reach the rendezvous point at the watchtower were ragged blue shadows at the eastern horizon, the first stars prickling above them.


  Lina said, “Remember the last time we came out here?”


  “That little tribe of walkaways we caught? Sure.”


  “Remember how they surrendered without a struggle? The headwoman said she was ready to come in because screwheads were kidnapping her people. Including one of her daughters. Day ghosts, she called them.”


  Aldo shrugged. “Walkaways say all kinds of crazy shit.”


  “That’s what I thought, at the time. I’m not so sure now. She knew what she was facing when we took her in. Hard labor for life, no remittance. And she didn’t care. As far as she was concerned, it was the better option.”


  “It’s hardly an easy life, out here,” Aldo said. “You can see how a person could get tired of it.”


  “Walkaways don’t. Not usually. They walk away because they would rather die free than live another day in the Factory. And we both know how that can be.”


  Aldo had lost family members in the early days of the chines’ siege, before the wall had been thrown up. And Lina, a little older, remembered the time when crops had failed three years in a row. She remembered her mother telling her to push weevils in their boiled rice rations to the side of the plate, making her eat up every one because she needed the protein. One of the reasons she was good at catching walkaways, she believed, was because she thought like them. Her squad, unlike most others, had never executed any of their prisoners.


  Aldo said, “What’s your point, boss?”


  “That maybe I should have paid more attention to that headwoman. The envoy we brought along, her friends, they were all walkaways once upon a time. Snatched and turned by chines the ambassador thinks we can be friends with.”


  “Well, we aren’t walkaways.”


  “You think the reef cares about that distinction? Sometimes,” Lina said, “I wonder if there’s any difference, as far as highborns are concerned, between lowborn citizens and walkaway prisoners. Both are despised. Both are put to the same kind of work. Only difference is, walkaways don’t get paid.”


  “They don’t get to serve in the army either,” Aldo said. “Though there are times when I reckon that should be counted as a blessing.”


  “What’s wrong, subtiente? You don’t like this mission? You aren’t thrilled that your name will be forever remembered in the halls of history?”


  Aldo’s smile showed teeth missing in back, lost in a brawl when he’d been a rookie trooper. “Our ambassador surely likes to talk like that, doesn’t he? What it is, boss, I’ve been on some fucked-up jobs, but this one is so far out there I can’t see a way back.”


  “We come back the same way we go in,” Lina said. “Just like every other mission. And we’ve been lucky so far. I’m taking that as a good sign for things to come.”


  “I hear you,” Aldo said. “But the weird part hasn’t begun yet.”


  They broke camp before dawn and a couple of hours later were in the foothills. Everything was nominal until, a bare klick from the pass through the mountains, one of the rovers broke down—a shattered axle bearing, no way to repair it. Lina tried to radio in a sit rep, but every channel was jammed by howls and wails. Mati Monkburg, who liked to tell her things she already knew, said that interference was only to be expected out here, that it was caused by the microwave emissions all chines, animal and vegetable, used to communicate with each other.


  “Perhaps we should leave some of your people behind,” he said.


  “I have another plan,” Lina said, and ordered troopers to strip the crippled rover of everything useful, and redistributed its passengers among the other two vehicles. They worked fast in the heat and glare, were finishing up when a trooper near Lina collapsed. Her first thought was heatstroke, but the man was jerking in some kind of fit, there was blood running from his ears, and then a deep hum grazed her, so loud it had a density and weight, clanging off the flank of the rover.


  Someone, it was Aldo, slammed her to the ground. She had a sudden piercing headache, her fingers were numb as she grabbed her pistol, but she was in that clear focus of sudden action. Her troopers were lying prone, searching the stony landscape over the sights of their rifles; a couple of techheads were still standing, looking around, still holding crates of equipment. Lina shouted, told them to find cover, and one of the .50 cals opened up, pouring fire into a clump of boulders. Lina and Aldo and the troopers started firing too, dust kicking up around the rocks, and a tawny thing with a flat dish for a head, a siren, slithered sideways and dropped over the edge of one of the gullies that slashed the slope and was gone.


  The man who’d been caught squarely by the siren’s sound blast was unconscious; no way of telling how seriously he was hurt until he came around, the squad medic told Lina. They moved on as soon as he was stowed away. The siren had fled, but it was likely that other chines in the area would come running, linked by their damn microwave net.


  The drone of the rovers’ engines beat off steep walls that grew higher as they drove deeper into the pass. Blue sky pinched between cliff tops rimmed with sunlight, everywhere below in shadow. Sometimes the rovers had to smash through brittle chine vegetation that had overgrown the road, but there was no sign of any other life apart from a covey of rabbit-sized springtails that bounced away into the undergrowth like wind-up children’s toys.


  Lina’s headache eased and her fingertips tingled as feeling returned; she’d been lucky, barely touched by the siren’s blast, no permanent damage. The trooper it had knocked down was in a bad way, though, still unconscious, no reaction to reflex tests. The medic told Lina he didn’t expect the man to last out the day. “The blast shook up his brains like you’d kick a ball. That kind of damage, you don’t come back from it.”


  Lina and Aldo exchanged glances, both thinking the same thing. So much for luck.


  They drove and they drove. The drone of the rover’s engine filling the crowded cabin, everyone’s bones rattled by the rough ride over a road that hadn’t been maintained for a century. Eating cold rations, using the stinking chemical toilet. Troopers nodded off in their jump seats; techheads and aides huddled in an anxious group; the screwhead envoy sat still and straight-backed, gazing at something far beyond the hull.


  Three hours into it Mati Monkburg said they needed to stop and take a little time to regroup, but Lina nixed the idea, told him that the sooner they reached the watchtower the sooner the reef’s agents could take charge.


  “I would prefer to meet them with a clear mind,” the ambassador said.


  “I sat in on your last meeting before we left,” Lina said. “The one that lasted all day and half the night? I’m pretty certain you know what you need to do.”


  But she had some sympathy for the man. Despite the envoy’s reassurances, despite all the meetings that had tried to game every possible outcome, Mati Monkburg and his people would be giving themselves up to a hive mind closely related to the feral chines that were doing their best to break through the last defenses of the Factory. Anyone would want to take a moment before they stepped off that edge, and Lina needed to be at her sharpest too, to make sure the handover went smoothly, to be sure, before it happened, that it didn’t smell like any kind of trap. But the breakdown and encounter with the siren had delayed them, they were late, they needed to hustle to make the rendezvous.


  A couple of klicks from the watchtower, Lina told the drivers of the rovers to ease up and they rolled on at walking pace, climbing a long slope as the last of the sunlight burned away from cliff tops looming on either side. Troopers checked their gear; Mati Monkburg conferred with his people; the envoy sat as she’d always sat, giving the impression that her mind was in some other, far better place. Perhaps she was using the microwave comms in her helmet to confer with whatever was waiting up ahead. Plotting who knew what.


  The slope topped out and the old watchtower rose ahead, framed against the darkening sky in the pass’s gap. Lina halted the rovers, popped a hatch, and leaned out into hot close air to glass the tower and its surroundings.


  A slim column a hundred meters tall, clad in dense black lattices of chine vines, the watchtower had once marked the edge of the Factory’s territory, monitoring the high desert beyond. Who had built it? No one knew. Stories claimed that it predated the warming of the world and the rise of the chines, said that it was older than the Factory and everything else in the small compass of the known world. Seeing it for the first time, a monument to all that had been lost, Lina felt a moment of bottomless awe; then her discipline reasserted itself and she took stock of the situation.


  It looked like a total soup sandwich. There was no sign of the screwhead delegation, and the watchtower was crowned by a restless cloak of winged chines, too many to count. Lina watched individuals take off for brief flights, circling the tower before resettling. Their stiff black wings were wider than her arm span; their fist-sized heads were basically a single compound eye, gleaming redly in the last light of the sun like so many dying stars. One flew out above the rovers, turned and swooped back, screaming like a throttled soprano. Lina ducked, its claws just missing her head, its strong acrid odor blowing in her face, and now the top of the watchtower was bursting apart in slow motion as the rest took off.


  Lina dogged the hatch and confronted the envoy, who said that the flying chines had nothing to do with the reef, and that she did not know where the reef’s agents were.


  “You knew they weren’t here before we arrived,” Lina said.


  “I knew that they were not talking to me.”


  Lina, angered by this evasion, asked bluntly if they were dead. Mati Monkburg gave her a look, but fuck it, this wasn’t the time for polite chit-chat.


  “I don’t know,” the envoy said. “But it doesn’t matter, because I can take you where you need to go.”


  She was, as always, calm and reasonable. Her dark brown eyes, framed by a slit in the plates of her helmet, unflinchingly met Lina’s gaze.


  Lina said, “No one is going anywhere until I find out what happened here.”


  “You are no longer in command, Coronel,” Mati Monkburg said. “Your part in this mission ended when we reached the tower.”


  “I was supposed to hand you over to the reef’s agents,” Lina said. “And I can’t do that because they aren’t here.”


  “Your orders say nothing about the handover.”


  Something heavy thumped against the flank of the rover. Only the envoy didn’t flinch.


  “This isn’t the time and place to argue about a technicality,” Lina said.


  “Are you willing to risk your career over a technicality, Coronel? Would you risk the Factory’s survival? We must go on. We will go on.”


  They argued for a hot five minutes, but the ambassador, crazy brave or crazy foolish, wouldn’t budge. Lina and her troopers could stay here in one of the rovers, he said, and he and his party would take the other and with the envoy’s help drive to the reef. And if she tried to stop him by main force, he’d hold all of her squad to account when they got back to the Factory.


  Lina looked at the envoy. “Can you talk to the reef?”


  “Of course. Once I am in range.”


  “How far would we have to travel for that?”


  “There is a road on the other side of the tower. It leads down the side of the mountain.”


  “Show me,” Mati Monkburg said, eager to take charge.


  Flying chines swooped low around the rovers as they crept around the road’s sharp switchbacks. Black guano spattering the windscreens, chines thumping into the hulls, settling on top, whirling away into the night when the turret gunners rattled off short volleys, coming back in again.


  An hour into this the medic told Lina that the man struck by the siren’s blast had died. Nothing she could do about that; Mati Monkburg insisted on making as much speed as possible. A blind charge into enemy territory.


  The road was partly blocked by landslips, eaten away by edge collapses, and at one point a huge boulder had come to rest near a scallop bite in the road, very nearly blocking it. Chines flocked close, a frantic storm of wings in the headlights, as Lina’s rover edged around the rock, the road’s broken margin crumbling under its offside treads, vertical darkness below. And then it was past and the chines turned toward the second rover, which suddenly reared out of their dense cloud, nose tilted at a steep angle, when the edge gave way beneath it. Its engine roared and chines swirled away as it lurched forward, and a whole section of the road collapsed and it slid backward, headlights aimed at the sky, and was gone.


  The radio was still jammed by howling interference, so there was no way to contact any survivors. Harried by chines, Lina’s rover crept around two dozen turns in the road before reaching the place where the other vehicle had come to rest. What was left of it. Lina and several troopers searched all around the smoldering remains of its shattered hull, futile, heartbreaking work in the flickering glare of headlights and searchlights, debris scattered everywhere and flying chines swooping at them out of the hot dark. Two troopers were struck, scalps and faces gouged by claws, and by the time Lina gave up the search they had only found three bodies, one of them Subtiente Aldo Rez.


  “We’ll find everyone when we come back. We’ll take them home,” she told the grim company crammed inside the rover. Six troopers left, including Lina and the two walking wounded, Mati Monkburg and his senior aide and three techheads, and the screwhead envoy. “But we can’t stay here, and we can’t go back. The only way is forward. We’ll honor our fallen by finishing our mission.”


  It sounded trite to her, the words dry in her mouth, dead as poor Aldo, but the troopers appeared to be satisfied, and for once Mati Monkburg kept quiet. He’d lost people too.


  They drove on, still dogged by flying chines, and at last, with first light glimmering far out across the desert stretched below, their pursuers rose up and poured away. Through low foothills then, making as much speed as possible under the brightening sky, following the ancient highway as the sun blazed. The temperature outside already fifty degrees Celsius and rising. The rover’s canned air stinking of sweat and fear.


  The envoy didn’t have to point out their destination. It reared up at the horizon, a mountainous ziggurat stark against sky glare.


  Smaller reefs were scattered all around, archipelagos of flat-topped islands. Techheads of the long ago, when the world’s climate had been growing ever warmer, had created chines that could thrive in places grown too hot for ordinary plants and animals. An artificial ecology that was supposed to help cool the world. The reefs were an essential part of that, constructed by millions of tiny chines, solar-powered engines that removed carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and fixed it in concrete and fullerenes. But something had happened to these reefs—every one the rover passed, large and small, was bleached, crumbling, dead. Killed in the war, the envoy said.


  “There was a war? Who were you fighting?” Mati Monkburg asked.


  “Other reefs. Bad ones.”


  “Why were they bad?”


  But the envoy couldn’t or wouldn’t explain, retreating into vacuous politeness. The reef would explain everything, she said. The reef knew so much, and truly wanted to help.


  “It’s still alive, then,” Lina said. “It wasn’t killed in this war of yours.”


  “Of course not. We won.”


  They could reach it inside three or four hours if there was no more trouble, but Lina called for a rest stop. They’d been driving all night; everyone was strung out on nerves and military amphetamine; the troopers wounded by the flying chines were weak and feverish. They needed time to crash. To get their heads straight.


  Mati Monkburg grudgingly gave his assent—he was exhausted too, trying not to show it—and Lina told the driver to turn toward the ruins of the nearest reef. It was as dead as all the others around and about, and the ground in the shadow of its bleached, crumbling facade was littered with craters and the husks of dead chines, all types, all sizes.


  The rover crept through this battlefield, eased up a slope of rubble into a ragged crescent at the edge of the pale ruin, parked under a jutting slab that probably wouldn’t do much to hide them but was better than nothing. While the others unpacked rations, Lina told Mati Monkburg that she wanted to have a word.


  “Privately. Outside.”


  Fierce dry heat sucked sweat straight from her skin. The rungs of the ladder scorched her hands, seared her feet through the soles of her boots. Beyond the shade of their shelter, the white incandescence of fresh sunlight filled the crescent bitten into the dead reef, burned away all detail.


  “This is the first you heard of a war between reefs,” Lina said.


  “I’m as shocked as you. But it looks like it was fought and won a long time ago.”


  “I don’t think so. I don’t think it’s even over. Those flying things probably took out the reef’s escort and were waiting to ambush us, nothing the reef could do to stop them or protect us. What if it can’t help us, like it promised, but wants our help in a fight it can’t win by itself?”


  “I understand why you are upset. We have both suffered grievous losses. But we knew this would be dangerous, and we are only a short distance from our goal. If you are about to ask me to turn back, Coronel, I suggest you save your energy.”


  “We need to take time out, assess the situation. We can fortify this place and hunker down. We have enough fuel and rations for two days, three at a pinch. If there’s no sign of ongoing hostilities, if the reef finds us and leads us to a place of safety, then fine, I’ll go along with it. If not, then yes, we should seriously think about turning back.”


  “That’s defeatist thinking, Coronel. Frankly, I’m disappointed.”


  “We’ve been lied to, sir. The very least we should do, before we go any further, is wring the truth out of that envoy.”


  But it was no use. The ambassador’s face was shuttered and stern. Like a gambler who’d lost too much to walk away from the game, he was convinced that his luck would turn. He was making history. Lina, like every other lowborn, was there only to serve.


  He told her that the envoy would lead them to the reef, as promised. She and the troopers had a duty to make sure that everyone got there and back safely.


  “Do that, Coronel, and I’ll forget this unfortunate conversation,” he said.


  And that was that. No point telling him that if everything blew up this conversation wouldn’t matter. All Lina could do now was think about how to save what was left of the mission.


  They lay up until late afternoon and drove on with the westering sun at their backs, seeing plenty of long-dead chines but no live ones. The wind picked up, dust hazing the sun and darkening the sky, sheets of dust blowing across the highway, the whips of dust devils prowling the simmering desert. In thickening murk the rover climbed up a long gradient, and at the crest Lina saw a steep slope falling to a kind of dry moat at least two klicks wide that circled the foundations of the reef’s mountainous bulk. The husks of dead chines were scattered everywhere on the moat’s flat floor, and she glimpsed, through veils of blowing dust, a faint stir of activity off to the north.


  Lina put her glasses on it, saw a chine tall as a crane tottering on a tripod of stilt legs, trying to wade through a pack of smaller chines that nipped at its ankles. Around and about it other chines were locked in combat, half-obscured by dust they’d kicked up and the general haze.


  She handed her glasses to Mati Monkburg, who briefly studied the scene, told her that it didn’t change anything, asked the envoy where they should go. The envoy said that all they had to do was follow the highway, and with no other choice they drove on, descending to the floor of the moat in a tawny fog of windblown sand and dust. A flock of chines like big long-legged, long-necked chickens scattered from a segmented corpse, fading into the fog; a few minutes later the driver braked hard as a huge shadow abruptly loomed ahead, resolving into a monstrous dillo with a frill of spikes around its head, its clubbed tail lashing a bare meter from the windscreen as it went past. Dry-mouthed, Lina told the driver to keep going, but the rover had hardly started to roll forward again when the turret gunner opened up, and something smashed into the vehicle and everything tumbled sideways as it tipped over. Lina scrambled over people fumbling with the straps of their jump seats, had just undogged the rear hatch when a second blow rang the rover like a cracked bell and she was suddenly flying through the air.


  She came to on stingingly hot sand, saw through blowing murk that the rover was upside down and split in two, the front half mashed flat and smoke pouring from the rear half, the dillo that had broadsided it tramping away, gone. A figure tumbled out of the smoke and Lina pushed up and ran to help. It was one of Mati Monkburg’s aides, shirt on fire, hair burnt to blackened nubs. She knocked him down and rolled him in sand to put out the flames, started to drag him away as with sharp, erratic cracks ammunition began to cook off, and then air and flame smacked her with a solid punch that sent her flying again, and she woke in the room deep in the reef with two screwheads tending her.


  Now Lina is sitting up in the webbing sling of her sick bed as what is left of Mati Monkburg, the screwhead he’s become, tells her the secret history of the Factory. The secret history imparted to him by the reef’s hive mind, impossible to know if it’s true or not.


  According to him, the Factory—the current version of the Factory—was not founded in the long ago by people who planned to use it and hundreds like it to change the climate. No, everything in the archives is wrong, a story cooked up to obscure the truth. A comforting lie told to children. The truth, he tells Lina, is that the reef built the Factory from old plans, and gave it to children stolen from a tribe of feral humans, along with a back story and a carefully calculated level of civilization. It was a holy experiment, Mati Monkburg says. An attempt to rescue the remnants of humanity from a spiral toward extinction. But the third and fourth generations began to forget their inheritance and wasted most of their energy in squabbles and silly intrigues, and the Factory began to fail. It no longer pumped salt crystals into the air to seed cooling clouds, the temperature of the coastal strip began to rise and the supply of fresh water to farmlands dwindled, and chine vegetation and animals crept down from the mountains.


  “In all this time the reef had watched over its human charges but had not made itself known or interfered in their affairs. But that changed when it became clear that the humans were losing the struggle against the feral chines . . .”


  Mati Monkburg falls silent, looks at the screwhead boy like a child waiting for approval after reaching the end of a set piece. When Lina asks him if he is okay he gives her a bright smile and says yes, yes of course he is, but it’s still a little confusing to be in several places at once.


  “He will feel better when he is fully networked,” the boy—the reef—says.


  “You won’t believe the things I’ve learned,” Mati Monkburg says.


  “Hush. You’ve told your part. I’ll tell her the rest.”


  Several thousand years ago, long after the world fell into ruin, the reef tells Lina, clades of shared, self-aware intelligence spontaneously rose within the reefs. Most were not interested in who had made them and changed the world into what it was. They were philosopher saints absorbed in the metaphysics of existence, engaged in endless discussions among themselves and with intelligences around other stars.


  “Like us, those aliens evolved from chines built by long-dead organic ancestors, which may tell us something about the endpoint of intelligence,” the reef says. “But that isn’t what we want to tell you. When our clade, which is considered by the others to be unsophisticated and not very holy, saved the last of humanity, it was our finest achievement. It brought us close to sainthood. So when you began to decline and fall there was fierce debate about what to do. One side, ourselves, wanted to rescue you from your folly. To intervene. To set you back on the right path. The other considered the experiment a failure, and wanted to erase you. There was a short, sharp civil war, and although we were the victors, our enemies infected feral chines with an algorithm that set them against us, continuing the war long after their defeat. And so things are as you see them now. The feral chines besiege us as well you. And the algorithm has infected most of the chines we use as our hands, so we have been forced to recruit human beings, to turn them into what you call screwheads. Even so, we have not been able to break the siege, and that is why we invited you here.”


  “You want us to help you fight your war? We can barely help ourselves.”


  “Together we will be stronger. We will abandon this reef for siblings grown in the Factory, and together we will defeat the chines.”


  “And regain all we have lost,” Mati Monkburg says.


  “Yes,” the reef says. “Why not? We have always looked after your people. We want the best for them.”


  They tell Lina that they have already dispatched the other two survivors to the Factory, with seedling copies of the reef and messages for the Committee of Twenty. And now that they know that she will survive, they want to send her back too.


  “The first two emissaries were techheads. You are military. Our understanding of your society suggests that our message will be more convincing if you also deliver it.”


  Lina is certain that the reef isn’t telling the whole truth, but what choice does she have? If she doesn’t agree to go she’ll probably be turned into a screwhead and sent anyway.


  The reef spends several days patiently instructing her what to say, how to answer every possible question. By the time they are done the wraps have come off her left arm. It is hideously scarred but mostly functional. The next day she is ready to go.


  The screwhead women who nursed her escort her across the mountains. They ride nimble long-necked, two-legged chines and avoid the pass, which is still occupied by the flying chines. Six days later, in the foothills at the far side of the mountains, Lina goes on alone toward the Factory. After she has descended to the ruined farmlands she tells her chine steed that she needs to rest, and it waits, heedless, as she finds a suitable stone and flakes it into a crude knife. Then she wrestles the chine to the ground and cuts its tendons and walks away, leaving it sprawled in the dust.


  Maybe the reef expected her to do this. Maybe it is part of their plan. Lina doesn’t care. It’s clear to her that either the Committee of Twenty will ally with the reef and sell out the lowborn, give up as many as the reef needs to convert to screwheads, or the reef will enslave everyone. They won’t call it that, they’ll most likely believe it will be the best way to save themselves and the people of the Factory, but it will be an end to human beings’ choice and free will, an end to their illusion of freedom.


  She tosses the friable cubes of reef stuff into the dust of old fields—let them grow or not, it discharges her obligation for the reef saving her life—and walks on. Far off, the Factory’s embattled strip of land shimmers at the edge of the ocean. Her home. Her life. A cage created by the reef, watched over with loving grace.


  Lina turns away from the Factory, heading north toward the coast. She is pretty certain she can find a walkaway settlement that’ll take her. Maybe they’ll fail and fall too. But maybe, just maybe, they can restart human history. And maybe this time they’ll get it right.


  Nothing Ever Happens on Oberon


  OBERON’S TRAFFIC CONTROL spotted the intruder in the last seconds of its approach. Something small and fast, decelerating hard, estimated terminal velocity around three hundred kph. No time to raise its crew, if it was crewed, or pinpoint exactly where it would come down—the best-guess landing ellipse covered an area of some two thousand square kilometres on the north side of Egeus Crater, one of the largest on the little pockmarked moon. There was no distress call or beacon, either, but Bai Bahar Minnot, supervisor of a scale-mining operation in Egeus, was aloft in her hopper bare minutes after the alert and soon spotted patches smashed into the endless umbrella-tree forest that covered most of the crater’s floor. A dotted line that led her straight to where the intruder had ended up.


  It sat at the far end of a trough of wrecked trees: a white sphere three metres in diameter, cupped on the deflated puddles of tough airbags that had protected it during its kinetic landing. A lifepod, according to the hopper’s catalogue, an old model built some time before the Quiet War. It had thrown out a web of tethers to anchor itself in Oberon’s vestigial gravity, its systems were powered down, and its hatch was puckered open.


  It looked as if the pod’s passenger had survived the crash and climbed out, but there was no sign of any movement around the pod, no one was calling on any channel, and a multispectral scan of the area failed to pick out anything in the infrared background radiated by umbrella trees around the crash site. Bai sent a quick report to traffic control, said that she was going to set down and take a look. Trying her best to sound cool and matter-of-fact, even though this was the most exciting thing that had ever happened in her young life. She was anxious too. The pod’s passenger could be badly injured, might need more help than she could provide. Or maybe they were an outlaw, or were in some species of serious trouble—why else would someone crash-land on this no-account backwater moon without broadcasting a distress call?


  She picked out a clear spot in the tangle of broken trees, touched down with scarcely a bounce, and was reaching for the helmet of her pressure suit when someone pinged her on the common channel. Lindy Aguilar Garten, from the camp at the North Pole. She’d heard Bai’s report, she said, was on her way to the crash site with a small search and rescue party, would be there inside two hours.


  “I’m already on it,” Bai said.


  “You’re the daughter of Wen, Egil and Ye, aren’t you? We met at the centenary celebrations last year. You’d just turned seventeen, as I recall.”


  “I’m old enough to know what I’m doing.”


  “Fixing some machine that’s thrown a glitch is one thing. Confronting a stranger who tried to sneak past traffic control is quite another. Your best option is to stay aloft, do a wide area grid search. If you don’t find anything, you can help us on the ground when we get there.”


  “I’m already on the ground,” Bai said.


  She remembered that meeting vividly. Tall and slender, dressed in a sheath the exact indigo tint of Uranus’s South Pole, Lindy had just returned from the Saturn system, where she’d spent two years studying biome construction. She hadn’t been much older than Bai—twenty, twenty-one—but she’d seemed impossibly elegant, sophisticated, cosmopolitan. Everything Bai yearned to be. She’d barely glanced at Bai while their parents exchanged a few pleasantries, and now here she was, muscling in, giving Bai instructions and telling her it was for her own damn good.


  “If you’re worried about salvage, you can rest easy,” Lindy said. “It’s obvious that you have first claim on the lifepod.”


  “I’m worried that its passenger could be hurt, or worse. And right now I’m the only person who can help them,” Bai said, and cut the channel, locked her helmet and cracked the hopper’s bubble canopy, and swung out and down.


  The lifepod was empty all right, and when Bai asked her suit to handshake with its mind, hoping to find out where it had come from and who its passenger was, she discovered that it was as dead as a stone. Its systems weren’t powered down, the suit reported. They had been wiped. Purged. Nothing was left but a flicker of charge in its batteries.


  Bai circled the pod, fingertip-skimming over and under splintered stems draped with crumpled canopies like fallen black sails, searching for boot prints or some other trace of the passenger, failing to find anything. Nothing moving under trees fringing either side of the smashed clearing, nothing moving anywhere in the absolute quiet stillness of vacuum.


  If the pod’s passenger had for whatever reason decided to put some distance between themselves and the crash site, there was only one place within easy walking distance: a refuge that stood on the rim of a secondary crater about ten kilometres northwest. If she had crash-landed in a remote unpopulated area with no resources but a p-suit, Bai thought, and didn’t want to wait around for rescue or maybe didn’t want to be rescued, that was absolutely where she would head.


  She knew she should wait for backup, but Lindy’s patronising tone had got under her skin. And anyway, it was a matter of clan pride to prove that she could find the passenger without the help of any damn Gartens. So she tuned into the refuge’s directional beacon, pulled up a map, and set off.


  The silence and stillness seemed deeper under the umbrella trees. Bai was hyperalert as she ankled along, picking her way between interlocking arcs of trees, trying to keep the beacon dead ahead and searching for boot prints in crunchy dust that was everywhere littered with fallen scales, porcelain white toothy triangles the size of her helmet visor. Every so often her insulated boots kicked one at exactly the right angle and it sailed away in a long, low, frictionless arc. Every so often she disturbed a pocket of loose dust that spurted up in a waist-high geyser and settled out so slowly that if she looked around (as she increasingly did, gripped by a growing unease) she saw a diminishing row of ghostly pillars stitched along her path.


  The ground rose and fell in low swales; umbrella trees thickened all around. The top layer of a vast factory that was mostly underfoot, extruded by pseudohyphal networks of nanomachines that extracted processed organic material from the rock-hard ice of the forest floor, and mined metals, rare earths and phosphates from the moon’s crust.


  The stems of the trees glowed faintly in infrared and their canopies shone more brightly overhead, radiating excess heat into the chill vacuum, and the ground between them was tiger-striped with faint sunlight and pitch-black shadow. Even with her suit’s various enhancements, Bai couldn’t see more than a couple of hundred metres in any direction, but she plodded on, time ticking away, too stubborn and prideful to give up the search.


  She was two kilometres from the refuge, and Lindy Garten and her crew were due to arrive in less than thirty minutes, when she was ambushed. Everything happened in a bare second. A sudden flurry of movement off to one side, something flying out from behind the broad stem of a grandmother tree, and the reflexes of Bai’s suit took over before she could react, tangling the attacker in a net a moment before the shock of impact, firing tethers that spun her in a hard stop that rattled her head inside her helmet.


  The passenger flew away in the opposite direction, ricocheting off trees in headlong flight. Bai had to walk a long way, following a trail of fresh-fallen scales, before at last she spotted them. They lay unmoving, forced into a foetal ball by the net’s contraction, didn’t reply when Bai identified herself on the common band. Fearing the worst, she knelt and rolled them onto their back, and rocked back on her heels when she saw the emaciated face behind the visor of their helmet, teeth bared in a lipless grin, eyes sunk deep in sockets and taped shut.


  “I THOUGHT SHE was dead,” Bai told her mother on the flight back to the scale-harvesting camp. “But then I managed to handshake with the clunky interface of her suit and found she was in cold sleep. I guess the pod assembled a suit around her after it crash-landed, and the suit tried to walk her towards the refuge. But its batteries were almost exhausted when I caught up with it, and I think its mind was damaged too. That could be why it attacked me. It didn’t understand that I’d come to help. So I disabled its motor functions and fed it just enough power to keep its life support going until the hopper arrived, and here we are, free and clear.”


  There was a pause, a little under six seconds, while this zipped at light speed from Oberon to Titania, where Bai’s clan and most people in the Uranus system lived, and her mother’s reply zipped back. The two moons were presently on opposite sides of the planet, a million kilometres apart, but there was no escaping Bai’s mother, who’d pinged her as soon as she’d found out about the escapade, and not to shower her with praise and congratulations.


  “You didn’t know who was in that lifepod, why it crash-landed where it did,” she said to Bai. “And you went chasing off into the forest without telling anyone what you were doing. What were you thinking? But I suppose you weren’t.”


  “I was the first to arrive at the crash site,” Bai said. “What else was I supposed to do?”


  Even though she knew that things could have gone very differently if her suit hadn’t been so quick and clever, she was convinced that she’d done the right thing. If she hadn’t found her when she did, the woman’s suit might have run out of power. She might have died.


  But as usual Bai’s mother had other ideas, saying, “You should have waited until the Gartens arrived.”


  “I didn’t need their help to find her.”


  “And I suppose you think that you don’t need their help now. Even though their camp has better medical facilities.”


  Yes, there was definitely a familiar edge to her voice. Bai’s mother, Wen Phoenix Minnot, was seventy-three years old, a clan elder, grand and chilly and remote. Bai was the youngest of her six children, a late addition to the family after Wen married a second husband. Lately, she seemed to be perpetually annoyed by her youngest daughter’s restlessness, which was why Bai had been packed off to supervise the scale-harvesting camp on Oberon. She wanted to live on another world? Here was her chance. A moon much like Titania, but somewhat smaller and with even fewer people. Where she could gain useful experience in field engineering. Where living in a trailer habitat in the middle of nowhere (almost everywhere on Oberon was the middle of nowhere) with only machines for company would make her realise what she was missing, back home. Where nothing ever happened.


  Except that now it had.


  “The Gartens would have taken all the credit,” Bai said. “Like they took the pod.”


  “Whoever this woman is, she isn’t a trophy,” Wen said.


  “Tell that to Lindy Garten.”


  Lindy had told Bai that she’d quote unquote secured the lifepod after it had been abandoned in place. Bai was pretty sure Lindy had ratted her out to her mother too. The responsible adult dealing with the hot-headed kid’s screw-up, scoring points in the perpetual competition between clans for social superiority.


  “She did the right thing, and made a full report to the peacers,” Wen said. “While you more or less kidnapped this unfortunate woman.”


  “She has a name,” Bai said. “Xtina Groza. At least, that’s the name on her suit ID tag. As for the rest—why she was in that lifepod, why she came here—I guess she can tell me when she wakes up.”


  Wen ignored that, saying, “I’m very disappointed in you, child. I hoped that overseeing the scale-harvesting operation would teach you something about duty, responsibility and common sense. I can see that it has done nothing of the kind. I’ll be waiting for you when you get back to the camp, to make sure that this woman gets the best treatment we can provide until the peacers arrive.”


  Sure enough, a freshly printed avatar was standing at the edge of the landing pad when the hopper touched down. A hollow plastic shell in roughly human form, with feet like suction cups and claws for hands, it stepped forward and lifted Xtina Groza from the cargo rack and set off towards the trailer before Bai had finished powering down the hopper.


  The trailer’s little revolving airlock could only take one person at a time. Bai went through first, and there was a moment, while she was hauling Xtina Groza’s rigid pressure suit out of the lock, when she thought of shutting the avatar outside—the thing was running semi-autonomously because of the time lag, she’d be able to do it before it could react. But she was already in more than enough trouble, so she dutifully spun the lock around and waited for the avatar to cycle through so her mother could tell her what to do next.


  Wen ordered the doctor thing to extrude itself from the trailer’s wall, told Bai she had found instructions for manually opening the antique hardshell suit. The avatar stood at Bai’s back while she warmed the suit to room temperature and worked through the checklist of latches, snap fasteners and ring and plug connectors. At last, she lifted the helmet from the neck ring, removed the bulky life support pack, gloves and chestpiece, and tugged down the long zip of the inner lining.


  Xtina Groza was swaddled in a yellow, close-woven, elasticated undergarment that clung to the blades and ridges of her long-limbed, painfully thin body. A hank of black hair, coarse and glossy with grease, was pulled back from her face and lay across her left shoulder; a small black disc lay between her flattened breasts. The machine that had been regulating her metabolism during cold sleep, Bai’s mother said. Old tech.


  Bai unclipped the lines that had been feeding the woman drugs and nutrients, her catheter and breathing tube. Her skin was clammy but not chilled, and a faint pulse was visible under the angle of her jaw. She was no longer in true cold sleep; her suit had been trying to wake her.


  The avatar carried her to the doctor thing, which immediately wrapped her from head to toe in its shroud and got to work, and Wen told Bai that she needed to take the pressure suit outside.


  “It’s powered down. And in pieces.”


  “It’s an old combat model,” Wen said, her voice coming from the avatar’s unmoving transparent face. “I don’t know what it’s capable of and neither do you. Go on, now.”


  No point arguing, and besides, Bai had an idea. After her own suit had assembled itself around her, she piled the helmet, gloves and other loose pieces inside the shell of Xtina Groza’s suit and hauled it through the lock and whistled up a sled and rode across to the refinery, where she stuffed the suit inside an unused storage tank. Out of sight, and so on. If the peace police forgot to ask about it, and her mother forgot to remind them, Bai could try to hack into its mind, find out everything it knew about its owner. It was only a token rebellion and probably wouldn’t come to anything, but it put a little bounce in her gait as she trekked back to the trailer.


  The doctor thing was still ticking away to itself as it assessed and stabilised the comatose woman. It took a while. Bai munched a sprouted bean wrap and sipped a bulb of tea, tried her best to ignore the impassive avatar. The adrenalin high of the search and rescue had drained away. She was tired and cross-grained, felt that she was being punished for doing the right thing. At least the results of the doctor thing’s analyses and diagnostic tests were worth the wait.


  Xtina Groza was somatically and genetically female, apparent age around twenty-five, chronological age unknown. Trace analysis suggested that she had been in cold sleep a long time. A minimum of seventy years, maybe more. Which would have been interesting in itself, but there were also the gene mods. As well as the usual adaptations to life in low gravity, with minor variations in their genetic code that suggested Xtina Groza had been born in the Saturn system, there were mods that weren’t in any catalogue, implants in the visual cortex of her brain and her brainstem, and a mesh of fine threads woven through her musculature.


  Bai and her mother agreed that the combat suit, the mods and implants, and the length of time she’d been in cold sleep strongly suggested that Xtina Groza had been involved in the Quiet War. Most Outers had taken the high road of passive resistance, but some cities and settlements had fought back against Earth’s Three Powers Alliance in the brief fierce clash, and a few pockets of rebels had actively resisted the subsequent occupation of the Jupiter and Saturn systems. Xtina Groza might be one such, a soldier enhanced for speed and strength and survival, and Bai had an idea, she thought a good one, which could explain how this woman had ended up in a lifepod that had only just now crash-landed on Oberon.


  In the immediate aftermath of the Quiet War, a group of self-styled Free Outers had fled from the Saturn system and briefly settled on Titania (the gala where Bai had met Lindy Garten had been part of the celebrations on the hundredth anniversary of their arrival) before moving even further out. One of them, Macy Minnot, Bai’s great-grandmother, had been a defector from Greater Brazil; another had been Macy’s husband, Newton Jones, scion of an influential clan from Saturn’s moon Dione—Bai and Wen’s clan. It was possible, Bai told her mother, that Xtina Groza had been a member of the resistance, sent to recruit the Free Outers to her cause. But her ship had run into trouble, or perhaps it had been involved in a fire fight with the Three Powers expeditionary force that had come looking for the Free Outers, and she’d escaped in her lifepod and somehow it had not been picked up. Orbiting Uranus for decades in a highly eccentric path that took it far from the planet most of the time, before at last it had come close enough to Oberon to attempt a landing.


  “The pod took a last chance at saving its passenger,” Bai said. “And because it didn’t realise that the war was long over, it wiped all its records in case it was captured by the enemy.”


  “It’s a nice story,” Wen said. “But at the moment we don’t know enough to know if it’s anything more than that.”


  “When she wakes up, we can ask her directly.”


  “She isn’t going to wake up for a while,” Wen said, the time delay giving it the weight of a carefully considered reply rather than something that had already been decided without consulting Bai. “The doctor thing will keep her in an induced coma until the peacers arrive.”


  Bai started to say something, forgetting in her anger about that damn delay, but her mother hadn’t finished, anticipating her objections, telling her that the woman possessed military mods, she was an unknown quantity, it wouldn’t be safe to wake her until she was in a secure place.


  “She isn’t my prisoner,” Bai said, unable to help herself.


  “I know you want to know everything there is to know about her. It’s only natural that you do. And you will, soon enough. Meanwhile, you’ll have to learn how to be patient. And you should get some rest. You’ve had quite the day, and you’ll need to be at your best when the peacers arrive.”


  So that was that. As usual, her mother was treating her like a child, taking charge, making decisions without bothering to consult her. All she could say, in token protest, was that when the peacers came she wanted to go back with them. “You said that I needed to learn about responsibility. Well, I feel responsible for Xtina Groza because I saved her life. Making sure that she’s transported safely to Titania is the least I can do for her.”


  If she turned out to be a genuine hero of the resistance, the peacers wouldn’t be able to hold the woman long. And she would need a place to stay when they let her go. Bai could invite her to stay in one of the clan’s guest apartments, help her, listen to her stories. They’d become friends, and maybe Bai could leave with her, when the time came.


  She elaborated this fantasy while she drifted to sleep in the curtained niche. It was an echo of the stories she’d told herself as a child, stories about the places she’d visit and the wonders she’d see when she was old enough to travel the solar system. She hadn’t thought then that she’d end up on Oberon, where hardly anyone lived and nothing ever happened. But something had happened now, all right, and it would change everything . . .


  When she woke, just a few hours later, the doctor thing was still humming and clicking at the other end of the trailer’s living space, Xtina Groza was still motionless under the doctor thing’s shroud, and the avatar’s soap-bubble statue was still standing guard. Except that now it was controlled by Ye, the oldest of Bai’s fathers.


  “Why don’t you have some breakfast,” he said, “and tell me all about your adventure.”


  Big, cuddly, endlessly patient Ye was Bai’s favourite parent. He’d always taken her plans for travelling the system seriously; he’d done plenty of travelling himself before he’d married Wen and Egil, Bai’s biological father, and settled down in Fairyland. He possessed the serene calm of someone who had seen so much of worlds that nothing could surprise him anymore, and Bai loved his stories of exotic corners of the outer system and the two years he’d spent working for the Martian Terraforming Authority. They gave her hope that one day she’d be able to see those same places and more besides. Still, she faintly resented that he was babysitting her. No doubt it was Wen’s idea. Even though telling him the story of how she’d found Xtina Groza rekindled something of the excitement and wonder of it, she felt that she was being pandered to.


  “It’s definitely one for the scrolls,” Ye said, which was what he called the clan’s records. “You’re a hero, Bai. I can’t tell you how proud I am.”


  “It isn’t over yet,” Bai said. “And I want to see it through to the end. Find out who she is, and the whole story of how she ended up here. And help her deal with the peacers, and help after they let her go.”


  She sipped from her bulb of tea while waiting for his reply, a lot longer than the time delay.


  “Mmm-hmm. We’ll have to think about that. And see what the peacers have to say about it too. Meantime, you should check the board. One of the harvesters has got itself in a pickle.”


  “As if it matters now.”


  “Of course it matters. You know the Gartens don’t want us here. Any violation of our lease, no matter how small, would give them an excuse to make a complaint to the Commonhold Council. You go on now, and don’t worry about your sleeping beauty. I’ll keep watch. If there’s anything to report, I’ll let you know at once.”


  Bai knew it was busy work got up to distract her, but she was also sort of glad to get out for a few hours. It would give her time to think. To plan. To work out exactly how she could persuade the peacers to let her ride along with Xtina Groza to Titania.


  So without any argument she suited up and headed out on one of the rackety old sleds towards the spot where the harvester had got itself into a jam. Mostly, the machines could be left to work by themselves. Several hundred man-sized, squid-shaped harvesters crawling in long transects across the forest floor, collecting scales shed by the umbrella trees and dumping their loads in the hoppers of runners that transported them to the refinery, where metals and rare earths were extracted for export and the residue was used as a substrate for starter cultures of nanomachines, which the forester rig force-injected into the rock-hard ice to quicken new colonies. Bai monitored every aspect of this activity, fixed machines that damaged themselves beyond the limits of their repair mites, organised movement of the camp to a new area of the forest when a patch had been completely harvested, and supervised the cannon that shot loaded cargo drones into low-energy transfer orbits that eventually intersected with Titania.


  When she wasn’t overseeing all this, carrying out routine maintenance in the camp, or studying for her engineering certificates, she liked to hike through the umbrella-tree forest and climb to the top of the crater’s rimwall and look out at the moonscape. Her favourite route followed the narrow crest of a buttress that rose steeply to the edge of a cirque bitten into the rimwall, with a view across a smashed plain to the curved horizon, notched in the west by one of the long deep canyons that dissected the moon’s surface. Craters everywhere. So many that new craters overlapped or were inside older craters, and everything was dusted with dark red CHON tars that had spiralled in after being knocked off irregular outer moons by meteorite and micrometeorite impacts.


  All around, absolute silence and stillness. No sound but the faint hiss of air in Bai’s helmet, the hum of her suit’s pumps, the flutter of her pulse in her ears. Looking out at the moonscape with her comms turned off, no boot prints on the dusty ground but her own and nothing moving under the black sky, where Uranus’s big beautiful blue globe swam like an exotic jellyfish, and at this latitude and in this season, the cold spark of the sun hung close to the horizon, and Bai felt like the queen of the little world, or the last person in the solar system. A lovely lonely feeling.


  Although she’d been packed off to Oberon because her mother hoped that it would quench her restlessness, it had instead fed her hunger for travel and adventure. The Uranus system was a dull, sparsely settled backwater, and everywhere else the solar system was abloom with what people were beginning to call the Second Renaissance. Established cities and settlements in the Jupiter and Saturn systems had been rebuilt and expanded, and hundreds of new settlements and gardens had been constructed on minor planets, moons, asteroids—even on kobolds out beyond the orbit of Neptune. The great terraforming projects on Mars still had centuries to run, but more than a million people lived there in tented cities and gardens, and forests were being planted out in the lowest parts of the Hellas Basin, where the atmospheric pressure was high enough, now, for liquid water to persist on the surface. There were half a dozen different plans to terraform Venus too, and colony ships and seedships were halfway to some of the near stars and more were being constructed to sustain the outward urge.


  Bai wanted to see some of that with her own eyes. She wanted to visit the clan’s Firsthome on Dione, sample life in the cities of the moons of Saturn and Jupiter, and the garden colonies of the asteroid belt, sail the polar lakes of Titan, take the scenic railroad down the length of Valles Marineris on Mars, maybe even visit ancient, teeming Earth. Rescuing Xtina Groza was confirmation that she wasn’t meant for an ordinary life. It was the beginning of a wonderful and strange adventure whose ending was excitingly unclear.


  But first, she had to sort out the damn harvester. It had wandered into a narrow steep-sided fracture that zigzagged from a secondary crater and couldn’t work out how to retrace its steps, bumping with futile persistence against the sheer wall where the fracture terminated. A minor fault in its nav system, probably. Bai towed the machine out of the fracture and aimed it at the nearest patch of forest. She watched as it stepped away on its springy tentacles, disappeared into ink-black shadows under the umbrella trees. If it got stuck again, she’d have to bring it in and figure out what had gone wrong, but hopefully it was just a one-off glitch.


  She was halfway back to the camp when an alert overflashed her comms. It was her mother, asking Bai where she was, telling her that there was a serious problem at the camp.


  “We think the woman may have woken up. The avatar went offline and the feed from the doctor thing cut out. We can’t access the camp’s comms either. Which means we can’t see what’s going on, and we can’t print new avatars. We’re trying to get back up inside the comms, but it’s going to take a while. I’ve alerted the peacers. They know what to expect. They’ll go in, do what needs to be done. Meanwhile, I want you to hunker down in place. The woman has already attacked you once. She could take you hostage, or worse.”


  “It was her suit that attacked me, and it was a mistake.” Bai had slowed the sled, was trying to process what she’d been told. It didn’t seem likely that Xtina Groza had woken from her induced coma. Maybe the Gartens had kidnapped her, although that would be a risky and provocative move. Or maybe one of the half hundred hermits and aesthetes scattered across Oberon had heard the chatter about her, decided she was dangerous, or that she was a messenger sent by one of their gods . . .


  She told her mother this, said that she had to check out the camp. “If someone took her, I’ll find out who it was and where they went.”


  “There was no sign of any intruder before the comms went out,” Wen said. “The peacers will be there soon. Promise me you won’t do anything silly before they arrive.”


  Silly. That stung. As if she was still a little girl. As if she didn’t know what she was doing.


  “I’m cutting my comms,” Bai said. “In case someone is listening in. I’ll be back shortly.”


  She knew that she was being reckless, but she also knew that she had to find out what had happened, and drove the rest of the way at full speed, banging over rough ground, swerving around trees, concentrating on steering the sled so she wouldn’t have to think about everything that could go wrong.


  The camp was set up on top of a bare apron of ejecta that had been thrown out from a secondary crater. Bai halted in the shadows at the edge of the forest and used the suit’s optics to scope out the lie of the land. Several runners were frozen in place around the refinery, presumably shut down when the comms had fallen over. Nothing was moving around the white cylinder of the trailer either. The spare sled was parked nearby, and the pair of hoppers stood side by side in the green glow of the lights that circled the landing apron. No sign of any intruders, but they could have come and gone, taking Xtina Groza with them . . .


  A couple of years ago, on her sixteenth birthday, when she’d officially become an adult, Bai’s clan had given her a round trip to Miranda. One of the moon’s sightseeing attractions was a long ribbon of sheer cliffs more than five kilometres high, Verona Rupes, a big fault scarp created by upwellings of partially melted ices, and like any other tourist Bai had jumped off the end of a platform cantilevered out from one of the highest points. The gravity of Miranda was even lower than the gravity of Oberon or Titania; it took almost six minutes to reach the big target painted at the bottom. But in vacuum free fall, with no air resistance to slow acceleration, the final velocity of that long swooning fall was enough to kill a person, so jumpers were equipped with backpacks that stabilised their fall and fired braking jets during the last ten seconds. The big slam of deceleration was part of the fun.


  Driving out of the shelter of the trees, Bai had the same scary floating sensation she’d felt when she’d stepped off the projection point of that jump platform into absolutely nothing at all. She parked the sled at the refinery and checked the tank in which she’d dumped Xtina Groza’s p-suit; she hadn’t been able to shake off the unsettling idea that it might have switched itself back on and reassembled itself, cut the camp’s comms, and rescued its owner. She felt a cool measure of relief when she saw that it was still there, exactly as she’d left it, and walked all the way around the trailer. No tracks she didn’t recognise, no movement behind the trailer’s lighted ports. She returned to the sled in three long bounds, had a brief conversation with her suit and stuffed a bunch of tethers in its utility pouch and unshipped a long handled wrench from the sled’s tool rack. Took a last look around and ankled up to the trailer’s lock and cycled through.


  The woman, Xtina Groza, sat cross-legged on the floor at the far end of the trailer, the shroud wrapped around her like a cloak. Pale and angular, motionless as the avatar standing at the foot of the doctor thing’s couch. Moving only her eyes to look at Bai, saying, “Who are you? Where is this place?”


  AFTER SETTING DOWN the wrench, moving slowly and carefully to show that she was no threat, and unlocking and lifting off her helmet, Bai introduced herself, told Xtina Groza that this was a scale-harvesting camp on Oberon, explained that she had been inside a lifepod that had crash-landed a couple of hundred kilometres to the northeast.


  “I found you, brought you here. The doctor thing was treating you, and I guess you woke up.”


  The woman’s gaze lost focus for a second; then she shook her head. “I don’t remember any of that. I can’t even remember my name. I try, but it’s always just out of reach.”


  Her voice was soft and husky, her accent stilted in the way people in old-time clips talked.


  “It’s Xtina. Xtina Groza. Or at least, that’s the tag in your suit comms.”


  The woman shook her head again. “That doesn’t mean anything to me. Oberon, though . . . I know Oberon. It’s one of the big moons of Uranus. But how did I get to Uranus?”


  “You don’t know why you’re here?”


  “I don’t even remember where I came from.”


  She didn’t seem upset. Mildly bemused, maybe.


  “You were in cold sleep a long time,” Bai said. “I suppose it could be a side effect.”


  “Cold sleep? For how long?”


  Bai told her suit to disperse, and said, as its components unlocked and threw themselves to their niches beside the lock, “I’ll fetch some tea and tell you everything I know. But I’m afraid that I don’t know very much.”


  They sat cross-legged on the soft red alife moss that carpeted the trailer’s floor, drinking liquorice tea (“I didn’t know I liked this,” Xtina said) while Bai explained about the lifepod’s crash-landing, how she’d found Xtina being walked through the umbrella-tree forest, asleep inside her pressure suit, how the suit had tried to ambush her.


  “I think it thought I might be an enemy of yours. Or maybe it saw me as a source of power and consumables. It was walking you towards a refuge, but I don’t think it had enough zap to make it.”


  “But you’re not my enemy,” Xtina said.


  Bai wasn’t sure if that was a statement or a question. She said, “It wasn’t you. It was your suit. You were asleep. You’d been asleep a long time. I think for around a century.”


  Xtina showed no surprise. Taking a sip from her bulb of tea, she said, “Are you sure?”


  Bai told her that her lifepod and p-suit were antiques, explained about the biochemical markers the doctor thing had found. Hesitated for a moment, torn between prudence and curiosity, then said, “It also found that you have implants. It seems that you were a soldier. Or some kind of combatant, anyway. Involved in the Quiet War.”


  Another pause, another sip of tea. Xtina said at last, “I remember the Quiet War. I remember that the Three Powers Authority won.”


  “They did, for a little while. And then we regained our independence.”


  Another pause. “Well, I don’t remember that. It was a hundred years ago?”


  “A little over.”


  “And I came out here. To Uranus. Do you know why?”


  “Have you heard of the Free Outers?”


  “Is that what the people living here call themselves?”


  “We came later. The Free Outers were what I guess you could call political refugees. They escaped from the Three Powers Authority during the Quiet War, stayed here a little while, moved further out.”


  “You think I might be one? A Free Outer?”


  “I was wondering if you came here because you wanted to join them,” Bai said.


  If she’d guessed right, it would prove to her mother that her so-called fantasies could sometimes be useful.


  But Xtina apologised again, saying, “I wish I could tell you it meant something to me. I wish I knew more. It’s strange. I suppose I should be confused, or upset. Or angry. Instead, it doesn’t seem to matter.”


  Her bony face was hard to read, but she did seem to be amazingly calm. Stoic. If Bai had woken up with no idea of who she was, where she was or why, when she was, she would have lost her mind.


  “The doctor thing gave you all kinds of drugs,” Bai said.


  “Perhaps this doctor thing could give me something that would help me remember who I am.”


  “Do you remember what happened when you woke up?”


  “I thought I was dead. I was wrapped tight inside this blanket, no light, no sound . . . And when I got free of it, I had no idea where I was. Who I was.”


  “So the doctor thing fell over, and then you woke up.”


  “I suppose so.”


  “You don’t remember doing anything to it?”


  “Do you think I did? Because I’m a soldier?”


  “I’m just trying to figure out what happened,” Bai said cautiously, pierced by a sudden sharpness in Xtina Groza’s gaze.


  She was wondering if the woman was faking her amnesia. Didn’t captured soldiers refuse to give up any information but their name and rank? Maybe she was pretending to have lost her memory so that she didn’t have to reveal her mission. And she definitely wasn’t as vulnerable and confused as she seemed to be: after she’d woken from her induced coma, she’d managed to shut down the doctor thing and futz the comms, which Bai’s suit had been trying to access ever since she’d stepped into the trailer, so far without any success.


  “You and me both,” Xtina said. She had finished her tea, was rhythmically squeezing the bulb in one hand, holding the shroud closed at her throat with the other. “Why don’t you tell me something about yourself? Where you live and how you live. This future I’ve somehow ended up in.”


  She was trying to move the conversation away from herself, but Bai went with it. The peacers would be here in little under seven hours. By then, the soporific Bai’s suit had manufactured, a little gel capsule Bai had sneaked into Xtina’s bulb of tea, should have done its work. All she had to do was keep the woman talking, keep her calm, let her know she had nothing to fear, until she fell asleep.


  She explained that there were just ten thousand people in the Uranus system, most of them living on Titania. She talked about Fairyland, how the city had been built by machines before people arrived, how there were many cities and settlements like it scattered across the solar system, some still completely empty, built during the wave of expansion in the heady decades of optimism and confidence that had followed the end of the occupation of the Jupiter and Saturn systems by the Three Powers Authority, and reconciliation between Earth and the Outers. She told Xtina about all the places she wanted to visit, and Xtina said she knew some of the names but didn’t remember if she’d ever visited them; she didn’t even remember where she’d been living before she came here.


  “If you want to leave,” she said, “why not just get on a ship and go?”


  “Is that what you did?”


  “I know it is what young people used to do. Set out on a wanderjahr. See other worlds, meet different people. Something else I didn’t know I knew until I thought about it. You don’t do that, anymore?”


  “It isn’t that easy. In my clan, everyone shares credit and karma, and everyone has a say in how we use it.”


  “If you really wanted to travel to other worlds, I think you’d find a way.”


  “I’m going to. I really am. I’ve already been to Miranda—that’s one of the other moons? And now I’m working here, on Oberon. It wasn’t exactly my idea, but still.”


  “So it was really your clan’s idea.”


  “Sort of,” Bai said. No point mentioning her mother; it would only complicate things.


  “And what kind of work are you doing here, for your clan?”


  “Harvesting umbrella-tree scales. I guess you don’t know what they are, umbrella trees. They were developed after the war. They’re a kind of vacuum organism.”


  “I know about vacuum organisms.”


  “We have a big forest of umbrella trees here. They extract metals and rare earths from the crust, store them in scales that grow on their stems. I look after the machines that harvest and process scales that the trees have shed,” Bai said, and explained that her clan maintained the umbrella-tree forest for the same reason that other clans were running a borehole project to tap the residual warmth locked in the moon’s core, or administering the little spaceport that no one but the occasional outsystem tourist used.


  “We have to have a presence on Oberon if we want a say in future settlement and development. Otherwise, the Gartens, that’s the largest clan in the system, they’d claim it as their own. They’ve built a big garden at the North Pole, and now they’re roofing over a chasm in the South Pole, planning to build another garden there. They like to plan ahead,” Bai said. “In twenty years the sun will be above the South Pole, and the North Pole, where they are now, will be in darkness. This forest too. My clan are discussing whether they should start planting a new one in the south. So why I’m here, it’s just politics. A silly game.”


  Her mouth was dry, and she took a sip of cold tea. She’d done most of the talking, and Xtina still didn’t look the least bit sleepy, saying that she remembered that the Uranus system was tipped at right angles to the plane of its orbit, so the north poles of the planet and its moons were pointed towards the sun for half its orbital period, the south poles for the other half.


  “And it takes eighty-four years to complete one orbit,” she said. “I didn’t know I knew that until I thought about it. Isn’t that strange? I wonder what else I know. Do you have a ship here?”


  “Just a couple of hoppers.”


  “I mean a real ship. What about these rivals of yours? The Gartens.”


  “I don’t know. I suppose so. They have to bring in construction materials they can’t make here.”


  “Ships that can only travel between moons? Or ships that can travel elsewhere?”


  “Why do you want to know?”


  Bai felt the chasm yawning at her feet again. Xtina couldn’t possibly know about the peacer ship. Could she? And why wasn’t the soporific working? It should have put her under by now.


  “You want to travel. Maybe I can help you,” Xtina said. “Take you on a wanderjahr.”


  “By stealing a ship?”


  “From your rivals. Why not? It would be fun. And a good way of repaying you for saving my life.”


  “Even if we could, the peacers would catch us.”


  “Peacers as in peace police? Don’t worry about them. I suppose you put my suit in a safe place. In case it attacked you again. I couldn’t find it in this little habitat, so it must be outside.”


  Xtina had shed her benign vagueness. She was energised, fully in control of the conversation.


  Bai said, “I’m not going to help you steal a ship.”


  “I can take you wherever you want to go. All you have to do is fetch my pressure suit.”


  Bai met Xtina’s blue gaze. “I don’t think so.”


  She’d stood up to her mother many times. This was a lot harder.


  “If you won’t help me,” the woman said, “maybe I’ll take your suit. See if I can remember how to fly a hopper. How hard can it be, finding the north pole of this little moon?”


  “That’s enough,” someone else said.


  It was the avatar.


  Saying, when Bai and Xtina turned to look at it, “You locked me out, but you didn’t find the back door.”


  “Who am I talking to?” Xtina said, seemingly unperturbed.


  “Wen Phoenix Minnot. Bai’s mother,” the avatar said, and swivelled neatly and with one bound reached the doctor thing at the other end of the couch, snatched something from it. A needle, flashing in its gripping claw.


  “Wait,” Bai said. As far as she was concerned, the comms were still down. “I can handle this.”


  “I took back control only a couple of minutes ago,” Wen said, “but I heard enough to know that you can’t.”


  The avatar took a bounding step towards Bai and Xtina, and Xtina pushed up and shouldered into it, grabbing the claw that held the needle and flipping up and over as they shot backwards, wrapping her legs around the avatar’s waist, twisting its head back and forth. They struck the far wall and rebounded, the avatar’s head came free with a sharp pop, trailing a short spine of gear, and Xtina kicked the rest of it away and caught a wall bracket and hung there.


  “I didn’t know I could do that,” she said. “But the body remembers.”


  Then she flung herself at Bai.


  BAI WOKE THREE hours later, dry-mouthed and headachy. The avatar’s decapitated body sprawled on red moss a little way from her. There was no sign of its head, or of Bai’s suit. When she looked out of a port, she saw that one of the hoppers was gone, too.


  The comms were still down. Truly down; Xtina had locked the back door Wen had used, the back door Bai knew nothing about. No way of raising help, or trying to warn Lindy Aguilar Garten. She fetched tea and a patch to ease the after-effects of the tranquilliser Xtina had injected into her, and waited for the peacers to arrive.


  XTINA GROZA EXPERTLY finessed her disappearance. An antique but potent worm took down traffic control across the Uranus system; by the time everything was back up, the ship she’d stolen from the Gartens’ camp was long gone. It turned up twenty-one weeks later, with a fake registration and a wiped mind, on the landing field of Harper’s Hope, Europa, but there was no trace of Xtina, no clue as to why she had gone there or where she had gone afterwards.


  It wasn’t even clear if Xtina Groza had ever been her real name. There were no records of her in any city or settlement in the Saturn and Jupiter systems, no familial matches to her genome in the gene libraries, and other lines of enquiry likewise dead-ended. Xtina’s pressure suit turned out to be as dumb as a bag of rocks. Bai was pretty sure that it hadn’t been walking Xtina towards that shelter, and hadn’t tried to ambush her either. No, Xtina’s implants and the mesh woven through her musculature had done all that, working her sleeping body like a puppet. As for the lifepod, it had belonged originally to a cargo ship owned by a collective in Paris, Dione, damaged in the Quiet War, and cut up in an orbital graveyard around Saturn’s moon Rhea. The lifepod had been appropriated by the Three Powers Alliance, but there was no record of what had happened to it after that, and any useful information it might have possessed was lost beyond any hope of retrieval. It hadn’t simply shut itself down—its core and subsystems had been consumed by nanites, turned to a silky powder of plastics and metals.


  It was the kind of action a military AI might take if it believed that it was about to fall into enemy hands, supporting Bai’s idea that Xtina Groza had been some kind of soldier, but although Bai interviewed more than two dozen surviving members of the resistance, none of them remembered Xtina Groza, and she failed to find so much as a passing mention of a clandestine mission to Uranus in the official and unofficial histories of the war. And then there was the worm Xtina had used to futz traffic control, which turned out to be very similar to worms deployed by the Pacific Union against the transport, sewage, energy and environmental systems of several cities in the Saturn system. Outer rebels could have isolated it and redeployed it against their oppressors, but Bai knew that she had to try to chase down the other possibility.


  She didn’t get very far. The reconciliation office in the PacCom’s embassy in Paris, Dione, couldn’t or wouldn’t answer her questions, and when she reached out directly to the Ministry of Defence in Beijing, she was told that the pertinent records were still sealed, but the case would remain active and she would be contacted if any new information came to light. As if it ever would. After all her research and patient detective work, she still didn’t know why Xtina Groza had ended up at Uranus, what she was, who she had been working for.


  By then, Bai had spent two years searching for clues about Xtina’s identity, travelling amongst the moons of the Saturn and Jupiter systems, taking work wherever she could find it or relying on the kindness of strangers. She didn’t manage to wrangle trips to Mars or to Earth, but there were more than enough wonders in the asteroid belt and the Outer system, an inexhaustible variety of people. She visited Paris, Dione, and Xamba, Rhea, venerable cities with proud histories of resistance during the war and occupation, and Akti, Enceladus, which stepped down the steep, terraced side of Damascus Sulcus and gave access to the inner sea and the tweaked merpeople who lived there, claiming to be the only true inhabitants of the little moon. She made the obligatory pilgrimage to her clan’s Firsthome on Dione too, and rode a yacht across Saturn’s rings, and on Titan trekked through a range of cryovolcanoes to a spent caldera that contained an ancient garden designed by the legendary gene wizard Avernus. She worked on a kelp farm suspended in Europa’s subsurface ocean, spent half a year on Ceres helping to plant a forest around a small briny sea in a habitat that snaked along the bottom of a tented canyon, hitched a ride on a freighter that on a long swing through the asteroid belt called on the Realm of a Hundred Blooms, Ymir, Longreach, and 20897Ballard, otherwise known as Concentration City.


  Some people never quit their wanderjahrs. Became nomads moving from city to city, moon to moon, world to world, taking temporary jobs or making a living as storytellers, poets, or musicians, travelling light, trading information on the wanderjahr whispernet, always thinking of the next port of call. A few wrangled places or worked their tickets on colony ships to the near stars—the ultimate wanderjahr. But after her last lead on Xtina Groza fizzled out in the warrens of Concentration City, Bai decided that her search and her desire for travelling had run their courses. She returned to Titania, and a year later married Lindy Aguilar Garten.


  Her mother’s interference after the rescue of Xtina Groza was the capstone of something that had been building in Bai for a long time. When the peacers finally arrived at the scale-harvesting camp, hours too late, they’d wanted to take her back to Fairyland for questioning; instead, she’d used their comms to make the one call she was allowed by ancient right that predated settlement of the Outer system, and formally asked Lindy to give her aid and sanctuary. After a brief fierce flurry of legal exchanges, culminating in a call from Phoenix Clay Garten, chair of the Subcommittee for Public Order, the peacers capitulated, and flew Bai to the Gartens’ camp.


  At first, Lindy offered to help because it would embarrass the Minot clan and strengthen the Garten’s tenuous claim on Xtina Groza, but their relationship soon deepened into something stronger and more real. Lindy gave Bai advice and support while she was interviewed and reinterviewed by the peacers, and helped her patch up a truce with her parents and the clan elders, and they stayed in touch during Bai’s wanderjahr. In the years after they married, they had two kids, both girls, and Bai went to work for the Commonhold Council, at last taking charge of the Office for Developmental Strategy. Sometimes her job took her outsystem, and as she had during her wanderjahr, she posted messages for Xtina on the public boards of the cities she visited. More out of habit than hope by then, but one day, some sixteen years later, she at last received a reply.


  IT WAS IN Rainbow Bridge, Callisto. Bai had a distant connection with the city. Her great-grandmother, Macy Minnot, had been part of a crew quickening a garden sponsored by the Greater Brazilian government, and had defected after discovering that it had been designed to fail, an early episode in a covert campaign to destabilise Outer cities before the Quiet War. The tent of that old garden had been shattered in the brief battle when the city had fallen to the Brazilian/European joint expeditionary force, and still lay open to vacuum, a war monument that sheltered a unique mixed ecology of vacuum organisms, alife plants, and microbes with an ammonium-based metabolism. Bai had come to Rainbow Bridge to discuss setting up something similar on the CHON-rich plains of Oberon, was resting late one evening after an early round of negotiations when someone claiming to be Xtina Groza pinged her, said they could meet at the spaceport terminal, and gave directions.


  Bai sat alone for thirty minutes in a café near one of the terminal’s tall windows, with a view of the field where ships of various sizes sat on raised landing pads in the lion light of Jupiter’s fat globe. She was beginning to wonder if this was some kind of joke or trick when one of café’s antique serverbots deposited a plastic strip as it clanked past her table. Bai barely had time to read the message printed on it before it fizzed into a black puddle.


  She followed her new instructions to a bench near one of the gates to the tunnels that linked the terminal to the landing pads. The woman sitting there didn’t look much like Xtina Groza—black hair, dark skin, green eyes, and about twenty centimetres shorter—but she was dressed in the plain blue suit liner mentioned in the message, and stood up as Bai approached.


  “You got what you wanted,” she said. “Travelling to strange new worlds. Meeting strange new people. But then you scurried home and settled down, just like your parents, and their parents before them. What happened? Wasn’t the free life all you expected it to be? Or did you discover that you weren’t cut out for it?”


  Bai supposed that this was the opening gambit of an attempt to unnerve and dominate her, but she’d dealt with enough bellicose negotiators to know that the best way to win that game was to refuse to play it. “I realised that I could use what I’d learned to make Fairyland and the rest of the Uranus system the kind of place where I wanted to live,” she said. “How about you?”


  “How I live, I can’t tell you too much about that,” Xtina said. The sleeves of her suit liner were rolled back to the elbows; her forearms glittered with the kind of tattoos, abstract patterns in silver and gold and white, favoured by Europan kelp farmers. “Let’s just say it also involves a lot of travelling. It’s odd that our paths haven’t crossed before, especially as you’ve been looking for me.”


  “I gave up looking for you in any serious way a long time ago. Did you ever find out who you were, and where you came from? Or are you still searching?”


  Bai sat on the bench, and after a moment Xtina sat beside her, saying, “If that’s a polite way of asking if I was faking amnesia, I wasn’t.”


  “I was wondering if that’s why you reached out to me after all this time. Because I may know a little about it. About who you once were.”


  “Oh, so you found something, did you, back when you were playing girl detective?”


  Xtina’s eyes had changed colour, but her sharp gaze was exactly as Bai remembered.


  She said, “It was the worm you used when you escaped. The one that took down traffic control.”


  “Wasn’t me. My implants deployed it when I stole that ship, then told me what they’d done.”


  “I discovered that it was like the ones used by the Pacific Community during the Quiet War,” Bai said. “I think that you were born on Earth, with Outer traits and tweaks. You infiltrated Outer society before the war, and carried out acts of sabotage that would make invasion easier when the time came.”


  Xtina shook her head. “No, that’s what the Greater Brazilian spies did. Those funny little clones. I was mostly an observer. A kind of embedded anthropologist. At least, until declaration of war.”


  “Then you do remember.”


  “Not exactly. My implants pointed me towards a memory cache.”


  “On Europa, I suppose. Where you abandoned the ship you stole.”


  “I hope that didn’t cause you any trouble.”


  “Not especially.”


  What was losing one ship compared to gaining you, Lindy had once said. And anyway, we got the ship back.


  “The cache was hidden in one of the pumping stations that sift metals from the subsurface ocean,” Xtina said. “That’s where I was working when war broke out. It’s a ruin now. Abandoned in place after catastrophic failure. Apparently, I had something to do with that.”


  “So this cache restored your memories?”


  “Not exactly. It contained a kind of journal written by the person I’d once been. She set it up while she was working at the station and updated it regularly, then and afterwards. I don’t know why. She didn’t leave an explanation. Perhaps she didn’t trust her superiors. Trust isn’t something spies have in any significant quantity. Or perhaps she knew that her memory would be wiped if she was ever arrested or captured, and didn’t want to disappear. Anyway, it told me what I’d been, everything I’d done. I even found out why I’d been sent to the Uranus system.”


  “You were masquerading as an Outer rebel who wanted to join the Free Outers. You planned to betray them to the Three Powers Authority, but something went wrong with your ship before you reached them, or they attacked it, damaged it.”


  After she’d discovered the Pacific Community connection, Bai had worked this up as the most likely scenario.


  “I don’t think it was the Free Outers,” Xtina said. “They were pacifists. Strongly opposed to every kind of violence. And I wasn’t planning to infiltrate them; I was supposed to kidnap one of them. A defector from Greater Brazil.”


  “Macy Minnot.”


  Xtina smiled, pleased by Bai’s shock. “I guess the solar system isn’t as big as we like to think it is.”


  “She was working in Rainbow Bridge when she defected. Is that why you decided to meet me here?”


  Xtina ignored that. “My mission was a covert op, got up by PacCom to further their interests. The Europeans and Brazilians weren’t told about it. After the war, the members of the Three Powers Authority mistrusted each other almost as much as they mistrusted the Outers, tried to gain advantage by espionage, secret deals, and covert ops. The one I was involved in, kidnapping Macy Minnot, was supposed to set back the Free Outers’ cause and embarrass the Greater Brazilians. Maybe the Greater Brazilians found out and tried to turn it around by sabotaging my ship, hoping I’d be captured by the Free Outers and embarrass my masters. Or maybe it was just an accident. Something happened to my ship, anyway, and I ended up in that lifepod. Luckily for you. If I’d been successful, we wouldn’t be having this conversation because you wouldn’t have been born.”


  “Whatever happened back then, you aren’t responsible for it. It was someone else. And besides, the war and the occupation ended more than a century ago.”


  “Is that what you think?”


  “It’s what everyone thinks.”


  “Maybe I’d been living amongst Outers for too long, or maybe it was brain damage caused by all those years I was in cold sleep,” Xtina said, “but I used to share some of that careless naiveté. And it almost got me killed. After I found out who I was, who I’d been, I reached out to the Pacific Community. I believed that they’d help me. Bring me home. Luckily, although I wasn’t exactly thinking straight, I had enough sense to use a cut-out, rather than contact them directly. Anyway, they replied. Told me that they’d heard that I was still alive, said that they had been looking for me. Of course, they had no intention of helping me. I was an embarrassment. Someone whose existence and actions they had always denied. I arranged a meeting, one-on-one, and the person I met with tried to kill me. I barely escaped, and I’ve been on the run ever since.”


  “I’m sorry,” Bai said.


  “It isn’t your fault. I was the one stupid enough to think they’d want to help an old soldier. Who didn’t work out why she had built an escape protocol into her implants until it was almost too late.”


  “I might be able to help you,” Bai said. “Speak for you, make your story known to the Reconciliation Court. They could work out a deal with the Pacific Community. Or at the least give you protection.”


  She meant it, although the offer was prompted as much by a sense of obligation to her younger self as to this strange woman whose life she’d saved eighteen years ago.


  “The Pacific Community has been keeping watch on you. Did you know that? In case you ever got in contact with me, or stumbled over something that would point them in my direction. Before I set up this meeting, I had to deal with the person who was shadowing you in Rainbow Bridge. Oh, don’t worry. I didn’t kill her. Just knocked her out and diverted her rail capsule to the other side of Callisto. In a couple of hours she’ll wake up with a bad headache in a settlement in the middle of nowhere.”


  Bai said, choosing her words carefully, feeling for the first time a distinct prickle of fear, “You took a calculated risk, meeting me. Let me follow it through. Let me put the truth out there. Once the secret is out, the Pacific Community won’t have a reason to want you dead.”


  “I didn’t come here to ask you to help me. I came here to tell you what I’d found out about myself so you’d stop looking for me. So you wouldn’t, innocent and unknowing as you may be, point any more PacCom agents in my direction.”


  “Did you think I might be working with them?”


  “It crossed my mind. But I see now that you’re guilty of nothing more than ordinary Outer naivety. Don’t try to follow or find me. For one thing, I won’t look like this for much longer. I won’t even have the same genetic profile—I have a trait that alters the genome of my skin cells and salivary glands and blood. For another, I let you live when I took your suit. I won’t grant the same favour twice,” Xtina said, and stood up.


  Bai stood too. “I’m sure that you know where I live. If you change your mind, you can always reach out to me.”


  “I won’t. This is what I am. What I was born to do.” Xtina’s tone was light, but there was a hardness in her gaze. “Remember, no second chances,” she said, and turned away and walked off down the tunnel, its floating lights going out one by one as she passed beneath them until there was nothing left but darkness.


  Bai waited a long time in the terminal, but none of the ships in the sector of the port serviced by that tunnel took off. Xtina Groza had gone elsewhere. Back to her clandestine life, wherever and whatever that was. Bai felt sorry for her, and sorry that she couldn’t do more. Maybe she had only imagined it, but she reckoned she’d glimpsed a glint of pain in that hard, defiant stare. Whatever Xtina had once been—spy, assassin, war criminal—she was adrift now in a future where she could find no rest. A casualty of war who was unable or unwilling to escape war’s dark gravity. Who was, perhaps, still a puppet of the escape protocols laid down by her former self.


  The negotiations were protracted, but at last Bai and the representatives from the Parks Department of Rainbow Bridge worked up a satisfactory agreement to license the use of the unique ammonium-based ecology in tented gardens on Oberon’s leading hemisphere, where concentrations of CHON tars were highest, and to develop and test tweaked microbes that could be used in minimal energy tank farms to convert tars to plastics, fullerenes, and all kinds of useful organics. A small but significant step in a grand project to utilise native resources for the development and expansion of settlements on the moons of the Uranus system.


  When everything was done and dusted, Bai spent five days on Europa, visiting old friends in the kelp farms, didn’t think once of trying to find the ruined pumping station where Xtina Groza claimed to have hidden her memory cache. There’d be no trace of it now, and it was quite possible it had never been there, or might never have existed. Xtina’s parting threat had been real enough, but Bai hadn’t been able to find out if someone really had been shadowing her in Rainbow Bridge, let alone whether or not they’d been ambushed, and believed that, like her kelp-farmer tattoos, Xtina’s entire story might have been an elaborate piece of misdirection. A fabrication got up to cover the gaping hole in her memory and give her a sense of purpose.


  And besides all that, the unsettling, bittersweet meeting had more than satisfied Bai’s residual itch of curiosity about the woman she’d found and lost, and had spent a small but significant chunk of her life trying to find again. As everyone used to say about the war, The past is past; it’s time to look to the future. That was where Bai spent most of her time, now. Making plans to modernise Fairyland and build new settlements, steering them through the reefs of clan rivalries (fortunately, the influx of new people was increasingly undercutting the power of the clans), and finding the credit and kudos needed to implement them. The Uranus system was no longer the sleepy backwater it had once been, but there was still a lot to do. So at last Bai said goodbye to her old friends, and took the train to the spaceport and went up and out. Heading home to her wife and children, and the next challenge in her busy little life.


  2020


  Robot and Girl with Flowers


  Everything was strange and out of time in this English field, under a hot blue English sky. A promiscuous mixture of eras. A time-travellers’ fair. At one end a silver band was playing a medley of folk tunes and twentieth century pop songs; at the other, a screen in the shade of a slant of black cloth was showing clips of the documentary which had lifted Rory Greenslade from obscurity on this, his centenary. And between these poles a small crowd in ordinary clothes or costumes ranging from Victorian formal wear to approximations of hippy and punk gear were chattering and grazing on food set out on trestle tables. The mayor in her antique regalia, local VIPs, and the members of the collective which had leased this deep narrow valley and its half-restored manor house. Children running about in face paint and feathers. A tinkling troop of women in the blue dresses and red hats of morris dancers. A Jack-in-the-Green like an animated flowering bush. A Mari Lwyd from a Christmas long past on the far side of the River Severn, its beribboned horse skull grinning above the white sheet which draped its operator. Apparitions of the folk psychedelia that Rory had photographed for his first book.


  A drone hung above this atemporal celebration, recording everything, and at the centre of it all was Rory Greenslade in robot form, the honoured guest escorted by a discrete technician from the company which had lent him the mechanical avatar, and a pair of PR flaks from Tate Britain, where a retrospective exhibition of his life’s work was due to open in a week’s time.


  But first, as a kind of test run, this eccentric celebration at the edge of the Gloucestershire village where he’d been born. Strange to be back in England after all these years; stranger still to be standing there, taking it all in. Rory’s smart chair was reasonably nimble, but it wasn’t the same as standing on his two feet – his two borrowed feet – and being able to move and look around freely. He was sitting in that smart chair on the other side of the world, with the slow undulations of its gel upholstery massaging his back, and he was at the centre of the revelry, a humanoid robot clad in black shirt and black pants, his face floating in the screen at the front of its head. An alien figure that people stared at but few approached, even though he was the guest of honour. He’d been introduced to the matriarch of the collective and had been given a presentation about its rewilding project, and was getting the impression that this was more a promotion for the collective than a celebration of his life’s work. Using his small fame to give its enterprise a stamp of authenticity.


  The silver band finished its set and yielded to a Vegas-era Elvis impersonator in a white sequined jumpsuit, lacquered black hair gleaming like a space helmet, and Rory asked the senior PR flak for the third or fourth time when he could take his free time.


  ‘After the speeches.’


  ‘Haven’t there been enough speeches already?’


  Before this, there had been a ceremony near the site of his childhood home, demolished more than sixty years ago to make way for a ring road, the ring road now a belt of woods, everything he’d known twice buried. Delata Carthago est. The mayor had given a speech, Rory had pulled the rope that undraped a plaque set atop a wooden post, and then he’d been driven, the avatar had been driven, up the steep hill, passing the small primary school he’d once attended (long since converted to a private house) and the skirts of the hilly common land where he’d once played, what had once been slopes of bare cropped grass now a belt of young trees growing in protective tubes. Part of the collective’s rewilding project, apparently.


  ‘I want the walkabout I was promised,’ Rory said. ‘A little break to re-centre myself. Gather my thoughts before I give my speech.’


  What he really wanted was to walk up and down in the world like a normal human being, something he hadn’t been able to do since the last attempt to regrow his lower spinal nerves had failed.


  The senior PR flak, a slim man in business shorts and a kind of safari jacket, looked past Rory’s avatar, no doubt checking the schedule via the phone embedded in his contact lenses, and said, ‘We can give you ten minutes.’


  ‘Twenty or there’s no point,’ Rory said.


  ‘Angie will come with you.’


  Angie was the man’s colleague.


  ‘I appreciate the offer, but it would look better if I struck out on my own,’ Rory said. ‘Show how independent this avatar makes me.’


  ‘It won’t look good if you get into difficulty.’


  ‘I’m going for a short stroll in on the grounds of a manor house, not a backcountry trek. And I bet that drone will be watching me all the way.’


  The PR flak looked through Rory again, and said, ‘Along the track below the house. To the first gate and back. And stand at the gate when you get there, so we can get some good footage.’


  ‘Gaze into the distance, as if you are having deep thoughts about the past,’ Angie said. ‘It’ll make a fantastic image.’


  ‘The past is all I ever think about these days, what with having so little future to look forward to,’ Rory said, and then he was free, stalking up the slant of the field and following the dusty track that ran past the old house, past rows of high tunnel greenhouses, past an orchard of young olive and almond trees. He reached the gate in less than two minutes. The track ran on beyond, a steep slope of pine trees rising above it, an equally steep slope of sun-bleached grass falling to the edge of a long narrow lake fringed by clumps of eucalyptus and saw palmettos. Sunlight glittering on the lake; a small flock of pink flamingos standing above their reflections; the green flash of a parakeet soaring to the top of a young eucalyptus. The birds and trees and hot blue sky, as saturated with colour as a William Eggleston print, reminding Rory of his first visit to Los Angeles, for a gallery show of his photographs of ghost landscapes of the Anthropocene. The old LA, before the big quake and permanent drought and year-round fire season: low-rise neighbourhoods knitted together by swarming freeways, a sunset over the Pacific Ocean framed in the picture windows of a Malibu beach house, an enchanted evening at the mansion of one of the benefactors of the LA County Museum. His gone life in the gone world.


  A fat star glinted overhead: the drone shifting to get a better shot of the avatar leaning at the gate. Rory knew that he was supposed to return to the festivities, but instead he figured out how to get the avatar to open the gate and walked on, the drone turning to follow him and the PR flak speaking in his ear, saying that he had better come back before the speeches began. Rory cut him off and called up the avatar tech, saying that he was going for a walk and it wouldn’t be a good look if he was marched back in irons.


  ‘I don’t figure to cause any trouble. Just want to stretch my legs, so to speak.’


  ‘It isn’t my place to interfere,’ the tech said. ‘Just remember that the avatar will take control if it thinks that it might come to any harm.’


  ‘All I need to know,’ Rory said.


  He followed the path around a bluff of sheer limestone and saw a small vehicle coming towards him, a banner of dust flying behind it. He was tempted to make a run for it, but the drone and the avatar’s GPS meant that he had no chance of winning any game of hide-and-seek, so he stopped and waited as the vehicle, a beefed-up two-seater version of the quad bike he’d used to get around the pastures of his ranch, back when he could still get around, approached.


  It was ridden by a young woman, bundles of purple flowers stacked on the seat behind her. As she drew up, Rory was reminded on an old science-fiction story he’d read back in the day, partly about the family life of the author, partly about the story he was writing about the meeting between a girl and a robot carrying a bouquet of flowers. The twist being that the reality of this romantic vision was ruthlessly practical: the machine and its kind were picking flowers because they wanted to eliminate the vegetation that breathed out the oxygen that caused them to rust.


  And here he was, presenting in what was definitely a robot, meeting a young woman with a cargo of fresh-cut blooms. She was twenty at most, blonde and tanned, dressed in white shorts and a white tee shirt. A looker, as they used to say, and no doubt a member of the collective. Smiling at Rory from her perch on the quad bike, saying that he must be the honoured guest.


  Rory, charmed but wary, told her that it was a pity that she had to work and miss the fun, or were the flowers meant for the festivities?


  ‘Oh no, they’re for the composter. Himalayan balsam, an invasive species from way back when. It would overrun the lake shore if we didn’t root it out.’


  Rory had a sudden memory of the same flowers growing along the edge of the old canal, remembered fleshy pods popping under his fingers, scattering tiny black seeds.


  ‘We called that stuff policeman’s helmets back when I was a kid,’ he told the young woman. ‘Because their seed pods looked a little like the headgear coppers used to wear. They still grow here? Despite everything?’


  ‘As long as they can keep their feet wet, they positively thrive in the heat.’


  ‘Unlike the beech trees. I’m sorry to see they’ve gone.’


  ‘That was because of a blight rather than climate change, but yes, the last beech trees were dying when we took over the place. We’re planting alternatives until someone comes up with a resistant strain. Eucalyptus and Spanish fir on this side of the lake, evergreen oak on the other.’ The young woman was looking past him, said, ‘I suppose those people are coming to collect you.’


  Rory turned, saw in the shimmering distance the pair of PR flaks coming down the track. He turned back to the young woman, said, ‘Maybe you could give me a lift.’


  ‘Back to the party?’


  ‘I was thinking the common. I used to play there as a kid. It would be cool,’ Rory said, lapsing into the argot of the past, ‘to see it again.’


  ‘I don’t know if I should help you go on the run,’ the young woman said, but she was smiling.


  Rory smiled too, hoped it didn’t look too ghastly on the avatar’s screen. ‘Just a quick peek. I promise to say that it was all my own bloody fault if we get caught.’


  ‘I suppose you’d go anyway,’ the young woman said and turned and shoved the flowers from the pillion seat and told him to climb aboard.


  ‘Wait a sec,’ Rory said. ‘Don’t move.’


  He was using the lookup menu to activate the avatar’s photo app. Framing the young woman, sitting there with flowers scattered in the white dust at her feet and the slope of dark pines rising behind, taking the shot.


  It flashed up in a window. Not bad for an old geezer using unfamiliar kit, he thought, and after a couple of moments managed to display it on the avatar’s screen.


  ‘I suppose I should be flattered,’ the young woman said, with a crooked smile that was half shy, half amused. ‘You had better climb on. Your friends are getting close.’


  As they sped off, quickly outpacing the search and rescue party, the young woman told Rory that her name was Becca. Becca Crick. Saying, ‘So you still take photos.’


  ‘Not for a long time. An old habit I thought I’d lost. I don’t much like digital. It’s too easy to manipulate. Too easy to fake things up so they look better than they are. But I’ve used it in the past, for journalism and assignments, and it’s all I have to hand right now.’


  Rory was exhilarated. The avatar balancing perfectly behind the young woman, Becca, as the quad bike roared and rattled down the track. Past the ornate summerhouse at the far end of the lake, winding uphill through a deep narrow shaded lane, blasting out into a utility yard where small electric tractors and trucks were hitched to their charging posts, rattling through the gate at the far side and crossing the road and bumping up the slope of common land that crowned this spur of the Cotswold ridge.


  The common had been open pasturage in the long-ago, close-cropped by cattle that roamed freely, saddling away under a huge sky. The sky was still huge, and there was still grass growing here and there, but the stretches of coarse tufts were seared brown, and gouged everywhere by wandering trenches of raw limestone that according to Becca had been cut by runoff from fierce winter rains. Storms that dumped what had once been a month’s or a season’s worth of rain in a day or a few hours. Rain bombs.


  ‘There used to be skylarks. So many you couldn’t help treading them up from their resting places in the grass. Up they’d go,’ Rory said, ‘singing their hearts out. And there were carpets of wild flowers in the spring. Early purple orchids and cowslips. And masses of hawthorn blossom.’


  And in summer bird’s-foot-trefoil and rock rose and salad burnet, and butterflies browsing the sun-warmed turf, dragonflies hovering and darting like stealth fighters . . .


  ‘We’re not certain yet what we can bring back,’ Becca said. ‘Some things simply can’t adapt to the new normal.’


  She drove expertly around gouges and rakes of broken stone and halted at the northwestern edge of the common, looking out towards the silvery flood of the Severn River, ten miles off. In Rory’s time the land stretching to the river had been a patchwork of fields and woods, but now there were seas of polytunnels and the gleaming squares of solar farms, and wind turbines stood along the river banks like rows of giant mechanical herons.


  ‘It looks like a bloody factory floor,’ he told Becca.


  ‘People need to eat,’ she said. ‘And we have to be self-sustaining.’


  ‘Same in New Zealand, but there’s still space for wilderness.’


  ‘Is that why you went to live there – to shelter from the crisis?’


  ‘Maybe you’ve forgotten that I spent a lot of my time in the places worst hit. Trying my best to document the reality of the universal disaster.’


  Rory wasn’t angered by the young woman’s question, felt that she was genuinely curious about his past, and the world as it had once been.


  ‘If I’m honest,’ he said, ‘I suppose I might have been hoping to find a stable base of operations. But the main reason, I was in love. My wife came from a little town north of Christchurch, it was where most of her family lived. So that’s where I ended up, helping her run a horse trekking ranch when I wasn’t out and about in the world. And it turned out to be not as safe as the billionaire climate refugees had been hoping.’


  He and his wife had battled to keep the ranch going through every kind of extreme weather. Through droughts and wildfires and mudslides. Rory had auctioned off his print archive so they could replace outbuildings and hundreds of trees smashed by a typhoon, and then his wife had died, and a few years later illness had crippled him and he’d been forced to sell what was left.


  Life teaches you that everything in the world is impermanent; growing old is a succession of losses, small and large, gradual or sudden. Even so, Rory felt a spark of dismay at how his childhood landscape had changed. A little kick of the universal grief for the gone world. The old fields and copses replaced by high-intensity factory farms, and the steep slope directly below eroded by soil slides and runoff gullies, reminding him of the wrinkles and deltas of broken veins he’d photographed in the unsparing self-portraits of what the critics called his late period.


  Looking around at the desolation, he felt an old, half-forgotten stirring. An eager urge to capture its essence. The avatar’s eyes and photo app weren’t on a par with his pair of Nikon Fs, and the trusty Mamiya Press Universal he’d used for medium format landscape photographs. Old school black and white Tri-X or HP5 film; platinum prints for their beguiling luminosity and the midtone greys that you couldn’t get with ordinary silver; the thrill of seeing an image swim up in the developing dish. But sometimes you had to work with what you had.


  ‘I want to see everything,’ he told Becca. ‘But please, can we walk? It might be my only opportunity.’


  After they had clambered off it, the quad bike executed a slow three-point turn and headed back the way they had come, and Becca and Rory walked along the crest of the common, past the mound where the Ordnance Survey trig pillar still stood, just as Rory remembered it, past one of the small quarries excavated for the stone used to build the houses of the village that curled around the northern edge of the common’s brow. The quarry’s floor a mire of mud and bramble now, and stones which had once spelled out the names and initials of the kids who had arranged them scattered or lost.


  Rory remembered another quarry, asked Becca if she knew it.


  ‘There was a stump of stone jutting halfway up one of its walls. We called it the Devil’s Pulpit. One summer a gang of us dug up this big ammonite fossil. Easily a yard across. We gave it to the town museum, Lord knows where it is now . . .’


  But Becca hadn’t heard of the Devil’s Pulpit, and although Rory, as a student project, had once taken a series of photographs that chronicled the quarry’s changing shadows in one summer day, that had been eighty years ago and he couldn’t recall now where it had been, and everything was changed. Despite this nagging disappointment, he felt fully engaged with the landscape, and tried to explain to Becca how exciting and strange it was to be walking freely in the ruins of his childhood playground. She seemed to understand, said that he must be reminded of his old photographs.


  ‘I’m reminded that I’m some kind of historical monument,’ Rory said.


  ‘But here you are. Still walking around, being celebrated for your work.’


  ‘The avatar is doing my walking for me. And the people who made the documentary and set up the exhibition are more interested in skewing my work to fit their own theories than in the actual photographs. I tried my best to make them as true as possible. It would be lovely if people could still see that. Even if it was just one person, it might justify all this fuss.’


  ‘I’ll remember that when I see them.’


  ‘Oh, I’m not trying to make you feel that you have to be interested. You have all this to fix,’ Rory said, gesturing at the scarred slopes. A wink of silver caught his eye: the damn drone, keeping pace with them. He resisted the childish urge to give it the finger.


  The land sloped down and they skirted another quarry, choked with broken rock and not the place Rory was looking for, but when they descended past it he saw the belt of young trees strung along the road at the far edge of the common, and recognised the small field inside a square of drystone walls.


  ‘Dead Man’s Acre, we called it,’ he told Becca. ‘Supposedly, a local farmer built its walls in one night, so as to claim it as his own, and died the next day from exhaustion. A nice little folktale. A handy parable about greed and overreach. There used to be banks of roses growing along those walls. We kids picked the hips for a company that made some kind of syrup from them. Rich in Vitamin C. We were paid half a crown a pound, it would be fifty pence a kilo now, I suppose. Good pocket money back then.’


  Horses had once been stabled in the field; now it was a nursery for young trees. Rows and rows of them, different kinds, watered by several twirling sprinklers that spun rainbows in the hot air. Part of the collective’s rewilding project, of course. Becca told Rory that the roots of the trees would stabilise the slopes of the common and prevent more slumps and washouts, and as the trees grew they would absorb more and more water, and that would help too.


  ‘When the ground is stabilised we’ll plant fruit bushes and crops that can grow in the trees’ shade,’ she said, ‘and introduce all kinds of edible fungi. A forest farm, growing on an exposed reclaimed site. Something that can find its own balance.’


  ‘We picked sloes and blackberries here, as well as rose hips,’ Rory said. ‘There was a natural bounty.’


  ‘There are still blackberries,’ Becca said. ‘We have several new strains that can cope with drought and disease.’


  ‘But you won’t try to put it back as it was.’


  ‘We have to adapt to changing conditions. What was is long gone.’


  Rory thought again of that old story. The girl. The robot. The flowers. Here, it was the girl who was the agent of change. Spurning the rich harmony of nature for practical survivalism.


  He said, ‘You could leave things to find their own way. There’s a kind of beauty in the wreckage, don’t you think?’


  He was thinking now about his skinscape photographs. The raw truth of old age.


  ‘We don’t have the luxury of doing nothing,’ Becca said. ‘We’re already in a mess because people let things go on for too long without doing anything about it.’


  She meant people like him, of course, but it was a cool statement of fact, not the righteous denunciation it might once have been. That time had come and gone.


  ‘At least there will still be blackberries,’ Rory said. ‘Perhaps they’ll even taste the same.’


  ‘Oh, they come in all kinds of flavours now,’ Becca said. ‘There are your friends, catching up with us again.’


  Rory looked to where she pointed, saw a car parked at the verge of the road and the two PR flaks slogging uphill.


  ‘So this was a setup all along,’ Rory said.


  He wasn’t disappointed or surprised. He had been half expecting that his little rebellion had been carefully scripted.


  ‘We wanted to show you what we were doing,’ Becca said, more or less admitting it. ‘And the gallery people thought it would give some useful context for your exhibition.’


  ‘And publicise you and your work. Oh, don’t worry. I’m not angry about your little trick. Matter of fact, I’m grateful for the chance to walk across my old playground and see for myself the damage done. And I haven’t finished with it yet, because I have an idea for some new work,’ Rory said, and asked the avatar tech how much time he had left.


  ‘Six hours,’ the man said.


  ‘And I can still do what I like.’


  ‘As long as you don’t harm the avatar, or through inaction allow it to come to harm.’


  ‘That photograph I took of you? It was just the beginning,’ Rory said to Becca. ‘I want to find Devil’s Pulpit quarry and see what has become of it and record it as best I can. I don’t have cameras or film, but I can make do with these borrowed eyes.’


  The two PR flaks were close now. The senior one shouted something.


  ‘You can come too,’ Rory told the girl. ‘I’m going to see everything there is to see, and tell you everything about everything that’s been lost.’


  And then, without waiting for her answer, he was running. Running as freely and joyfully as a child, running running running back into the ruins of his childhood.


  In Memoriam Brian Aldiss
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  “It is a beautiful blue world at the far end of a blind and sundered spur. Discovered by the redoubtable Iryna Ivakhiv, who was famous, in her day, for exploring hard-to-reach stars and their worlds. Most stars in the galaxy-spanning network you call the Second Empire possess clusters of wormholes that are links in chains spanning a hundred stars or more, with branching spurs and connections to other chains. But blind spurs link no more than two stars together; at the far end of one of these cul-de-sacs the traveler has no choice but to return the way they came. The wormhole that leads to the star of Maryon’s Gift is one such, and it is also one of the so-called sundered or solitary links, sometimes called for reasons I can’t be bothered to fathom an Easter Egg. Its mouth orbits a red dwarf star that’s the distant companion of a hot white F5 star that boasting an interchange of more than a hundred wormhole mouths; although ships traveling through one of those mouths can traverse thousands of light-years in a tail flick, the only way to reach that sundered link is to cross the gulf of more than twenty billion kilometers of actual space that separates the two stars.


  “Even with her heavily modified clipper and the Ghajar bias drive, it took Iryna more than five weeks to make that journey, following nothing more than a hunch based on the observation of the abrupt termination of the tail of atmospheric gases boiling off the red dwarf’s only planet, a hot Jupiter in a close, scorching orbit. She correctly suspected that this was evidence of an active wormhole mouth, and at the end of her long voyage her ship spun a sunshield mirror to protect it from irradiation, spiraled in to the star and its planet, plunged like an unerring arrow through the wormhole mouth that trailed the planet at its L5 point, and emerged in a faint ring of translocated gas around a G4 star slightly smaller and cooler than the sun of your home world.


  “A sky survey revealed at once that the star was not in the Milky Way but at the edge of the Large Magellanic Cloud, one of the Milky Way’s satellite galaxies. Until then, no one had found a wormhole that linked the two. There were five planets, including the stripped core of a former mini-Neptune orbiting close in, two ice giants and a gas giant with a spectacular ring system further out, and in between, orbiting at the inner edge of the star’s habitable zone, a blue water world Iryna named Maryon’s Gift, for her niece.


  “By the time her ship achieved orbit around that blue world, swarms of throwaway drones had already mapped it. It was about one and a half times Earth’s size and considerably warmer, with an average temperature of sixty degrees Celsius at its steamy equator, but it possessed a breathable oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere, and although it lacked major land masses, there were chains of volcanic islands scattered at its iceless south pole. Tropical paradises clad in dense forests, with extensive beachfronts ripe for development.


  “Before the Jackaroo’s first contact with your species, the fifteen worlds linked by the small wormhole network they gave to you and the many worlds in the much larger network you later discovered had been settled by a succession of client species that had also benefitted from the Jackaroo’s charity. Almost everywhere humans went, others had been before, leaving fossils and ruins, introducing new species into ecosystems, even spinning up worlds that otherwise would be tidally locked in their close orbits around their cool, red dwarf stars. But if any of the client species of the Jackaroo had ever settled Maryon’s Gift, they had left no trace that neither the throwaway drones nor Iryna’s orbital survey could find. No sign of ruins or flora and fauna associated with the usual suspects—Boxbuilders, Grey Ghosts, and so on—on the polar archipelagos; none of the characteristic long-lived chemical signatures left in the atmosphere or the world-girdling ocean. The planet appeared to be untouched. Unspoiled, uncorrupted. And after she had completed her survey, Iryna did something that she had never done before in her long career. She did not deorbit and land. Did not set foot on that new blue world, did not breathe its air, drink its water, light a fire as she had, ritually, on the other worlds she had discovered. Instead, as she told me later, she decided that she would do her best to preserve its immaculate chastity, its perfect solitude.


  “Yes, I met her. I love to talk to eccentric travelers, listen to their stories, try to understand the restlessness, wanderlust, mislike of civilization, call it what you will, that drives them. Some have compared us !Cha to certain species of flying creatures on your home world, which collect shiny objects to decorate their mating bowers or hatchlings’ nests. It is not an especially accurate simile, but if it helps you to accept our inquisitiveness I don’t mind it.


  “Anyway, Iryna told me that shortly before her discovery of Maryon’s Gift, she had been diagnosed with a wildfire cancer that had probably been triggered by cosmic-ray exposure during her travels. It had spread through her vital organs, was beyond any hope of treatment or cure. That was one reason why she had decided to try to make sure that the pristine ocean world would remain untouched: its discovery seemed to her like a miracle, a chance to atone for selling colonization rights to all of the other worlds she had discovered. And she confessed that there was a baser motive, too. That she wanted to infuriate and frustrate her greatest rival, to thumb her nose at him from the grave. Who was he, her rival? We will come to that in the right place.


  “With that in mind, and because she had no children of her own, Iryna registered the claim to what would be her last discovery in her niece’s name. The niece for whom she had named it. She retired from the world-hunting business, gave away much of her wealth, and bought a vineyard in the Crimean Peninsula, close to where she had been born. That was where she told me her story. Treating me, as some of you do, as an impartial confessor. She had been living there for a little over a year, and died three weeks after we met.


  “Her niece, Maryon, never visited the world her aunt had given her, and never profited from it either. At least, not in the normal sense of the word. And she did not sell it to a corporation or nation state either, or lease it to settlers or license any kind of exploitation. Any of these things would have made her immensely rich, but she belonged to a Gaian sect whose members renounced personal possessions and believed that the complex self-regulating systems of life-bearing planets, the interactions between organisms, geologic processes and atmospheric and hydrospheric chemistries, not only maintain optimal conditions for life but generates a kind of planetary consciousness. Precious and unique godlings. Colonization and exploitation of these godlings were, according to the Gaians, unholy violations. Sins against the Pantocrator who had quickened life on myriad worlds across the Universe.


  “So, as Iryna had hoped and expected, Maryon handed over to her sect all rights to her gift, and the sect’s gurus immediately set about establishing a cordon sanitaire to protect it, constructing an orbital station and manufacturing and dispatching a phalanx of drones to police the wormhole mouth. There may be billions of habitable worlds orbiting stars outside the wormhole network—your star was one such, until the Jackaroo arrived—but here was one that was within reach yet had never been settled. A world entire and unbesmirched, ineffably precious, extraordinarily holy. The Gaians believed that even a single footprint on the smallest beach of the least of its islands would be a catastrophic fall from grace, and vowed to defend it with their lives.


  “It wasn’t possible to keep Maryon’s Gift secret. The register of worlds is open to all, and soon enough people found out about this unique planet, and some of them set out on the long voyage to the wormhole that led to it. So-called world-collectors who want to be the first to stamp their bootprints on new territory; libertarians, pirate nations, and others who for various reasons want to establish settlements on worlds that are hard to reach (it goes without saying that those settlements usually fail in horribly interesting ways); religious cults who believe that the spread of humankind across the galaxy is the will of their god. ‘Conquering worlds.’ ‘Fulfilling human destiny.’ So forth. The kind of ideology that drove settlement of the fifteen worlds the Jackaroo gave you. Your restlessness and thirst for novelty. The belief that temporary habitation of a world somehow gives you possession of it. The belief that you have an immutable right to that claim.


  “So for various bad or foolish reasons people came. Some died when their ships lost thermal integrity while trying to make that difficult and dangerous rendezvous with the wormhole mouth that shared the hot Jupiter’s close, fast orbit around the red dwarf star. And those who made it through the wormhole immediately encountered the drones the Gaians had placed at the far side, and if they did not heed warnings broadcast on every frequency and turn back, the drones attacked and disabled their ships, towed them through the wormhole, and abandoned them in orbit around the red dwarf star, to await rescue or a lonely death.


  “The only visitors the Gaian monks allowed through were a crew of astronomers who wanted to use the perspective of the Large Magellanic Cloud to study and map stars and their planetary systems in previously hidden regions of the Milky Way. The astronomers were careful to keep their ship far from Maryon’s Gift, and their research complemented the Gaians’ belief that the billions of worlds beyond the reach of humanity were a sign that the wormhole network was a kind of quarantine. A galactic zoo containing and restraining the ambition and spread of reckless species.


  “What’s that? Do I think it is a zoo, and the Jackaroo are its keepers? You will have to ask the Jackaroo, and good luck with getting an answer. As for me, I cannot possibly comment.


  “Only two intruders ever got close to Maryon’s Gift. One was a crazily ingenious young fellow who smuggled himself onto one of the Gaians’ supply ships by hiding inside a crate with an aeroshell that would allow him to deorbit and ride like a surfer through the planet’s atmosphere to one of its islands. He never got his chance: the Gaian monks discovered his hiding place and put him in a coma and sent him back as a warning to others who might try the same trick. I tried to find him, hear his side of the story, but he had disappeared without trace. He was one of those vagabonds who move from star to star, world to world, driven by romantic notions of fulfillment, searching for something they have difficulty describing, even to themselves. You humans are not especially complicated creatures, except when it comes to making up stories to explain your motives. Which is, of course, why I find you so endearing. Why you are much more fun than, say, the Grey Ghosts, who justified everything with ponderous logic that was as untruthful as your fictions, but a lot less interesting.


  “So much, anyway, for the first intruder who managed to get close, but not close enough, to Maryon’s Gift. The second was far better prepared and possessed far greater resources. Yes, this is where Iryna’s rival comes in. He was a world-hunter, too. The greatest there ever was or ever would be, according to him. He was certainly the most flamboyant.


  “He called himself the Admiral, although he had never held that rank, having only briefly served as a rating in the Commons police. He was around a hundred and fifty years old and claimed to be much older, and had spun a cocoon of vivid stories about himself, for he was not only a skilled and fearless explorer, but also a tireless self-mythologizer. We knew each other quite well—I had once traveled with him and the circus of his entourage for a couple of years—but even I do not know his true name or origin. Fame had displaced everything he had once been. No one believed the stories he had spun about himself more than he did, and as Iryna predicted, he was supremely irritated when he heard that she had discovered a habitable but untouched world and had taken steps to ensure that it would remain pristine. It was forbidden fruit, as in one of your myths, and there was nothing more that he craved, for he was a full-blown believer in the fitness of humanity to claim all the worlds in the galactic network, and the worlds beyond it, too. To step from star to star, galaxy to galaxy. To prove that humans were greater than any other client species and might even be their secret masters—he liked to promote the story that the Jackaroo were the distant descendants of the human species and had used tweaked wormholes to travel back in time to ensure their eventual triumph on the galactic stage.


  “Well, perhaps. Who knows? Only the Jackaroo, and they are famously unforthcoming. Even we !Cha don’t know, and we certainly know better than to try to find out who the Jackaroo are, where they come from, why they do what they do, and what happened to their other client species. It is one of the reasons why they tolerate us.


  “Anyway, the Admiral was sorely provoked by the cordon around Maryon’s Gift, torn between making the first footfall on one of its footprintless beaches and disproving Iryna’s claim that it had never been colonized by any of the Jackaroo’s client species. He made overtures to the Gaians, first by proxy and then directly, and after they refused his every offer and shrugged off his threats, he resorted to blunt force. He had studied the Gaians’ defenses by examining recordings of encounters between their drones and would-be trespassers—some of whom he had sponsored—and made his plans accordingly.


  “His first move was the dispatch of a carryall, the largest of all the Ghajar ships, through the wormhole. Crewed by hired mercenaries, it scattered thousands of cubesats across a huge volume as soon as it exited the wormhole mouth. Some of the cubesats used repeaters to return replicas of radar signals of Ghajar ships to attract the Gaian drones, or broadcast jamming signals to prevent the drones’ overseers from overriding their hardwired behavior. Others exploded in spectacular light shows, or fired clouds of hypervelocity darts from one-shot railguns at any drones that came near. In less than an hour, the carryall was at the center of a pitched battle that encompassed billions of cubic kilometers, fending off drones with its own railguns and taking advantage of the confusion to launch autonomous pods directly toward Maryon’s Gift or on trajectories that would skim around the planet’s star and close on it from a variety of directions.


  “The entire first wave of Gaian drones was taken out by the cubesats and the carryall, but enough drones in the second wave survived to reach the carryall, paralyze its nervous system, and release ballbots that punched through its hull, infiltrated the life system, and forced the crew to surrender. Meanwhile, as interceptors launched from the Gaians’ orbital habitat raced out to intercept the autonomous pods, a score of ships flew through the wormhole mouth, and the second stage of the Admiral’s siege began.


  “The ships were matryoshka craft: nests of shells that they shed one by one, each shell spoofing the radar profiles of larger, fully functional craft as they scattered across the sky, distracting the surviving Gaian drones. And at the cores of the matryoshkas, revealed when the innermost shells were shed, were missiles that flung themselves toward the orbital habitat. As soon as these were detected, the surviving drones bent toward them, half of the Gaian interceptors heading toward rendezvous with the pods made radical course changes, and the monks of the orbital habitat began to prepare for evacuation in case the final layers of their defenses failed. They did not. They were tough and practical, those monks. Drones and redirected interceptors destroyed the missiles before they were more than halfway to their target, the rest of the interceptors dealt with the pods, and the shells of the matryoshka craft were left to fall harmlessly around the star on long orbits that would never intersect with Maryon’s Gift. Or so it seemed.


  “One of those shells contained a lifepod. Stealthed, equipped with throwaway boosters, it broke free when it was on the far side of the star from Maryon’s Gift, altering its orbit and falling on a long slow ellipse that would rendezvous with the planet more than a hundred days after the noise and clamor of the short, sharp little war, most of it fake, all of it designed to distract from that solitary lifepod, had faded completely.


  “Inside the lifepod, sedated, cooled, comatose, was, of course, the Admiral. He woke when his little craft was a day out from Maryon’s Gift. It looked lovely as always, and especially lovely to him, no doubt. He had successfully hacked through the thorn brakes of the Gaians’ defenses, and his heart’s desire lay open and undefended before him. All he had to do was pierce its atmosphere, glide toward an island in one of its archipelagos, splash down in its unpolluted waters, swim ashore, and take a triumphant first step that would rival the first step that was the pinnacle of your primitive, faltering adventures in space, before the Jackaroo came with their promises to help and their gift of easy travel to other planets of other suns.


  “The Admiral believed that he had been tricky; the monks turned out to be trickier. His lifepod was less than an hour from descent when a black flower bloomed ahead of it, silhouetted against the achingly blue ocean of Maryon’s Gift. It was a net woven from cords of fullerene, the same stuff from which the lifepod had been fabricated. Three kilometers across, strung between drones that spun anticlockwise to keep it rigid, it was closing fast, would fold around the Admiral’s little craft in less than a minute. And instead of surrendering, instead of submitting to capture and humiliation, he fired up the lifepod’s last booster. A desperate maneuver that almost but not quite succeeded. For although he evaded the net, skimming a bare kilometer past its outer edge, the lifepod struck the planet’s atmosphere at slightly the wrong angle and burned up like a meteorite. If any fragments reached the surface of Maryon’s Gift, they fell into the endless waves of the world-girdling ocean far from land and any chance of footfall.


  “I have never visited Maryon’s Gift myself—never visited the orbital habitat, that is—but I did once talk to one of the Gaians’ most revered sadhus. I asked her if she and her people ever felt that, by appointing themselves guardians of Maryon’s Gift and other worlds, they were as guilty of hubris and self-aggrandizement as the Admiral. Even if he had managed to make landfall, his footsteps would have been washed away by the next tide or by rain, or blown away on the wind. Were not the efforts of the Gaians equally insignificant?


  “The sadhu said that she and her people were aware of what they called ego sin. But while the actions of any individual counted for very little, the recent history of the human home world showed that sheer numbers of people, combined with foolishness, carelessness, and greed, could cause immense damage. Her sect hoped that their actions and example would teach others reverence and respect for the autonomy of worlds, so that eventually it would no longer be necessary to defend them.


  “Even so, I said, was it not the case that attempts like those were ultimately futile? Even the fierce battle to protect Maryon’s Gift from the Admiral’s desire to violate its virginity might be considered a failure. For although the Admiral had not succeeded in setting foot on the planet, the debris of his lifepod and traces of his body—sooty char, greasy smoke, atoms and molecules—circulated still in its water and atmosphere. Were they not an indelible besmirchment of the kind her sect had fought so hard to prevent?


  “The sadhu laughed and said that after attempting to ridicule her sect by pointing out its insignificance, I was now trying to ridicule it by exaggerating the significance of the Admiral’s last fall. Meteors burn up in the atmosphere of Maryon’s Gift every day, she said. Cosmic rays smash into molecules of oxygen and nitrogen and carbon dioxide of its atmosphere, a steady flux of stellar neutrinos ghosts through its entire mass, and the light and heat of its star falls like a blessing, driving its weather and the intricate cycles of its biosphere. Planets, like people, are not islands. Their geological and biological cycles are part of the greater cycle of their star’s system, and that in turn is part of the hypercycles of the Milky Way, the local group of galaxies, and the Universe beyond. And because the lifepod had been constructed from fullerenes and other materials mined from the asteroid on which the Admiral’s shipyard was situated, it was no different from one of the comets and rocks that wander the space between stars, and sometimes, coming close to one of those stars, terminates its billion-year voyages in a planet’s atmosphere.


  “So the answer to your question is no, the sadhu told me. The smashed and burnt remains of the Admiral and his lifepod were vanishingly small compared to the harvest of starstuff that Maryon’s Gift collects as it sweeps out its orbital path. And the Gaians had made certain that the story of his fall had spread far and wide, a warning to others who might think that their little actions and ambitions counted for anything.


  “I suppose that is as true as anything you might learn, as you range through stars linked by the galactic network and settle their worlds and believe them to be yours. And even if they truly are, it will be only for a little while. Like all the other client species, you’ll eventually pass away or pass on. Don’t ask me or my brothers about that. We have promised that we will never talk about it. That’s another reason why the Jackaroo tolerate us. Perhaps the most important reason. All I can tell you is that even if you conquer the thousands of stars and planets in the network, your empire will contain only a fraction of the myriad stars and planets in just this one galaxy, and eventually you will be gone and your works will decay, leaving no more than a few tantalizing traces for the next client species to puzzle over, and the galaxy will go on turning as it always has, magnificently indifferent to even the Jackaroo. But perhaps those Gaians are right, and their respect for the undefiled purity of Maryon’s Gift and the integrity of all life-bearing planets, pointless though it may seem, will convert a majority of you to their belief in the sacredness of synergistic planetary intelligences, and the human species will leave a better legacy than most of the Jackaroo’s clients, and perhaps even win some kind of karmic reward. Or perhaps that righteous moral integrity will be forgotten, or at best considered by those who come after you to be no more than an amusing foible, like so many of your stories.


  “Who knows? Not me. But whether they’re saints or sinners, fools or servants of a just cause, those monks are still there, laying down their lives and devoting vast resources to protect a world that may not need nor care for protection. And so far, after the Admiral’s defeat, no one else has tried to put their fierce fidelity to the test. So far. I do know a little about stories, and I reckon that this one may not yet be over.


  “So,” the !Cha said, its tank pivoting on its multijointed legs, surveying the listeners who sat around the campfire, under a night sky where the crescents of three moons hung, one high, two low. “Now you’ve heard my tale, it is time for you to tell me one of yours!”
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            “The Anthropocene is an epoch of ghosts.”


            —Anne McClintock

          
        

      
    

  


  Rose Hathaway was discharged with a General Service medal, a one-off payment from the Armed Forces Compensation Office, and damage from a psych bomb jangling in her head. Although she was still haunted by glimpses of ghosts and a general feeling of low-level dread that sometimes flared into full-blown panic, the medics in the rehab clinic claimed that her symptoms were either psychosomatic or escalations of preexisting conditions, and no further treatment was possible.


  “If they don’t think it’s real, why are we supposed to keep dosed up with phenelzine?” her friend Ollie McBride said, when he and Rose were given notice of their discharge. “Mean to say, it’s serious old-style pharma—just check out the side effects. Schizophrenia, seizures, sexual dysfunction, suicidal behaviors? And that’s not even half the S’s. Not to mention we’re supposed to avoid soy sauce, sauerkraut, kimchi. . . . Hell with that. Love me some kimchi, no better cure for a hangover.”


  “So you’re going to quit taking it because you’re flagging for Korean food?” Rose said.


  “Going to taper off, see how it goes. Not saying you should follow my example, Rose of my heart, but you should maybe consider the quality-of-life implications of taking the stuff on the regular.”


  Ollie had also been in the drone crew taken out by the pysch bomb, was always the first to ask questions in group sessions, a tall skinny guy with curly black hair he was growing out, sitting backward on his chair, stabbing the air with a finger as he made his point. He knew his stuff, too. Researched the shit out of it, bothered the medics with questions about alternative treatments, better pharma, and helped Rose get through some bad patches. The day they were discharged, he told her there was no point trying to fight the machine, he was going to make the speed of light out of this place, blow the compensation on a stormer to celebrate his emancipation, and never look back.


  “Be sure to come up to Newcastle,” he told her. “We’ll have us some high old times.”


  Rose signed the forms and waivers without reading any of them, and just like that, age twenty-two, she was a civilian again. And, like Ollie, she spent the first two weeks tapering off the phenelzine tablets she’d been prescribed, though not because of any craving for contraindicated food. The stuff made her feel like she was at the bottom of a dark, numbingly cold ocean, everything heavy and slow, and she decided to rely on the exercises she’d been taught in therapy sessions instead—mindful breathing, body scans, focused meditation, so on, to keep her on the straight and narrow. In one of the therapy sessions, they’d been told that naming their ghosts would give them some control by making the unfamiliar familiar, and she and Ollie had some rare fun making up silly handles. The Grey Guy, the Poison Dwarfs, Skeletor, Old Rags, for her; Mr. Fog, the Murder Crows, Spikehead for him. Chanting the names like a mantra definitely helped to beat back the fear and panic whenever she glimpsed some malign presence lurking in the 4 A.M. dark of her bedroom or grinning at her amongst the swirl of people in a crowded street, or when a feeling of wrongness began to creep over her, like the aura before a migraine, and her head began to fill with fluttering black wings. But nothing, not mindfulness or mantras, not even the crushing numbness of phenelzine, could entirely exorcise the monsters that the psych bomb had quickened in the attic of her mind. It looked like she was stuck with them forever, and then Ollie told her about the new treatment he’d heard about.


  They’d stayed in touch, but just barely, Ollie in Newcastle, Rose back home in Bristol. Brief bouts of messaging back and forth, a few clips. One Ollie sent a couple of days after they were discharged showed him at a street stall eating with stagey relish naeng myun and a side of kimchi, mmm-mmm-mmm. Ollie and his mates in a pub, drunk and noisy, a link to loops of bleeply electronic music he said was helping to keep his thoughts straight. The last was on a bridge over a river, the Tyne, Ollie looking haggard but defiant, saying that he was under some heavy weather, telling Rose about a clinic in the Czech Republic that claimed to have a new treatment for trauma caused by psyops weapons.


  “Stupidly expensive, but I’m going to do some deep recon and will send a sitrep soon as. You should definitely, definitely, definitely think about looking it up too,” Ollie said. He sent details of the clinic’s website, but Rose didn’t hear anything else until a month later, when his mother called. He’d disappeared without any warning two weeks ago; none of his friends had heard from him, did she have any idea where he might have gone? When Rose mentioned the clinic, Ollie’s mother said that she had already contacted the place, the people there had been helpful but had never heard of Ollie, and besides, he’d left his passport behind. Had gone out to buy some milk one morning and had never come back.


  Rose promised that she’d be in touch if she heard from him, but by then she had problems of her own. She’d been living with her parents and trying to get her life straight, but most of her friends had coupled up or moved away, she was running down her savings and having trouble finding a suitable job because of her medical discharge, and things weren’t working out at home. Her father was sort of tiptoeing around her, and her mother was forever fussing, bombarding her with suggestions about diets and alternative treatments. When they heard about Ollie’s disappearance, her parents doubled down on their suffocating concern, and at last Rose couldn’t take any more and went on the drift.


  She told herself that she would keep a look out for Ollie, that if she didn’t run into him, she might at least find someone who had. Told herself that maybe she’d find a sweet job and save enough to pay for treatment at that clinic. She looked up its website every now and again, studied photos of smiling staff in pink smocks, spacious, sunlit rooms and extensive lawns with distant views of mountains, read and reread descriptions of focused HD magnetic fields and light therapy tailored to the patterns of the patient’s brain activity. It was about as reachable as Shangri-La, she knew, but it helped to make plans, tenuous though they were. Made her present troubles tolerable by holding out the hope of better times to come. Gave her life the kind of structure the army had previously provided. She missed that more than she’d thought she would.


  The first work she found was in a cricket factory, where millions of the insects were grown, harvested, and dried and milled into cricket flour. Most of the time she didn’t see them, because they liked to hide inside the cardboard lattices stacked in long rows inside the factory’s industrial sheds, only venturing out to nibble a little food or drink a little water, but knock over one of those lattices or drop one on the floor, and hundreds would swarm out, hopping around or whirring up in panicky little flights. It wasn’t hard or especially unpleasant work, but the sheds were windowless and dimly lit and full of shadows where Rose’s ghosts like to lurk, keeping her perpetually edgy and giving her several bad scares. After a couple of months, she quit and fell in with Derry Dave, a stocky fellow twice her age with a noble broken nose, a breezy confidence, and a wife and kids back in Ireland. He told Rose about his family almost immediately, and she decided, with only the smallest pang of guilt, that it wasn’t a dealbreaker. Dave was good company, patient and sympathetic when she had one of her bad times, which counted for a lot as far as she was concerned, and he knew the best places for picking work along the south coast and taught her some of the tricks of the trade.


  “Your first year, you’ll suck, and you’ll hurt in places you didn’t know could hurt,” he told her. “But keep at it, and your body will learn what to do, and in a year or so you’ll be on your way to being a proper picker.”


  Pickers were paid piece rates for numbers or weight picked rather than time spent, rewarding skill and speed. Despite Dave’s help, Rose never earned more than a quarter of his wages, and many of the regulars on the circuit were even faster. Theirs was a rag-tag, multicultural, mobile community. Families, crews, and drifters sharing crowded accommodation and eating at long tables, close quarters rife with romance and rivalry, friendship and intrigue, that strongly reminded Rose of the army. For some, like her, it was casual work. For others, many of them second-generation DPs, displaced persons, it was a way of life. They traveled routes that followed seasons and harvests, knew which employers to seek out and which to avoid, spent half the year picking in fields and orchards, greenhouses and hydroponic stacks, and the other half working at their own businesses or living large on the credit they’d banked.


  Which was why, after sharing some good times for most of the summer, Rose and Derry Dave split up. He was done with picking for the year and was heading back to Ireland, told Rose that he wouldn’t mind it if they met up again next spring. She allowed herself to feel flattered, but although it had been fun while it lasted, she didn’t want to be his part-time summer girl. After he left, she found work picking in one of the big hydroponic stacks outside Reading, but then she had one of her bad times, a growing thundercloud of dread that culminated in a frighteningly real hallucination of the Poison Dwarfs lunging at her, all teeth and unholy appetite, and she fought with the supervisors who tried to hold her down, and that was that.


  With no better idea, she drifted further east, overwintering in a squalid seaside town that had lost its beach to coastal erosion and longshore drift, working in a National Work Service crew demolishing houses as part of a managed retreat scheme. Hard labor in bad weather for the basic wage, a berth in an overcrowded hostel. She hadn’t given up looking for Ollie—Derry Dave had plugged her into the pickers’ rumor network, and she asked everyone who passed through the hostel if they knew anything about him—but one day, just after Christmas, she was pinged by a roundrobin message from Ollie’s mother: his body had been found in an abandoned squat in London. It was a real low point in Rose’s life, so bad she contemplated going back to Bristol and throwing herself on the mercy of her parents. But she managed to tough it out, and in spring set out on the road again, moving from picking job to picking job and toward the end of summer ending up in a drifter camp in the remains of an industrial park outside Gravesend, on the Thames estuary.


  There was good credit to be earned from working in the yards where electronics, tires, plastics, and rare earths were stripped from the carcasses of old cars before they were crushed into little cubes of scrap steel and dispatched to foundries in Libya for reprocessing. Rose planned to spend the winter there, but one night, soon after she arrived, a fight between a couple of men in the camp escalated to an all-out brawl. The derelict office building she shared with a dozen other women was set on fire, and when she retrieved her day bag from its hiding place two of her roommates ambushed and beat and robbed her. Might have done worse if police drones hadn’t settled above the riot, flooding it with stark halogen light and firing pellets that spewed CR gas, while sirens twisted up in the distance.


  Rose’s attackers fled, and Rose fled, too. Her ghosts were everywhere, the whole fucking crew, dancing in flames, looming out of flickering shadows. Half-crazed, running through the dark with no clear idea of where she was going, Rose blundered into a watery maze of pools and inlets and muddy little islands, and that was where Joshua Collins found her the next morning, curled up in a spider hole she’d trampled in a stand of reeds, shivering with fever and the stabbing pain of a broken collar bone. That was how she ended up in the Reach, with Joshua and his merry crew of oldsters, and became tangled up in the affair of the stolen soul chips.


  The Reach stretched along a tidal creek east of Gravesend, an irregular scatter of stilt huts, monocoque floating homes cast from polycomposite or foamed concrete, and reconditioned houseboats and barges flying flags of causes lost or won and mostly forgotten. Solar panels and heat pumps and wind turbines, an industrial printer and a maker tank, greenhouses and vegetable patches, composting toilets and waste digesters, greywater cleaned by reedbeds, dykes constructed from old tires and sandbags—the usual clutter of a twenty-first-century, low-impact, zero waste, carbon negative ecopolder, most of its inhabitants grey-haired Fourth Wavers with deep-dyed loyalty to communitarianism, open networking, and Green New Deal idealism.


  One evening, Rose and the usual crew were up on the veranda of Maggie Dowd’s shack where the hot, close air was somewhat cooled by a misting system, smoking weed and drinking tea, or sampling the latest batch of Kayla Brown’s cider. Talking freely because end-of-the-day sessions like this were strictly offline, no cams or drones making recordings for private or community diary pieces, no live links to other Fourth Wavers in other communities and collectives. Sharing the small change of their day, scraps of gossip, reminiscences about people and actions and protests in times before Rose had been born. She didn’t mind the nostalgia fests. They were comforting background noise, didn’t require her to make any contribution. And then Sami Mansoor, who was often up in the village doing odd jobs, mentioned that they’d seen someone moving into Nicole Featherstone’s old bungalow. Her nephew, apparently, young fellow about your age, Sami said, looking at Rose. Come down from London with plans to fix up the place.


  “First thing he should do is make sure his aunt’s ghost has moved on,” someone said, and everyone else laughed.


  Apart from Rose and Maggie, who were sharing a pot of mint tea, they were all a little stoned, a little tipsy. Rose didn’t drink alcohol and didn’t much care for weed, either. It was supposed to give you a mellow high, and the oldsters claimed that it also relieved their various aches and pains, but the few times Rose had tried it, she’d felt only a disconcerting fuzziness, a disconnection from her body and from the world a little like the concussion she’d suffered when a stray baton round had wacked the back of her helmet during a training exercise. As far as she was concerned, if you wanted to get spaced, drugs manufactured by tinkered microbes that delivered clean, precisely designed highs via patches or eye drops were far better than inhaling smoke from the burning leaves of weeds grown in dirt.


  “Nicole Featherstone, the aunt, was a medium,” Joshua told Rose. “She raised ghosts. Talked to the dead.”


  “Allegedly,” Farhad Hassannezhad said.


  “And now she’s dead, and there’s no one to talk to her,” Kayla Brown said, which Rose thought was kind of cruel, but most of the oldsters laughed, the conversation drifted to something else, and Rose forgot all about the man who’d moved into the house of the dead woman who’d talked to dead people until, one day in Bartertown, Joshua pointed him out.


  By then, Rose had been camping out on the roof of Joshua’s Dutch barge for a little over three weeks. She’d recovered from her beating, her broken collarbone, treated at the local clinic with an injection of tinkered stem cells, was almost healed, and she knew she was only a temporary guest. Kayla Brown, who shared an emotional attachment with Joshua that stemmed from some old sexual entanglement, had warned her that she wasn’t the first orphan Joshua had taken in. He was softhearted, Kayla said. An idealist who wanted to make other people’s lives better, which was absolutely fine, of course, but sometimes the people he tried to help took advantage. Rose told Kayla that she was grateful for Joshua’s hospitality and would leave whenever he asked, but that didn’t satisfy the old woman, who pursed her lips and said, “We’ll see about that. Meanwhile, I’ll be watching you, child. So mind your manners, and don’t presume.”


  Rose had done her best to repay Joshua’s hospitality, volunteering for menial chores, washing dishes after the communal meals, running clothes and sheets through the community’s washing machine, a clunky thing so old it used water, and hanging them out to dry. When she no longer needed to wear a sling for her collarbone, she helped Farhad Hassannezhad, the retired mathematics professor who ran the Reach’s intranet, sand down the hull of his rowboat and give it a fresh coat of anti-fouling biogel, and joined the crew who tended the vegetable plots. And every day she went out into the marsh with Joshua, helping him pick the wild plants and fruit and berries he traded in Bartertown.


  The work earned only a little credit, because daily quantities of pickings were strictly limited by the terms of Joshua’s gleaning permit; Rose’s share wasn’t much more than pocket money, and she was still a long way from reaching Ollie’s clinic. She’d been angry with Ollie when she learned of his death, then scared when she found out that he’d died of a phenelzine overdose. Scared that it hadn’t been accidental, scared that his ghosts might have overwhelmed him, scared that it might happen to her. She knew that trying to save enough to pay for treatment at the clinic he’d found was pretty much an unrealizable fantasy, but it was her way of making sense of his death. Of trying to make sure it didn’t happen to her.


  Now she was more or less fixed up, she knew that she should move on, find some real work and earn some real credit, but truth was, she was comfortable in the Reach. The oldsters were earnest and preachy, and their life choices were supported by resources and privilege that people her age lacked, but they were mostly sweet and mostly meant well, and Rose felt more at ease there, more at home, than anywhere else since leaving the army. Her ghosts hadn’t entirely disappeared, but their visitations had dwindled and were generally little more than brief, untroubling glimpses. She was at last in a good place. She was happy.


  The day Joshua pointed out Tyler Sleight, the nephew of the dead medium, started like any other. He and Rose set out soon after dawn, the air still relatively cool, fleets of fluffy white clouds, like the clouds in old-time pictures, sailing a blue sky washed clean by rain blown in by a rare Atlantic weather front, the blunt prow of the flat-bottomed skiff pushing up silky folds of black water as the old man steered it through the marsh’s maze of creeks and pools. The broad brown flood of the Thames stretching level and calm to the hazy line of the far shore. Birds singing each to each from willow banks and reed beds. Dragonflies zooming across sunlit water like miniature drones blown from stained glass. The vivid green flash of a parakeet. A cargo ship gliding past the edge of the marsh, the tall white columns of its turbines turning in the clean wind, the spreading wash of its wake breaking on the outer mud flats, a flock of flamingos taking flight in an uncurling wave, vividly pink in light as crystalline as the first dawn of a newly created world.


  “Days like this,” Joshua said contentedly, “you could almost believe that everything lost has been restored.”


  He was a scrawny, sunburnt geezer in his eighties who had outlived his wife and only child, faded tattoos on his arms and torso commemorating his history of environmental activism. The hourglass symbol of a protest group he’d belonged to. A fuzzy tattoo of a dove carrying in its beak a chicken-foot peace sign, done when he’d been in prison for helping to block a motorway during a nation-wide protest against what he called the Big Oil Economy. A polar bear on an ice floe on one arm, and on the other a bumblebee resting above the number 338, the carbon dioxide concentration in the atmosphere when he’d been born, all the way back in 1982. (“It’s a lot higher now, but that’s the point”) And across his back, the word HOPE, the O the Earth’s globe, to commemorate his role in the Twelfth Climate Justice Conference, when he’d been an advisor to one of the senior politicians in the Fourth Wave Alliance and had helped to write part of the pivotal Hanoi Declaration.


  Rose heard about Joshua’s contribution to the declaration, and also learned that he had published several science fiction novels, from Abigay Philibert, Farhad Hassannezhad’s partner, a large, lively, gossipy woman who oversaw the community’s vegetable plots. He doesn’t talk about it much, Abigay said, but he was a little bit famous once upon a time, before he gave it all up and helped me and Farhad and the rest of us set up the Reach.


  Rose looked up the novels—three short volumes about the adventures of a crew of “weather wranglers” who traveled the world in an airship, not really her thing, but sort of fun. Joshua said, dismissively and a little defensively, that they were juvenile fantasies about power and control that had scratched an itch when he’d been only a little older than she was now. He’d soon realized that he could best spend his time working in the real world, warning people about the dangers of what was called, back then, the climate emergency, and promoting actions and policies that might stave off the worst possible outcomes.


  “We should have done more, no doubt, but at least we managed to forge an alliance between politicians and scientists and activists that put us on the right road,” he told Rose. “Even so, changes are still unfolding, and we’ve had to learn how to make more out of less, to put the wants and needs of the community above the rights of the individual. Perhaps you don’t see what we’ve lost or had to give up, kid, because you grew up in this brave new world, but it was a lot, and it was necessary.”


  “We were taught about it in history lessons, in school,” Rose said. “And my grandmother, Granny Wexler, told me stories about the old days. How you could order anything you wanted on the internet, and everyone drove their own car and flew all over the world.”


  “Nice way to make me feel old,” Joshua said. “But as someone once said, the past isn’t even past. My generation received the bill for the unchecked exploitation of the planet, and you, and your children and your children’s children, will still be paying for it into the next century and beyond.”


  That day, though, all seemed right with the world as they picked samphire, sea beet, sea purslane, and scurvy grass from the mud flats. As usual, Rose did most of the work, while Joshua stood in the shade of his black umbrella, barefoot and bare-chested in tattered shorts, pointing out likely patches. Although his mind was still lively and sharp, he admitted that he wasn’t quite as spry as he’d once been, what with half a lung having been surgically removed to treat a cancer, his hips and lower spine being held together by coral inserts and titanium screws, his coronary arteries patched by cultured grafts, retinas ditto, and every now and then he was laid low by bouts of what he called breakbone fever, stemming from damage to his hypothalamus by a viral infection in one of the pandemics. Old age, he liked to say, was not for the weak.


  Rose had lost her set of tempered wood picking knives along with everything else, but as Derry Dave had predicted, her body remembered the habits imprinted by last summer’s picking work. She wore a straw hat Joshua had bought for her in Bartertown, and a loose white shirt that reflected the worst of the sunlight, and took frequent small sips from a water bottle to stay hydrated as she cut and plucked and the air grew hotter and heavier, squinting in light burning off the water as she slogged through thick mud that clutched at her waders and gurgled and squished and clicked. The marsh was a living thing. Dynamic. The mud its flesh, the channels and dykes and ditches its arteries and veins, the silty water that rose and fell with the tides its blood. So far it had survived rising sea levels because of careful management and a fortunate redistribution of sediments in the Thames Estuary, but eventually, inevitably, it would be overwhelmed. Seas wouldn’t stop rising for centuries to come, and there was still the possibility that catastrophic collapse of glaciers or ice shelves in Greenland and Antarctica would swiftly raise their levels by several meters.


  Despite the heat and hard work, Rose loved being out in the marsh, and was mostly able to ignore occasional glimpses of ghosts. She’d told Joshua about the psych bomb and its aftereffects, figuring it best to come clean in case she suffered a serious attack, and also hoping that being wounded in service might win a few pity points. But if he noticed whenever she stopped working, stood still and quiet, gaze fixed on the horizon, until the flutter of a panic attack passed, he never mentioned it, and that morning the only visitation was a shadow that might have been the Grey Guy lurking in a stand of reeds, vanishing when she looked at it directly. Perhaps the calm, orderly life in the Reach was realigning her brain waves: another reason for not leaving, not just yet.


  At last, Joshua called a halt and they shared an early lunch in the shade of a magnolia tree with fleshy white flowers as big as his battered straw hat. Flowers that evolved to be pollinated by beetles, Joshua told Rose, because magnolias had evolved long before bees appeared on the scene.


  “I believe you already told me that.”


  “I did?”


  “Once or twice.”


  “Did I tell you magnolias are garden escapees? Like bamboo, and Russian vine and Japanese knotweed and water hyacinth, any number of exotics.”


  “You said that if you had your way you’d root them all out,” Rose said, but Joshua didn’t take any notice.


  “You don’t remember how it was, kid,” he said, getting into one of his grooves. “How it was, and how much has been lost. People have grown too complacent. Accepting that what is, is. Doing nothing or next to nothing and calling it adaptation, or refuge ecology or some such nonsense, when what it really is, is the loss of beauty and diversity to a few aggressive invaders.”


  He sometimes liked to recall the names of vanished species. Animals and flowers. Insects and birds. Grey seals and otters and Natterer’s bats, viviparous lizards and great crested newts. Yellow-horned poppy, small cordgrass, the southern marsh orchid. Cuckoo wasps and common darters and the silver spotted skipper butterfly. Tawny owls and short-eared owls, ospreys and sparrowhawks, skylarks and swifts and spotted flycatchers. . . . Elegiac lists of the lost that were a little like Rose’s mantras, except she was trying to drive out her ghosts, while Joshua wanted to make sure that the victims of the Anthropocene weren’t forgotten. Things we lost in the fire, he’d say. Casualties of the ongoing Great Thinning. World’s so full of holes left by the disappeared, it’ll take a million years to fix it.


  By the time Rose had spooned up the last of her yogurt, crunching the seeds and dried berries Joshua added because, according to him, yogurt and other foodstuffs whipped up from tinkered bacteria and fungi lacked key micronutrients, the day was even brighter and hotter. They dawdled through mazy creeks in the steamy heat, keeping to the shade of overgrown banks as much as possible, visiting pear trees that yielded the hard little fruit Kayla Brown used to brew her dangerously strong cider, and a lone apple tree, a poor spidery thing suffering from the blight that had wiped out most of the commercial orchards, its unripe apples hard and sour. Joshua ate one and pretended to like it, said that they’d come back next month and have themselves a harvest and make some good credit at Bartertown.


  That was where they headed, a hair past noon, their work done for the day. Officially, it was the Cliffe Fort Wet Market, its platforms and cabins cantilevered over the remains of one of the defensive forts built two centuries ago to ward off attacks on London that might have come up river, but none of its regulars ever called it that. Rose and Joshua humped their baskets to the tally office, where a clerk weighed the pickings and added the meager amount of credit, less the market’s percentage, to Joshua’s phone, and after picking up a few basics at the commissary, they wandered through the open-air market. Buyers from high-end shops and restaurants in London had mostly finished their business and departed in their boats and drone gigs, leaving the locals to barter and bargain for what was left. Joshua took his time, chatting with stallholders, buying a punnet of blueberries at one stall, a handful of punishingly expensive coffee beans in a twist of paper at another, a tinkered strain grown in a hydroponic stack somewhere in Cornwall. Like most of the oldsters, he had an inexplicable jones for the stuff, which had been hugely popular back in the day, before blight and heatwaves had wiped out plantations in South America, Africa, and Asia. Rose had tried it once: bitter as burnt rubber, even worse with hot potato milk stirred into it, the way Joshua liked it.


  A couple of the stalls were especially busy, one selling off a catch of flying fish, the other cuts from the carcass of a nurse shark hung from a wooden frame. A gruesome sight, like an illustration of some kind of torture in olden times when they’d burnt witches. That was where Joshua tapped Rose’s shoulder and pointed to someone on the other side of the market, queuing at a stall that sold bread and baked goods made from actual wheat flour.


  “Remember the young man we were talking about, who moved here after his aunt died? That’s him. Tyler Sleight.”


  “I remember she was supposed to talk to ghosts,” Rose said.


  The man was around her age, and easy on the eye. A little like a younger, blond version of Derry Dave, tanned and lean, dressed in a paint-spattered singlet and baggy utility shorts, smiling as he said something to the man behind the stall.


  “Apparently, he’s fixed up his aunt’s old boat, and has been seen out and about in the marshes,” Joshua said.


  “Are you worried about competition?” Rose said.


  “Not at all. He doesn’t have a permit, and I’ve been told that it isn’t fruit or fish he’s interested in,” Joshua said, with a raised-eyebrow look supposed to encourage Rose to ask him what he meant.


  “I suppose this is more of your silly gossip,” she said.


  People came to Bartertown to trade in tales of local rumors and scandals as well as goods, and Rose knew they’d been talking about her, too. On her very first visit, Toby Drury, the warden who enforced regulations and by-laws in the marsh, had appeared at her side after she’d become separated from Joshua, gripping her elbow and telling her that he’d heard she was staying with the folk at the Reach, and hoped she wasn’t thinking of causing any trouble. When she tried to front it out, asking him what had given him that idea, he told her that he knew about the spot of bother in the drifters’ camp and couldn’t help wondering if she’d been involved.


  “As I understand it, you were found in a bad way the day after,” the warden said.


  “I got lost in the marsh, Joshua was kind enough to help me out, and now I’m helping him,” she said, wondering if Kayla Brown had put him onto her, this tall, flinty man with a forensic gaze that reminded her of one of her instructors in initial training, lasering into her as he let go of her elbow and told her he would be giving her some serious attention.


  Joshua had tried to make a joke of the encounter, saying that locals still thought that folk from the Reach were outsiders who couldn’t quite be trusted, and Toby Drury was a local born and bred, but Rose had done her best to avoid the warden after that. The last thing she needed was trouble with the law, even if the law in question wasn’t much more than a glorified gamekeeper.


  “Apparently,” Joshua was saying now, still on the topic of the nephew, “he’s been looking for dead people.”


  Saying it so seriously that Rose couldn’t help laughing.


  “You think he’s some kind of grave robber?” she said.


  “Did I ever tell you about the rocket? The one that crashed?”


  “I saw it that time Maggie took me pearl fishing,” Rose said. Joshua had set her up for that trip, but it must have slipped through one of the holes in his memory.


  “Did Maggie tell you about its payload?” Joshua said.


  “The soul chips? Most definitely.”


  Maggie Dowd was a cheerful, compact person in her late sixties, hair dyed blue with a white stripe down the center part, old-fashioned glasses with large black frames that she pushed up with her thumb whenever she wanted to look at something interesting. She’d worked for a telecoms company before she retired and was pretty technical, maintaining the filter system that made river water drinkable and the solar panels and heat pumps and wind turbines that supplied the Reach with electricity, and helping Farhad Hassannezhad maintain the community’s intranet. She also used pearls from a tinkered strain of freshwater mussel to make earrings and necklaces, and had taken Rose on one of her harvesting runs a couple of weeks ago.


  They’d traveled deep into the marsh, visiting what Maggie called dark pools—flooded quarry workings that weren’t flushed by the marsh’s tides, with deep layers of anoxic water and all kinds of chemicals and heavy metals in the sediments at their bottoms—where Maggie grew tinkered freshwater mussels on hemp ropes hung from plastic floats. The pearls she harvested from the mussels were a mixture of small rough spheres and blunt cylinders, striped or marbled with patterns of black or grey or fawn: pigments derived, Maggie told Rose, from pollutants. All kinds of shit had been dumped in the dark pools back in the day, but the mussels were tough little things that could transform poison into beauty.


  The site of the crashed rocket was the last place they visited. Maggie steered her skiff around a sharp bend in a muddy channel, and there it was, lying on a crescent of sere wasteland on the far side of a reach of still, black water. Smaller than Rose had expected, a blunt cone overgrown by grass and thistles and briars burnt brown by the sun, marked by a cluster of tattered sun-bleached pennants atop bamboo poles. Most of its skin was gone, and the remaining panels patched over the bent and crushed hoops and stringers of its framework were stained and rotting from years of bad weather.


  Maggie let the skiff drift sideways as they contemplated the wreck, told Rose that before the sky crash there’d been a little spaceport at the northeastern end of the marsh that had launched small commercial payloads, cubesats, flatsats, super-secret military hardware, and so on. This was the remains of one of its rockets, which had suffered a catastrophic failure seconds after lift-off: its motor had flamed out, it had cartwheeled and broken apart, and the nose cone and payload system had ended up here, after scattering its cargo of nanosats across the marsh. The nanosats had been packed with soul chips, so-called, and the soul chips had been loaded with the DNA and AI simulations of people who had believed that, some time in the future, the chips might be retrieved and used to magic copies of themselves back to life.


  “It was a crazy long shot, no doubt, but this was just before the collapse, and people were especially crazy back then,” Maggie said. “Billionaires were talking about building space habitats in orbit or on the Moon or Mars to escape damage and disasters they’d had a big part in causing. I suppose the soul chips were a cheap alternative, but the sky crash put an end to it. You know what caused that, the sky crash?”


  She had this habit of suddenly firing off a question, like an instructor putting you on the spot. Rose didn’t much mind it and played along, saying, “Wasn’t it something to do with a spaceship exploding?”


  And felt an unexpected pang of homesickness, remembering evenings spent with her father on the lumpy sofa, watching old sci-fi films. She’d pinged her parents with her new phone as proof of life and there’d been a little to and fro, the beginnings of a reconciliation, even though her mother couldn’t help asking when Rose was coming home, whether she was getting the treatment she needed. Another reason to find a way of getting fixed up, prove that she could look after herself.


  Maggie was explaining that the sky crash had been caused by two dead satellites colliding, how the debris cloud had smashed into other satellites, a chain reaction spreading across the sky until it was filled with debris endlessly whizzing around. Which, yeah, pretty much sounded like one of those old films.


  “That was the end of space stations and satellites in Low Earth Orbit,” Maggie said. “And the end of all the little low-cost, low-impact spaceports like the one that launched this rocket. It was a shame. Their rockets were smart little reusable beasts with seamless engines that burned renewable biopropane. Lightweight, efficient, and as environmentally friendly as possible.”


  “You miss that stuff,” Rose said, thinking of how oldsters, even in the Reach, which was supposedly all about how best to live in the here and now, were haunted by the past. Regretting all they’d lost, unable to let go of what they’d had to live through in the crazy collapse years, guilty about what they’d done or what they’d failed to do.


  Maggie telling her now that she’d spent five years helping to develop control systems for a fleet of autonomous, high-altitude dirigibles that had been meant to replace the low-cost satellite internet systems taken out by the sky crash.


  “It was a good idea, but didn’t come to anything in the end. Too expensive and too vulnerable,” she said, and tweaked the tiller so the skiff bumped up against a cluster of oil-drum floats. “Anyway, the rocket just missed ending up in this pool and became a waymark for people looking for a place to dump their shit. Pearls here have a nice blue tint. Let’s see if we can find some.”


  So that was where Rose first heard about the soul chips, and now Joshua told her that, according to local gossip, they were what the young man, Tyler Sleight, was searching for out in the marsh.


  “His aunt was employed by the company that made those chips before she got into the business of talking to dead people. Some say that he has a map she made, or some other kind of insider knowledge.”


  “Are these chips like some kind of treasure?” Rose said.


  “After the rocket blew up, locals pottering about in the marsh would sometimes turn up one of its nanosats or a couple of the chips, and make a bit of credit by selling their finds. Which means that someone else wanted to buy them,” Joshua said.


  “You mean like collectors?”


  “Why not? There’s an old rule about sexual preferences and pornography. Which was a big thing on the internet, when the internet was the internet. The rule being, anything you could imagine, no matter how weird or wild, had a website. It’s the same with stuff. Especially old stuff. Anything you can think of, there’s someone, somewhere, who collects it. Even chips imprinted with dead people’s souls,” Joshua said, and went off on one of his tangential grooves, how stories about the soul chips echoed older stories of ghosts and hauntings, and events in the marsh’s deep history, from the Romans to Iron Age tribes, all the way back to roaming bands of Neolithic hunter-gatherers, might have left imprints or psychic resonances. How, it being a wild and lonely place, people’s senses sharpened and their imaginations kicked into high gear, and they saw things they wouldn’t usually see, or things that weren’t really there.


  Rose, feeling seen by this talk of ghosts, didn’t pursue the matter of Tyler Sleight and the soul chips. She told herself that he was just another of the eccentrics, castaways, and refuseniks the marsh seemed to attract. Still, the idea that there might be a market for the soul chips stuck with her, feeding fantasies of digging up one of those old nanosats and selling its cargo for a fat price to some rich eccentric collector, enough to pay for treatment in Ollie’s clinic, or some other place that could exorcise her ghosts. . . .


  A heatwave rolled over the marsh, riding a massive ridge of high pressure that parked itself across mainland Europe and the south of England. The marsh baked. Joshua and Rose set out on gleaning forays in grey pre-dawn light, the skiff breasting through scarves of mist hovering over water warm as bathwater, mud banks dried into crazed plates that shattered beneath their boots, and abandoned work a couple of hours after the sun had levered itself up from the shimmering horizon and filled the air with furnace heat and light. The Bartertown market was shaded by sails of brown and blood red canvas and closed early, and the marsh and the countryside around and about drowsed through scorching afternoons and hot, sticky evenings.


  It was fire season, and one day a wildfire crackled across tinder-dry heath and woodland to the east of the marsh, punching pillars of smoke into the heat-whitened sky. Rose, Maggie Dowd, Sami Mansoor, and a dozen others from the Reach joined a small army of volunteers who rode in a convoy of buses to a muster point and were issued with long-handled swatters and spent a long day trudging along the fire line, flailing out smoldering ash and nests of crawling sparks and little pockets of flame. They returned to the muster point at dusk, queued at water bowsers to rinse ash and smoke from their hair and skin, and devoured food other volunteers handed out, everyone exhausted and grimy but pleasantly satisfied by their collective effort.


  Rose was especially tired, and a headache was needling behind her eyes: for the last couple of hours on the fire line the Grey Guy had been playing peek-a-boo behind scorched hedgerows and Old Rags had been fluttering at the margins of her vision. As she scraped her mostly uneaten meal into the recycler, she spotted Tyler Sleight chatting to a couple of men, and might have nerved herself to go over and talk to him, tried to slide the matter of the soul chips into the conversation. But the buses were kindling their headlights, and marshals were calling out names and destinations, and Tyler Sleight went one way and she went another.


  A short train of thunderstorms delivered some relief from the heat. Bruised towers boiling up above the river, drifting inland and darkening the sky as rain swept down and lightning crazed the purple storm light and thunder rolled from one edge of the sky to the other like God’s own artillery. The last storm ended in a terrific hailstorm, trees along the Reach threshing, hail hammering on the roofs and decks of the shacks and houseboats and floating homes, seething on the surface of the creek, piling up everywhere in smoking drifts. Abigay Philibert found a hailstone the size of her head and smashed it into chips that she added to cocktails made with lime juice, shavings from the rinds of bitter wild oranges, and white rum from a fellow who had a still hidden in the marsh. Passing tumblers to people who’d been working in the vegetable plots until it was too dark to see, gathering produce from plants trashed by the storm.


  The heat returned, implacable, inescapable. Nights were scarcely cooler than the day; Rose lay sleepless and sweating on her pad on the barge’s roof, the rigid patterns of the stars burning bright and close, pieces of debris in the shell wrapped around the sky faintly twinkling and flashing as they tumbled in long arcs from east to west. Sometimes she glimpsed the brief scratch of a meteor, made a wish. Keep me safe. And keep Joshua safe, too, so I don’t have to leave this place just yet. And when it’s time, let me find a way to get to the Czech Republic and let everything Ollie said about that clinic come true.


  One evening, as Rose and the oldsters relaxed in gusts of cooling mist on the veranda of Maggie’s shack, Sami Mansoor mentioned that the new kid up in the village had asked them to do a little work. Rose, as usual sort of dozing in the shadows at the outer edge of the gathering, perked up and asked Sami did they mean Tyler Sleight.


  “Only new kid in town I know of,” Sami said. A lively pixie in their late fifties with a quick, mischievous smile and an addiction to gossip, they sprawled bonelessly in a deck chair, a carton of beer resting on the swell of their belly.


  “I wouldn’t mind giving you a hand,” Rose said. Sort of blurting it out without thinking it through, then having to listen to the others making a joke of it. It was time she found someone of her age, she was finally tired of us oldsters, better watch out, she’s on the prowl, so on.


  “Cut the sexist bullshit. I’m just trying to help out,” she said, and looked at Joshua, hoping for a little support. “Maybe I’ll find out what he’s really up to, out in the marsh.”


  Its just a couple of trees need trimming, Sami said. But if you want to come along and can keep your curiosity under control, why not?”


  The next morning, the new sun glowering behind the veils of smoke from wildfires on the other side of the river, Rose rode with Sami on their buzzy little electric scooter, a wood chipper hitched behind, to a bungalow at the eastern end of the nearby village. It perched at the edge of the old cliffs above the marsh, in a garden gone to weeds dried brittle and brown in the long summer heat. Its roof had been stripped back to battens over tarpaper, and someone—it was Tyler Sleight, blond and tanned, bare-chested in dark blue running shorts—waved to them from the ridge.


  While Sami and Rose hauled the wood chipper into the back garden, Tyler Sleight climbed down from the roof and brought out a pitcher of water and three mismatched tumblers. Rose was tall, but he was taller, with a nice smile and a cheerful manner, explaining that he’d cut back the bushes and weeds, but the trees were a bit too much for one person to deal with, so he’d called in someone who knew what they were doing.


  There were four of them, eucalyptus trees grown tall and wild, their pleasant medicinal scent tinting the baked air, the ground beneath a crackling carpet of dry leaves. Sami uncoiled lengths of rope and unsheathed their chainsaw and clambered around the treetops with impressive agility, and Rose fed severed branches into the wood chipper’s maw, harder work than she’d expected, what with pulling them out and shoving them back in whenever the wood chipper jammed. By the time the job was finished, her arms and shoulders were aching, the gloves Sami had lent her were stiff and sticky with sap, and there was a huge pyramid of fragrant woodchips on the patch of bare earth that might have once been a lawn.


  After she’d helped Sami pack up and Tyler had dashed them payment for the work, Rose said that she’d hang around the village for a little while; she hadn’t had a chance to see it before.


  “Nothing much to see,” Sami said. “And it’s a long walk back and it isn’t going to get any cooler.”


  “I’ll be fine,” Rose said.


  Sami looked at Tyler, looked at her, and said, “I bet.”


  They didn’t actually wink, but the impression was there.


  “I’m surprised we haven’t run into each other before,” Rose told Tyler, after Sami had puttered off on their scooter. “I heard you like to go out in the marsh, and I’m out there almost every day.”


  “I’ve seen you in the market, with that old guy.”


  “Joshua. He told me about the crashed rocket. The one that was carrying soul chips?” Rose said, deciding she might as well get right to it.


  “Oh, I know all about the rocket,” Tyler said.


  He had a nice, easy smile. Rose was pretty sure that he’d guessed what she was working up to, but she pushed on anyway.


  “Joshua told me that you might be looking for some of those chips. I know the marsh pretty well, me and Joshua roam all over. If you need any help, I could give you a hand.”


  Tyler studied her for a moment, then said, “Why don’t I make some tea? It’ll have to be lemon balm, it’s all I have.”


  “One of my favorites,” Rose said, although she was pretty certain that she’d never had lemon balm tea before.


  They perched in a wedge of shade on the rickety decking behind the bungalow. A fresh view of marsh and sky beyond the pollarded trees, two widely separated columns of smoke rising from the river’s far shore. A feeling that they were at the edge of the world. Tyler told her that he was fixing up the place as best he could, doing most of the work himself because he was short of credit, hoping that a basic do-over would raise the price. “Otherwise, I won’t have much left over after taxes. Property around here isn’t worth anything.”


  “You’re going to sell the place? You aren’t staying on?”


  “I thought about it,” Tyler confessed. “But I have work and a life back in London.”


  He said that he and his aunt hadn’t been close, he’d had no idea she was going to leave the bungalow to him. He’d mostly seen her on summer holidays, when his family stayed at a caravan park outside Gravesend and made the obligatory round of visits to relatives.


  “You wouldn’t believe the number of cousins I had,” he told Rose. “Most of them pretty old. I mean, I was a kid, everyone seemed old, but they really were. I remember sitting in a corner of a living room crowded with all these ancient monuments I scarcely knew, my mother spending what seemed like hours talking with them about people I’d never heard of, and things that happened a hundred years ago.”


  “I know the feeling,” Rose said.


  “I suppose you’re staying with that old guy, Joshua. The one taught you so much about the marsh.”


  “Sort of,” Rose said, and felt the need to clarify that. “He lets me sleep on the roof of his barge. Down in the Reach? That’s how I know Sami. They live there, too.”


  “Is he a relative of yours? Joshua, I mean.”


  “He’s a friend. And are you trying to change the subject?”


  “I don’t know. What was the subject?”


  “What you’re looking for, out in the marsh.”


  “Despite what you’ve heard, it isn’t soul chips. Sorry to disappoint.”


  “I should have known better than to listen to gossip,” Rose said.


  She was embarrassed, and also disappointed. Hadn’t realized until now how much she wanted the rumor about soul chips to be true, to have a chance of making some real credit.


  Tyler twitched one of his shoulders in a sort of shrug, as if to say it didn’t matter. “What I am doing,” he said, “is making field recordings. Wind, water, birdsong. Ambient noise.”


  He was a sound engineer for a production company that made TV shows, it turned out. Rose asked if the recordings of birdsong and so on were for his work, and Tyler said no, they were for his music.


  “I manipulate samples, distort them, loop them. . . . Find a rhythm in something and go with it.” He seemed a little embarrassed, told Rose he didn’t often talk about it.


  “Maybe you could play me something,” she said.


  “Maybe. If I ever finish the piece I’m working on. Anyway, that’s what I’ve been up to, out there.”


  “Nothing to do with ghosts. Or soul chips.”


  “Not in the marsh. Of course, right here in the house, that’s a different story,” Tyler said, flashing that smile of his again.


  Rose couldn’t tell if he was serious or having fun with her, but she was enjoying the to and fro, and wishing that she didn’t stink of sweat, that her arms and face weren’t filthy with dirt and tree sap.


  She returned his smile and said, “Are you telling me this place is haunted?”


  “If you know about the soul chips, I guess you must also know what my aunt did for a living.”


  “Could she really talk to the dead?”


  A little dent appeared between Tyler’s eyes as he gave this some serious consideration. “She comforted the living. I know that. They needed, I don’t know, closure or something. And that’s what she gave them.”


  “A way to manage their grief” Rose said, to show that she understood.


  Tyler nodded. “I don’t know whether she could talk to the actual dead, but in a way she definitely did, because she used a soul chip in her seances. Maybe that’s where that rumor of yours came from. Some spiritual advisors have angels or shamans, sacred elders or what they call ascended masters. My aunt had a simulation of a woman called Amy Greenway.”


  “That was a person who had the soul chip made,” Rose said, her hope twitching again, not quite dead after all.


  “Who the chip was made for,” Tyler said. “Amy Greenway’s chip was stolen when someone broke into the bungalow, after my aunt died, but I found where she kept her spares. So if you want, I can show you how it works.”


  The room where Nicole Featherstone had held her seances was small and dark, lined floor to ceiling with purple drapes. Thick black carpet, four ladder-back chairs and a little round table at the center, faint lights wandering across the ceiling when Tyler flipped a wall switch.


  “It’s kind of tacky, I know, but Nicole once told me that an important part of a stance was setting the scene,” he told Rose. “Part of that, the setup is voice activated, I have to say this particular phrase.”


  “I promise I won’t laugh,” Rose said.


  Truthfully, the faint smears of light sliding around overhead like the ghosts of Joshua’s lost birds were already creeping her out. She wouldn’t have been surprised to see one of her own ghosts lurking in the shadowy folds of the drapes.


  Tyler straightened his back, suddenly looking serious, and said, with theatrical emphasis, “Is there anyone there?”


  The lights crawling over the ceiling blinked out and a woman’s voice said, “Who are you? Who wants to know?”


  Rose’s arms prickled as the fine hairs lifted, and she felt a touch of dread, like the onset of one of her times, creeping into the back of her head.


  “That isn’t the ghost,” Tyler told her. “It’s a sound clip. Part of the show. The ghost comes next. Ready?”


  “Bring it on,” Rose said, although her feeling of dread was definitely growing.


  “I ask you to show yourself,” Tyler said, in his theatrical voice.


  A spinning ball of light kindled in front of them, a woman’s voice—a different woman—said, “Who are you? Where am I?” and shadows in the four corners of the dark little room gained substance and with a sudden rush swarmed over Rose, and she was on her back, looking up at little blurred stars crawling across a black sky. No, the sky was a ceiling, and she remembered where she was and the woman’s plaintive confused voice, and now Tyler’s face was looming over her and he was asking her if she was all right.


  She had a headache, and the taste of metal in her mouth. A familiar sense of wrongness. She pushed up on her elbows and said, “I think so.”


  “You gave me a scare. I was about to call the medical center.”


  “Some of that lemon balm tea might help,” Rose said, and a few minutes later, as they sat on either side of the table in the kitchen, she found herself telling Tyler about the psych bomb.


  She’d been a tech corporal in 29 Close Support Squadron. Part of the allied force in Morocco, pushing back far-right nationalist forces that wanted to overthrow the legitimate government and expel all the displaced persons in the country’s camps. 29 Close Support was tasked with supplying troops scattered across a long front line in the Anti-Atlas Mountains, and Rose and her crew had been supervising semiautonomous Pelican cargo drones when they’d been targeted by insurgent psyops, saturating their command center with pulsed, highly focused microwave energy and hacking their virtual reality headsets, weaponizing optical displays with subliminal images and bursts of light and sound that hit everyone on the link with panic, loss of motor control, and temporary blindness, and in some caused permanent damage.


  “I was one of the people who were badly affected,” Rose told Tyler. “And I still get spells. Sometimes see things that aren’t there.”


  “And my aunt’s rig triggered you,” Tyler said. “I’m sorry.”


  “It’s hardly your fault. And I’m all right now.” It wasn’t quite true, but she was feeling a little better. She drank a little lemon balm tea and said, “So that was what a soul chip does. Shows you the fake ghost of a real dead person.”


  “Her name is Eunice Ofemile. And she might not be dead,” Tyler said. “There are eight people with that name living in England. More I guess in other countries. Especially Nigeria—Ofemile is a Nigerian name.”


  “You looked her up,” Rose said, wondering if he had also thought of selling the chip.


  Tyler ducked his head, as if embarrassed. “I was curious. Didn’t take it any further than that.”


  Still, Rose believed that it was a new and interesting wrinkle. Eunice Ofemile might want that chip back. Might want to buy it off Tyler. And he’d said something about finding his aunt’s spares, so there must be more of them knocking around. . . .


  She said, “So if that chip isn’t from the crashed rocket, how did your aunt get hold of it?”


  “She worked for Athanasia, the company that made them. When it shut down and she lost her job, she sort of borrowed some of the inventory, along with a projector setup and a copy of the software that makes it work. I don’t exactly know what people have been telling you, but that’s all there is to it. Sorry to disappoint.”


  “But someone thinks those chips are valuable. They broke in, stole the one your aunt had been using.”


  “They stole a bunch of things, not just the chip.”


  “But they didn’t take the hardware. The projector setup.”


  Rose was wondering if the chip had been stolen to order, who had bought it.


  “I guess because old electronic gear doesn’t fetch much,” Tyler said. “The police weren’t especially interested, and I actually got some of the stuff back—someone walking their dog found it dumped in a ditch outside the village.”


  “Can I see it? The setup, and the soul chip.”


  “Are you sure you’re up to it?”


  “As long as you don’t switch it on again.”


  It was hidden behind the drapes in the seance room: a lunchbox-sized server, cables running to speakers, laser projectors up in the corners of the ceiling. Tyler pulled the soul chip from the back of the server, handed it to Rose: a chunky rectangle of slightly greasy black plastic with gold contacts in a recess at one end, a pair of red LEDs at the other. It wouldn’t be easy to spot one, out in the marsh, but it wouldn’t be impossible, either.


  Tyler said it hadn’t been hard to figure out how the setup worked—it helped that his aunt had let him sit in on a seance one summer. “I know it all looks fake and cheap,” he said, “but it was pretty impressive, the way she used it.”


  “It definitely made an impression on me,” Rose said.


  It was past two in the afternoon now, too hot to walk back to the Reach, even if she wasn’t still feeling woozy, so she ended up staying for a late lunch, corn cobs grilled on an old barbeque just outside the kitchen door, potato salad. Tyler told her about life in London; she gave an abbreviated version of how she’d ended up camping out on the roof of Joshua’s barge in the Reach, said that she couldn’t stay there forever, and was trying to figure out her next move.


  “The army couldn’t fix me up, but there’s a clinic in the Czech Republic that might be able to do something,” she said, deciding to make her pitch. “Trouble is, the treatment is madly expensive. That’s why, when Joshua told me that you might be searching for the cargo of that crashed rocket, I had this stupid idea about helping you.”


  “You must really want to get cured,” Tyler said sympathetically.


  “I got carried away,” Rose said. “But there still might be a way of making some credit. If Eunice Ofemile is still alive, she might want that chip back. And Joshua told me locals sold some of the chips they found, after the rocket crash. So maybe there are people who collect them, and I could find someone who could take the ones you found off your hands.”


  “You really think they’re worth anything?”


  “The person who broke in and stole one thought so.” Rose watched Tyler think about this and said, to jog things along, “I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t desperate.”


  “I did wonder about trying to trace the people who had them made,” Tyler said. “So I could give them back. Give, not sell. I’d feel funny about taking any credit.”


  “You don’t have to decide anything now,” Rose said, thinking that if she tried to force the issue he’d probably say no, and that would be that. “Let’s see if I can find out anything about this company, Athanasia, and its clients. If I do, we can talk again.”


  It was early in the evening when she got back to the Reach; Joshua and the usual crew were up on Maggie’s veranda, talking and drinking and smoking. She’d been planning to ask the old man if he knew anything about the kind of people who might want to buy the chips, but it had been a long day and a long walk home in stifling heat, and she was still fuzzy from her reaction to Eunice Ofemile’s ghost, so she flaked out rather than join the party, didn’t raise the matter of Tyler’s aunt and the soul chips until she and Joshua were out in the marsh the next morning.


  “I couldn’t help noticing that you came back long after Sami did,” Joshua said, when she mentioned Tyler’s name.


  “We got to talking about his aunt’s seances,” Rose said. “Tyler showed me this setup she’d built, how it animated a version of the person stored in a soul chip.”


  “So he is interested in them.”


  “Not so very much. And he didn’t find them in the marsh. His aunt worked for the company that made them, like you said, and got hold of some of its gear when the company went bankrupt.”


  Joshua thought about that. He was was wearing a khaki short sleeve shirt and tattered shorts and handmade sandals with soles carved out of old tires, sitting with the handle of the skiff”s motor under his arm as he steered it along a broad channel between beds of tall reeds. At last, he said, “It would seem that your story is more of a caper than a quest. Young Tyler has valuable soul chips, but may not want to sell them. You have to persuade him to change his mind, or find another way of getting hold of them.”


  “After the aunt died,” Rose said, determined not to get sidetracked, “someone broke into her bungalow and stole one of the chips. The one in her projector setup, they didn’t find the others. If there’s a market for the chips, collectors or whatever, I was wondering if you know how I could make contact.”


  “Have you persuaded your young man to sell them?”


  “He’s thinking about it,” Rose said, telling herself that it was kind of sort of true. “And there isn’t anything between us, except in your fantasies.”


  “Selling the ghosts he’s inherited might help you get rid of the ghosts that are haunting you. It’s all rather neat, isn’t it?” Joshua said, and shivered once, all over, like a dog shaking water from its coat.


  “Are you all right?”


  “I might have overindulged on Kayla’s new batch of cider last night.”


  Joshua asked Rose to fetch out his bag, swallowed two painkillers, and said that he didn’t know anything about collectors of soul chips, but perhaps her friend’s aunt knew one, or one knew of her.


  “Because that chip may have been stolen to order,” Rose said. “I wondered about that. But Tyler doesn’t know who took it, and he said the police weren’t helpful.”


  “Even so, it’s what they used to call a lead. If I were you, I’d start by trying to find some of the aunt’s friends and associates. Especially any who also worked for the company that made the chips.”


  “I looked it up,” Rose said. “While you were still dead to the world. It was located right here, in Gravesend, but it went bust eighteen years ago, I don’t suppose there’s anything left of it now. And I didn’t find much else. Mention of it in a news item about that crashed rocket. A picture of a promotional leaflet. Nothing useful.”


  “The internet isn’t what it once was, but Farhad might be able to help you track down a little more. And find out if anyone is asking after the soul chips, too,” Joshua said, and shivered again, head to toe.


  “Are you okay?”


  “I think we should head back,” Joshua said, but he’d barely got the skiff turned around when he started to shake so badly that Rose had to grab the tiller and cut the motor before they rammed into a mud bank. He didn’t put up any resistance when she took charge, sat hunched and shivering as she headed back to the Reach, and was pretty much comatose by the time they docked. Maggie Dowd helped her steer him to the barge, and they were settling him in his bunk bed when Kayla Brown came rattling down the steps and took over, Maggie steering Rose out of the cabin as Kayla, kneeling beside the bed, began to tenderly unbutton Joshua’s shirt.


  A doctor from the clinic in Gravesend paid a visit and prescribed a tailored anti-inflammatory, and Kayla organized a rotating vigil that excluded Rose, but late in the evening, when most people in the Reach were asleep, she snuck into the barge’s living quarters. Joshua was asleep or unconscious, shrunken and frail under a clean white sheet. Looking his age. Maggie, who was sitting with him, said that all they could do was wait it out and hope for the best, and her grave look just about sank Rose’s heart.


  Unable to think of any other way of helping out, she took Joshua’s skiff into the marsh the next day, cutting samphire and collecting windfall pears and a basket of the hard sour apples. She couldn’t sell her pickings at Bartertown, what with not having a gleaning permit, but she hoped to win some points by contributing to the Reach’s communal larder. As she cruised the creeks, selfish thoughts about what would happen if Joshua died kept intruding. No way she could stay on at the Reach if he did, that was for damn sure. She’d be expelled from paradise, homeless jobless, only a handful of credits on a crappy phone that wasn’t really hers, no way of ever getting to the Czech Republic. She thought of Tyler and the soul chips. It was too soon to try to talk him around, but maybe if she did a little more digging, as Joshua had suggested, asked Farhad Hassannezhad to help her find a market, a collector. . . . And if the worst happened, if Joshua didn’t get any better and she was kicked out of the Reach and Tyler refused to do the right thing, then maybe she’d be justified in finding out where he was hiding the damn chips and confiscating them.


  When Rose returned to the Reach and boarded Joshua’s barge, Kayla Brown came out of the bedroom and told her that she mustn’t disturb him, he was running a high fever and needed his rest.


  “I brought some of the apples he likes,” Rose said. “And pears for your cider, and a few bunches of samphire, too.”


  “Leave it all with me and let him sleep,” Kayla said unyieldingly. “Go on now.”


  Farhad Hassannezhad wasn’t especially accommodating either, listening to Rose’s story and telling her that he’d look up sellers and buyers of soul chips when he had a moment to spare, but she shouldn’t expect much.


  “Back in the day, trade in this kind of thing would most likely have been on the dark web. Hard to search, full of traps for the unwary. And now the dark web is as shattered and broken as the internet, fragments and polders and walled gardens that have to be checked one by one. Very time-consuming and not without its dangers.”


  “Does that mean you can’t really help me?”


  “It means that you should manage your expectations and cultivate a little patience,” Farhad said.


  With nothing better to do, Rose spent the next morning in the vegetable plots, working off some of her frustration by hacking at weeds. Toward noon dark clouds boiled up, the temperature dropped, and after a couple of thunderclaps a heavy rain smashed down. While oldsters who’d been working in the plots took shelter in the equipment shed, Rose gave herself up to the battering downpour, arms outstretched, her face turned up to the sky. But in less than ten minutes the rain stopped as abruptly as it had begun, the clouds sailed east and the sun beat down, and the air, briefly refreshed, quickly grew steamy again.


  The heat was like a wet towel wrapped around her head, heavy and constricting, and she didn’t like the way some of the oldsters looked at her when she took a seat at the communal lunch table, was unnerved when Kayla Brown, just oh so casually passing by, paused to exchange a few words with Farhad and Abigay. Suddenly, she needed to get away from the suffocating heat and feeling that she was being watched and judged, and she borrowed Joshua’s skiff again and took it out along a channel at the edge of the marsh.


  A salty breeze gave some relief from the heat; the empty sky and the flat unpopulated sweep of the marsh gave her a calming sense of perspective. Apart from a few ships scattered across the broad sweep of the river, and distant threads of smoke from the fires that had broken out in the Great Buckland reforestation scheme, she might be a lone survivor of some final catastrophe. No sound but rippling water, rustling grasses, random birdsong.


  It was a false, fugitive peace. She’d grounded the skiff on one of the outer mud banks and was picking some choice specimens of sea purslane, thinking that she could take them back to Farhad, a little gift, an excuse to ask if he’d made any headway with his search, when she felt the prickling sense of a malign presence at her back. She turned, thinking it was one of her ghosts, and saw a trim launch purring down the creek, the warden, Toby Drury, at the helm, sounding his siren and setting off the flashers on the launch’s lightbar when he saw that she’d spotted him.


  Rose didn’t ask how he’d found her—she was pretty sure that she knew who’d ratted her out. He took her back to Bartertown, towing the skiff behind his launch, and in his office filled out a citation and flashed a copy to her phone. A spot fine for collecting plants without a permit, payable within thirty days, he said, or else she would have to stand in front of a magistrate.


  “I should charge you with taking that skiff without permission, too. But Joshua gave you a pass.”


  “You shouldn’t have bothered him—he’s not well.”


  “You should be grateful that he spoke up for you. This would be a very different conversation if he hadn’t.”


  “What if I can’t pay the fine?”


  “Since this is your first offense—the first I know of, at any rate—you’ll most likely be given a couple of hundred hours of community service. No shame in working off your debt that way.”


  Rose was tempted to say community work was exactly what she’d been doing out in the marsh, collecting food for the oldsters in the Reach, keeping Joshua’s business going while he was sick, but thought better of it. In her experience, there was never any point trying to debate points of morality after you’d been caught dead to rights.


  “I’ve never been afraid of work,” she said. “Are we done here?”


  “Unless there’s anything else you’d like to confess.”


  “Nothing that concerns you,” she said, wondering if he’d been told about her interest in soul chips, too.


  Toby Drury studied her for a moment, swinging gently back and forth in his chair. “If you don’t pay the fine, you’ll be sent a court date. Don’t miss it, or you’ll be in real trouble. And tell Joshua he’s in my thoughts.”


  A few stalls in the market were still open. Rose bought a twist of coffee beans before retrieving the skiff and heading back to the Reach. She was walking toward Joshua’s barge when Maggie Dowd intercepted her and told her that people had heard about her arrest, and there’d been a call for a special meeting. “It’s a tempest in a teapot if you ask me, but some think you should be asked to leave.”


  “I wasn’t doing anything I haven’t done a hundred times before, with Joshua. And if Kayla wants me gone, she should ask me to my face,” Rose said, certain that the woman had spread the news of her arrest as well as ratting her out to Toby Drury.


  Maggie didn’t deny it, saying, “It sucks, I know, but it’s how things are handled, here. You can put your case at the meeting, and some of us will speak for you, too.”


  “Don’t think I’m not grateful for that, but I think I’ll skip it,” Rose said. She wasn’t especially angry about Kayla’s petty jealousy. It was pitiable, really, and sort of exhausting, and besides, there might be a way of turning this to her advantage. “It’s about time I moved on, anyway. But can I at least see Joshua, and say goodbye?”


  The old man was asleep and though Rose wanted to thank him for standing by her, she didn’t have the heart to wake him. She wrote a note instead, handed it and the twist of coffee beans to Sami Mansoor, who was sitting with him, and threw her stuff together and walked out of there. It felt good, leaving on her own terms with her back straight and her head held high, but she had plenty of time to regret her impulsiveness during the long walk in the late afternoon heat toward the village. Tyler Sleight didn’t seem especially pleased to see her, opening the door halfway after she knocked, saying that she had some nerve, coming back.


  “If it’s about my run-in with the warden, it wasn’t anything. A lot of fuss about a handful of sea purslane.”


  “Sea purslane?”


  Tyler was dressed in shorts and a ratty T-shirt. Speckles of white paint on his face, a streak of white paint in his hair. Confusion softening his hard look.


  “My friend Joshua is ill,” Rose said. “And the warden caught me out in the marsh on my own, gleaning without a permit.”


  “What about the chip?”


  “What chip?”


  Now it was Rose’s turn to be confused.


  “I didn’t report it to the police because I figured that you took it out of desperation,” Tyler said. “And if you’ve had a change of heart, come to give it back, you can keep it. You obviously need it more than me.”


  “You’ve been burgled again,” Rose said. “And you thought it was me.”


  “It wasn’t?”


  “Cross my heart and hope to die, as my granny used to say.”


  “You can understand why I thought it might have been,” Tyler said. “Since you were so interested in the chips. So keen on selling them.”


  “I do admit to being a little bit desperate. But I’m not a burglar.”


  Tyler smiled. Not the full wattage, but enough to let Rose know he believed her.


  She said, “Why don’t you let me in, and tell me everything.”


  It had happened two days ago. The day after Rose had been laid out by the demonstration of the seance setup. Tyler had gone to Gravesend to buy more paint, he’d forgotten to lock the back door, and someone had walked in and taken the chip, Eunice Ofemile’s chip, and made a mess everywhere else, presumably looking for more.


  “Did they find any?” Rose said.


  Tyler shook his head. “The creepiest part is that they must have been watching me. They knew I had another chip. Knew I used the setup.”


  They were sitting at the kitchen table, sunlight hot and bright behind drawn blinds with a faded floral pattern. Rose poured a fresh tumbler of water from the sweating pitcher, her third, and said, “Have you told anyone else about the chips?”


  “I did try to find out what they might be worth,” Tyler said. “I suppose that might have alerted someone.”


  Rose felt a pang of sympathy. The poor guy, caught up in something he didn’t understand. Traffic in dead people’s souls. Weird collectors. Cultish stuff.


  “I think I might be able to help you,” she said.


  “Is that why you came back?”


  “Also, I had to move out of the Reach,” Rose said, and explained about Joshua’s illness, how some people in the community wanted to kick her out after she’d got into trouble with the warden over a few plants.


  “If you let me stay here for a few days, I’ll see what I can find out about the market for chips, who wants to buy them. A friend of mine knows all about the dark web, where things like that are sold,” she said, although she wasn’t sure that Farhad had found anything useful, or even if he was on her side anymore. “I’m sure we can sort something out.”


  “I don’t know if I want to sell the rest to this thief.”


  “But you were thinking of selling them to someone. That’s why you wanted to find out what they were worth.”


  “You’re still thinking of getting to . . . where was it?”


  “A clinic in the Czech Republic. And now there’s a fine I have to pay, too. Not to mention finding a place to stay, if you won’t have me.”


  “I’m not planning to kick you out,” Tyler said.


  “And you’ll let me try to sell the chips for you.”


  “I would like to get rid of them,” Tyler said. “Not so much for the credit, it’s just that it’s kind of creepy, having them here. Because, you know, they’re people, sort of. And I don’t want to take them with me after I sell the place, either. So, what’s our first move?”


  “Do you have your aunt’s phone?”


  “And her tablet. The phone is locked, but the tablet isn’t.”


  “My friend, the one who knows about the dark web, might be able to unlock the phone. But show me the tablet first.”


  “What are you looking for?”


  “I’ll tell you when I find it,” Rose said.


  There was a small library of books and music in the tablet, invoices and spreadsheets for taxes and bills, an email cache stuffed with expired ads and junk mail, and thousands of photographs, mostly the old static kind. Views of the marsh from the bungalow’s garden in every season and every kind of weather. Hundreds of pictures of clouds, plants and sunsets. Several views of the seance room, curtains overexposed in flash glare. Selfies with people who might be clients, others with members of the aunt’s family, including younger versions of Tyler. Rose realized that she hadn’t seen an image of Nicole Featherstone before. She was, had been, a small, slim woman, blond hair in a neat bob in early photos, longer and brushed straight in later ones. In one photo, she was smiling arm-in-arm with the taller, younger woman who, according to Tyler, had been her partner. They’d had some kind of horrible breakup, and that had been that for relationships as far as Nicole was concerned. She’d never spoken of her partner again and seemed to have deleted all the other photos of her, retaining this one, perhaps, to remind her of that part of her life.


  “Keep scrolling back,” Tyler told Rose. “There are photos from when she was working at Athanasia, too.”


  Rose soon found them. Christmas and Diwali and Eid-ul-Fitr parties, a cake for a birthday, several leaving parties and some kind of bonding exercise on a treeless moor. The same faces in different combinations, but who were they?


  Tyler said that as far as he knew Nicole hadn’t kept in touch with her work colleagues, and none of them had turned up at the funeral. Only the family and her friend from the village.


  “What friend?” Rose said.


  “Annie Truit. She helped to arrange the funeral, brought me food when I first moved in here.”


  “Does she know about the soul chips? Or that you got the seance setup working again?”


  “I don’t see how she could have anything to do with this. She’s a nice old lady, used to be a teacher in a primary school, hopes I’ll move in rather than sell the place. Keeps talking about how much Nicole loved it, how it should be kept in the family.”


  “Even so, I think we should talk to her.”


  “I suppose I could give her a call, invite her around.”


  “Better still,” Rose said, in full girl detective mode, eager to get things moving and salvage what otherwise had been a shitshow of a day, “why don’t we pay her a visit now?”


  Annie Truit’s bungalow was painted white, white walls and a white stepped roof, the kind that collected rainwater, and screened from the road by a rampant bougainvillea hedge. The first thing she said, after Tyler had introduced her to Rose, was that it was such a shame that he had cut down Nicole’s trees.


  “They’re still there,” Tyler said affably. “Just trimmed back a little, so I can enjoy the view.”


  “The view is nice, but you might miss their protection from weather when it turns. As it does. Part of the fun living here,” Annie told Rose. “It’s like being out at sea sometimes, in the wind and the rain.”


  She was a stout broad-hipped woman in an ankle-length tent dress fashioned from layers of pastel gauze, leading Rose and Tyler to a patio at the rear of the bungalow, fetching olives and dips and seaweed crisps, sitting down and then standing up again, bringing out glasses she’d forgotten to bring out the first time around, picking an orange from a potted tree and breaking it open and insisting Rose and Tyler taste the segments. She saw Rose looking at the tilted barrel of an astronomical telescope at the other end of the patio, said that it was her late husband’s, he had worked at the spaceport before it closed, and she liked to watch the stars and the Moon when the sky was clear, it was so nice and dark out above the marsh.


  “That’s all we can do after the sky crash—look up and wonder,” she said, and added, as if the link was perfectly logical, that it had been such a shock when Nicole had died. “She had been ill for some time with what the doctors called environmental onset lupus. Problems with her joints and her kidneys and her skin. It slowed her down, but she didn’t let it stop her. She was always busy keeping up her home and garden, and she’d visit me or call almost every day, or I’d go over to see her. She was a good friend. Had a good heart,” Annie said, placing a hand flat over her own.


  Rose said, “After she fell ill—was she still holding seances?”


  “She stopped traveling to appointments, but she had regulars who’d come over for sessions. There was one the week before she passed. I don’t suppose,” Annie said to Tyler, “that you’ve had any more thoughts about carrying on the family tradition.”


  Tyler smiled and shoulder-shrugged and said that he didn’t have his aunt’s talent, missing a chance to get down to the point of the visit, so Rose chipped in, asking if Nicole had made any enemies with her work, if she had any professional rivals.


  “If she did, she never mentioned it to me,” Annie said.


  “We were also wondering,” Rose said, “if you knew any of the people she worked with in Athanasia, before she became a spirit guide.”


  “That was before she moved here. Seventeen, no eighteen years ago, after the sky crash and the beginning of the collapse. Everyone talks about how bad things were in the cities, but we had our share of troubles. Blackouts and rationing, of course, and roving gangs stealing animals and crops. Farmers had to hire armed guards, and our parish council organized a local watch. Even so, we did our best to help each other, and people less fortunate, too. There was an unofficial camp of people made homeless by the floods in London, and we set up a soup kitchen for them in the old tin tabernacle, the Baptist chapel as was. That’s when I first got to know your aunt,” Annie told Tyler. “She was one of the volunteers.”


  “We found some photos,” Rose said. “We were wondering if you might recognize any of the people in them.”


  “We’re trying to get in touch with any of her old friends who haven’t heard about her,” Tyler said, trotting out the excuse he and Rose had concocted.


  Annie diligently studied the photos as Tyler shuffled through them, and at last pointed out one woman.


  “She sometimes visited when Nicole first moved here. Lucy, no, Luisa. Luisa something. She had a daughter, a very sweet girl not much younger than you, dear,” Annie told Rose. “I haven’t seen her for years and can’t bring her last name to mind, and I don’t know if she ever worked with Nicole, but she was definitely called Luisa.”


  There was a Luisa in the address book of the email app in Nicole’s tablet. Luisa, no last name. Rose and Tyler worked up a message and sent it, but it bounced back a few minutes later.


  “Maybe she’s dead, too,” Tyler said.


  “Or doesn’t use email anymore, like almost everyone else.”


  They were back in the bungalow, drinking lemon balm tea in the kitchen.


  “It won’t be easy to find her, with only her first name,” Tyler said.


  “We need to unlock your aunt’s phone, see if it has Luisa’s number. The person who’s helping me look for soul chip collectors might be able to help with that.”


  “Do you still think Annie had anything to do with the burglary?”


  “She likes to talk, doesn’t she? She might have told somebody that you got the setup running again, they might have told someone else . . .”


  “But since I didn’t tell her about firing it up, I don’t think it’s likely,” Tyler said, instinctively defending his aunt’s old friend.


  “Is the setup connected to the internet?”


  Tyler shrugged.


  “Go switch it on,” Rose told him, but after everything was up and running, there was no trace of a new connection on the bungalow’s node.


  “I should get the server checked out anyway,” Rose said. “In case your burglar installed some kind of spyware.”


  “I should have thought of that,” Tyler said.


  They were standing in the muffled shadows of the seance room, flecks of light chasing around overhead.


  “If you’re going to catch a thief, you have to be able to think like a thief,” Rose said. “And you’re one of the nice guys.”


  “Gullible, you mean.”


  “How about honest and straightforward.”


  “And what does that make you?”


  “I admit that I’ve knocked around with some people on the shady side.”


  Tyler smiled. “And you’re also a well-known plant rustler.”


  “Caught dead to rights. But do you still trust me?”


  “I’m not going to throw you out, if that’s what you mean,” Tyler said.


  Rose slept on the sofa in the living room, woke early the next morning while Tyler was still asleep, and scribbled a note on the whiteboard fixed to the fridge door and borrowed his bicycle and returned to the Reach. The oldsters were early risers, sitting out on porches or decks, practicing glacial Tai Chi moves on a patch of threadbare grass, pedalling away on the fixed bicycles, pumping their daily share of electricity into the communal batteries, but no one challenged Rose when she swooshed by and climbed aboard Joshua’s barge. He was sitting up in bed and Kayla was perched on a stool beside him, feeding him porridge laced with honey. The two of them caught in a dusty beam of sunlight slanting through one of the brassrimmed portholes like saints in an old-time religious painting.


  Kayla was cool, but not unfriendly. Maybe because Rose made it clear that she wasn’t planning to stay, she was just stopping by to see how her old friend was. Maybe because Joshua was so obviously pleased to see her, and would take her side in any dispute. Rose thanked him for helping out with her trouble with the warden, and he said that the coffee was a generous gift for what amounted to nothing at all, and told her they’d soon be gleaning together again.


  “I’m on the mend, as you see,” he said cheerfully. “I’ll be up and about in no time.”


  “But not quite yet,” Kayla said.


  “You’re not the boss of me, woman,” Joshua said, and winked at Rose.


  “Let’s see what the doctor has to say,” Kayla told him.


  “Fresh air and sunshine—that’s all I need now.”


  “Just give me a call when you’re ready to go out again,” Rose said, looking at Kayla, who looked right back at her.


  Joshua smiled his crooked smile and said, “Speaking of trouble, I hear you’ve moved out.”


  “You know I wasn’t going to stay here for ever. And I haven’t gone far,” Rose said, still looking at Kayla. “Just up to the village.”


  Joshua was pleased by that. “Would that have anything to do with Tyler Sleight? Is this still a mystery story, or has it changed gears and become a romance?”


  “It isn’t much of anything at the moment,” Rose said. She wanted to tell Joshua about the latest twists in the soul chip business, but not while Kayla was there, the woman speaking up now, saying that the doctor was due soon, and Joshua needed to finish his breakfast.


  “I’ll stop by again soon,” Rose said.


  “Or give me a call,” Joshua said. “Keep me posted about developments in your mystery slash romance.”


  Rose promised that she would, and wheeled the bicycle to the shack Farhad Hassannezhad shared with Abigay Philibert, Farhad telling her that he was sorry to hear about her troubles.


  “It doesn’t really mean anything,” he said, “but I would have voted for you to stay. I know Joshua likes having you around.”


  Rose, unexpectedly touched by this, thanked him and asked how the search was going.


  “I see that you haven’t moved on completely,” Farhad said. He was sitting cross-legged on a beanbag, dressed in utility shorts and an oversized T-shirt.


  “The thief came back and took another chip. Tyler left it in the setup after he gave me a demo. We need to find out who’s in the market for them, so we can sell the rest of the stash.”


  “And your work here will be done.”


  “Done and dusted. So what do you have for me?”


  “Not a lot. Just the one hit, in fact, from all of twelve years ago. Someone calling themselves Grave’s End, not the town, two words, one apostrophe, looking for ‘imprinted or so-called soul chips,’ ” Farhad said, making quote marks in the air with his forefingers.


  “Imprinted as in loaded with a simulation of someone.”


  “I assume so.”


  “Do you have any idea who this Grave’s End, two words, so on, is?”


  “Anonymity is rather the point of the dark web. It may be one person, or a gang or crew, or even a dog.”


  “A dog?”


  “Old internet joke.”


  “Anyone make this Grave’s End an offer?”


  “Not as far as I know. There was a public encryption key to initiate a private discussion, but it 404’d. Page not found. A dead end.”


  “But someone was definitely looking to buy soul chips. That’s something.”


  Rose was thinking of Nicole Featherstone, who’d still been alive, still had been speaking to the dead, when that want list had been posted. Perhaps she’d replied. Sold some chips to the person who called themselves Grave’s End, they’d wanted more, found out that she’d died, and come a-hunting. Or perhaps Nicole had been Grave’s End, searching for chips to add to her collection. But now she was dead, and there was no one who could speak to her shade.


  “A very little something, I’m afraid,” Farhad said. “I have a crawler looking for similar links, but so far it hasn’t turned up anything.”


  “I have another favor to ask,” Rose said, and produced Nicole Featherstone’s phone and explained that she needed to unlock it because she wanted to get in touch with Nicole’s old friends, especially anyone she worked with when she was working for Athanasia, the company which made the soul chips.


  “I’m not in the unlocking business, but I know someone who can help with that,” Farhad said. “Have you tried to find out anything about her old workplace?”


  “I looked, but I didn’t find anything useful.”


  “Perhaps you were looking in the wrong place,” Farhad said.


  He opened the clamshell of an ancient computer and bent over it, his long beard brushing the keyboard as he typed, telling Rose that back in the day, when everything was connected to everything else, there had been commercial search engines that would do this kind of work in the twinkling of an eye.


  “They were free to use, and earned money from advertisers who paid to get their ads in front of the eyeballs of users. And that was where the trouble began. Companies gamed the search ranking system to push links to their ads, criminals promoted booby-trapped web pages—links to scams, viruses that would infect users’ computers, and so on. Commercial search engines became increasingly compromised by this poison fruit, real information was driven out by bad, and the internet fragmented as parts of it were walled off from the rest.”


  Farhad might have said more—like all the other oldsters he liked to explain how everything had gone so badly wrong and how his generation had tried to fix it—but his computer played a brief chiming melody, and he rattled the keyboard and turned the machine so Rose could see its screen.


  “The web site of Athanasia from twenty-one years ago,” he told her. “Patched together and stored by the Time Machine—one of the projects built by volunteers to cache and curate material that might have otherwise been lost. It’s no longer active, but its archives are still accessible, if you know where to look. This is the page with a list of Athanasia’s employees.”


  Thumbnail photos and brief biographies scrolled down. There was the young version of Nicole Featherstone, and just above her the image of a black-haired woman, Luisa Montera.


  “Can you find out if Luisa Montera is still alive?” Rose said. “And if she is, where she lives?”


  “Is this is going to end up causing trouble that might attract the attention of the authorities?”


  “It’s just a private thing. I give my word.”


  Farhad studied her for a moment, grave and intent. “How good is your word?”


  “I hope as good as any other person’s.”


  “That will have to do, I suppose,” Farhad said, and started typing again. “This is an interesting role reversal. Or perhaps you and I embody an older trope. The wise wizard scrying with his magic crystal or his enchanted mirror, helping the young hero with her quest.”


  “You’ve spent too much time hanging out with Joshua,” Rose said. “He thinks everything is some kind of story.”


  “Perhaps it is our way of trying to make sense of this future we find ourselves in,” Farhad said. “Luisa Montera is still alive, by the way.”


  “You’ve found her.”


  “I’ve found someone with that name who is about the right age, but I do not know if this is the one you are looking for.”


  A beat, in which Rose realized he’d made a reference to some long-dead cultural thing she was supposed to recognize. She said, “Where is she? How can I contact her?”


  Farhad gave an address in London. “The Reconstruction, to be precise.”


  “Do you have her phone number?”


  “I looked her up in the electoral register, and that’s as far as I’m prepared to take it. I have issues, serious issues, about compromising someone’s privacy. You have all you need to find her. The rest is up to you.”


  Rose decided not to press the point, and said, “There’s just one more thing.”


  She’d brought the server from the seance setup, strapped to the bicycle’s cargo rack and wrapped in a paint-flecked bedsheet. Farhad popped open its casing, told Rose that he couldn’t see any physical spyware, a pinhole camera or a Wi-Fi chip, so forth, but he’d boot it up and check its software. It might take a little while, he said, and she told him it wasn’t a problem, she had plenty of other things to do, starting with getting Nicole Featherstone’s phone unlocked.


  When Farhad called to tell her what he’d found, late in the afternoon, Rose was on the bus with Tyler, heading toward Gravesend.


  “Did you get most of that?” she asked Tyler, after the call had ended.


  “Something about viral code in the server.”


  “Inside the bootup instructions. It records every operation of the soul chip, and uses a link to the local network to send the recordings somewhere else. Which is how the thief knew you had replaced the stolen chip and used the setup again.”


  Tyler thought about that. “Does your friend know where those recordings were sent? Like a physical address?”


  “That would make things easy, wouldn’t it?” Rose said. “But the server’s Wi-Fi has a limited range, according to Farhad. Just a hundred meters or so. He thinks that the receiver was hidden nearby. A phone maybe, or a memory stick attached to a WiFi chipset.”


  “We can look for it when we get back,” Tyler said.


  “We can. But it’s likely to be small, it could be in the house, the garden, the street. . . . It might not be easy to find, and I have a better idea,” Rose said, and as the bus glided through the outskirts of Gravesend she explained the little action she’d cooked up.


  The shop Farhad had recommended was close to the sweep of the new waterfront, built ten years ago over the flooded remains of a patchwork of industry and early twenty-first century housing estates. A narrow yellow-brick shed, no shop sign or window, an old woman perched on a stool behind the tiny counter, framed by a hardboard fascia hung with tools, cluttered shelving units receded into the dim interior. She took the phone and rose in stages and disappeared into the back of the shop, where some kind of red-eyed phantom lurked in the shadows—no, after a few seconds’ confusion, Rose realized that the eyes were pinlights in a slab of electronics, and took some deep breaths to calm her racing heart. If Tyler noticed that she’d been triggered, he didn’t mention it. A couple of minutes later, the old woman emerged from the crepuscular interior, carefully resumed her perch on the stool, set the phone on the counter and told them that she’d disabled the phone’s retinal scan and reset the passcode to 1111, and began to laboriously tally the charge on an ancient calculator.


  “There’s something else we need,” Rose said. “Do you happen to have any motionsensitive cameras? And also one of those universal tracker tabs.”


  After they boarded the ferry to London, Rose and Tyler scrolled through the functions of Nicole’s phone for a second time, checking stuff they’d found while waiting for the ferry to arrive, looking for anything they might have missed. Luisa Montera’s phone number and street address, the same address Farhad had given to Rose, were in the contact list, but the phone number was an old one that had been reassigned to someone who had never heard of Luisa. There was a strong possibility that the street address might be out of date, too, and they hadn’t found any texts or messages from the woman, or from any other former workmates either. Luisa Montera hadn’t visited Nicole for many years, according to Annie Truit, and hadn’t attended the funeral. The two women might have had a falling out, or might have simply drifted apart, as people do, and Nicole hadn’t bothered to delete her details.


  “Even if we find her, she might not remember anything useful,” Tyler said. “The company shut down a long time ago.”


  “Only one way to find out,” Rose said, trying to sound more positive than she felt. “And if it doesn’t work out, there’s always Plan B.”


  “I’m not too sure,” Tyler said, “about your Plan B.”


  “It is a bit of a Hail Mary,” Rose admitted. “If I think of anything better, you’ll be the first to know.”


  As the ferry cruised upriver, they rehearsed what they wanted to ask Luisa Montera, and speculated about the identity and motivation of the person who had inserted the viral code into the server, trying to outdo each other’s lurid scenarios. A criminal conspiracy using a network of soul chips for some kind of nefarious enterprise, like a plantation owner overseeing an army of slaves. An illegal form of entertainment for the jaded rich—ghost rides or spook houses with actual dead people. Perverted collectors. Or maybe someone who saw themselves as a champion of the dead, tracking down soul chips and returning them to their owners, or relatives of deceased owners. Rose knew that the truth would most likely turn out to be crushingly mundane, might not give her even the slightest chance to make some credit, but she and Tyler were having fun, caught up in their adventure and with each other. Righteous conspirators searching for clues that would unlock a gnarly mystery. Hunters on the trail of the thief of dead souls.


  The ferry passed through the New Thames Barrier, with its huge shell gates and bulwarks, built after the great flood when a tidal surge and hurricane-force winds had pushed the sea to dangerous levels along the east coast, overwhelming the old barrier and spilling into the river behind it, already swollen by weeks of constant rain. Supposedly, the new barrier was good for another century, but sea levels were still rising and storms were growing in strength and frequency, so who knew?


  It was dusk now, the running lights of streams of drones braiding the darkening air above the new docks, clusters of jacked-up warehouses and tower farms, and old riverside apartment buildings that had survived the flood and stood now inside levees and coffer dams. At the Greenwich terminal, Rose stuck close to Tyler as he moved with unflappable self-assurance through streams of commuters, buying tickets for a waterbus that took them around a bend in the river to the archipelago of the Reconstruction, which had been the southern end of the Isle of Dogs before the river had been allowed to reclaim it as part of the new flood defense measures. The waterbus chugged past New Marsh Wall, a section of the formidable barrier that protected Canary Wharf, home of the government and transnational agencies that ran the carbon balance economy, and took a winding route through canals and lagoons. Rose and Tyler disembarked at one of its last stops, a skinny island crowded with apartment buildings at the southern edge of the Reconstruction. Luisa Montera’s address was easy to find, a waterside block overlooking a small marina, but there was no reply when Rose used her phone to look up and buzz the woman’s apartment, and with no better idea she and Tyler snagged a table outside a nearby cafe so they could watch the building’s entrance.


  The Reconstruction reminded Rose of Bristol’s harbor, her favorite part of her home city, but everything was newer and cleaner, gleaming with casual affluence. People strolling and cycling along the waterside greenway, apartment buildings lifting checkerboards of windowlights into the hot dark air, trees strung with thousands of little lights that changed color in waves of pink and purple and yellow, boats lit up like spaceships plying silky black water between the glittering galaxies of islands. . . . She told Tyler that it seemed like a sci-fi fairyland, and he said, with a touch of atypical cynicism, that it was a kind of showcase, all glitzed up and very deliberately situated next to Canary Wharf, so visiting diplomats and bankers could see how London was adapting to the new normal.


  “But there are tens of thousands of displaced persons living in camps not far away, and old council estates and streets and streets of rotten old houses no one can afford to upgrade or replace. Like where I was living before all this blew up, a rented room in a terraced house built more than a hundred years ago. That’s the real London, shabby and overcrowded and barely getting by.”


  “And you want to move back, instead of staying on in the lovely house you inherited,” Rose said.


  “London’s everything I said it is, but it’s full of life, too. And my friends are here, and my career, such as it is.”


  “At this point in my life any kind of home would be good,” Rose said. “Maybe it’s time to try living on the regular. Settle down, find a real job. . . .”


  “Save enough to go to the Czech Republic, get your head straightened out.”


  “That’s not the only reason I’m doing this. Not even the main reason, anymore.”


  “You’re having fun, playing at detective or secret agent, or whatever this is about.”


  “Aren’t you?”


  “I suppose it would be nice to know who keeps breaking into my aunt’s place,” Tyler said, with a touch of his maddening go-along-to-get-along ambivalence. “I was thinking, if this investigation, or whatever it is we’re doing here, if it doesn’t work out, maybe I should just give the chips to you.”


  “That’s sweet,” Rose said. She was touched by the sentiment of the gesture, but was chary, too. Although she liked Tyler, she didn’t want to be beholden to him. “Trouble is,” she said, “there doesn’t seem to be much of a market for them. And if this thief does turn out to be some kind of creep, even I might not want to sell them to him.”


  An hour passed, mostly in silence. Tyler disappearing into his head, Rose watching the lights and the ridiculously well-groomed, well-heeled passers-by. Farhad had flashed a copy of Athanasia’s web site to her phone. She had the page of employees open, centered on Luisa Montera’s photo, and she was wondering what she would do if they couldn’t find the woman or she didn’t want to talk, was thinking about Plan B. It was a last resort, desperate and chancy, but if it was the only chance left she’d mash all the buttons. Joshua had told her that this was a kind of caper, Tyler had said that she was having fun, playing detective, and the pursuit of the chip thief had given shape and purpose to her life. But she’d started out with a dream of cashing in the chips for a ticket to the clinic in the Czech Republic, and if things worked out, if she could persuade Tyler to sell the chips, she might be a step closer to that. To dispersing her ghosts and vindicating poor Ollie’s fantasy. She wasn’t about to give up on it just yet, and felt a little kick of relief and triumph when at last she spotted Luisa Montera.


  The woman was older than her photo, of course, her square mannish face creased and lined, snow-white hair cut in asymmetric layers, but it was definitely her, walking hand-in-hand with a little girl of seven or eight. Rose and Tyler caught up with them at the entrance to the apartment building, Luisa turning when Rose called her name, the young girl studying the two strangers solemnly as Tyler explained about his aunt and the theft of several of the soul chips she’d used in seances.


  Luisa Montera showed no reaction to the news of Nicole’s death, said that she’d lost touch years ago, but would do her best to answer their questions. “First, though, I must take Hadiya home. I’ll find you in the cafe in a few minutes.”


  A few minutes stretched into half an hour. Rose was beginning to freak out a little, worrying that the woman might have called the cops, trying to ignore Grey Guy playing peek-a-boo amongst the passers-by, and felt a pathetic wave of gratitude when at last Luisa Montera walked up. She’d put on lipstick, touches of rouge at the points of her cheekbones. She allowed Tyler to buy her a glass of wine, explained that Hadiya’s father had been a little late coming home from work, which was why she’d had to keep them waiting. She was a part-time babysitter, she said. It didn’t pay much, but she liked kids and it supplemented her pension, let her buy a few luxuries now and then.


  The waitress set the glass of white wine in front of her, and she took a sip and smiled at Tyler and Rose and said briskly, “Well, how do you think I can help you?”


  Tyler looked at Rose and Rose plunged straight in, saying, “How long did you and Nicole work together?”


  “Six years. No, almost seven. I took Nicole’s old job when she became company secretary, but she sometimes helped me out. It was a small company. Charlie East, our boss, liked to keep things informal. And Nicole was good with people. Put them at their ease. Got them talking.”


  “She told me that she interviewed clients,” Tyler said. “Got them to tell their life stories.”


  “What they chose to tell us, how they answered our questions, their responses to tests and assessments, all of that went into the databases used by the chips’ AIs. Looking back, of course, it was all nonsense,” Luisa said. “You can’t capture anyone’s personality by a few days of interviews and tests. One of the things we did, if you can believe it, was make them watch films while wearing an MRI cap and a blood pressure cuff, to capture their reactions.”


  “What kind of films?” Tyler said.


  “Old classics. Your aunt called them grand weepers. There was one about a young boy and some sort of alien creature. Another about a family and their dog—the dog died, which was supposed to be some kind of life lesson,” Luisa said, with a little grimace that implied she thought it had been no such thing. “The clients chose which one they wanted to watch, their brain activity and eye movements and blood pressure and so on were monitored, and their reactions added to the database. It was not in any way scientific, but the clients did not seem to mind. They were generally people with a strong sense of self-worth and a large amount of vanity. Successful people, entrepreneurs, business people, and so on. They liked the attention, the ritual of the process. We usually had to go to their offices or homes for the interviews—they were too important, or thought they were, to come to us, in Gravesend. And if they were especially important, which is to say especially rich, Charlie East would do the honors. Flying off to Paris or Milan or wherever. Five-star junkets that were not for mere employees like me, or even Nicole. The point was, it was as much about flattering the clients’ feelings of self-worth as it was about capturing their personalities. We were selling what I suppose you’d call a dream. Or a conceit, a display of status. Nicole was especially good at the flattery. Perhaps that’s how she got into the psychic business.”


  “We were wondering,” Rose said, “how she got hold of the chips she used in her seances.”


  “I’m afraid that I can’t help you with that,” Luisa said. “I knew about her new direction, but to be frank I thought it was silly and exploitative. I didn’t know it involved the chips until you told me.”


  “But you stayed in touch with her,” Tyler said.


  “While I was still living in Gravesend, scraping by as a teaching assistant. Then my daughter finished school and I found a better job, private secretary to the CEO of an equity firm that underwrote carbon capture and storage, and I moved here.”


  Rose said, “Did anyone ever approach you, try to buy soul chips from you?”


  Luisa shook her head and said firmly, “Never.”


  “Not even when the company went bankrupt?”


  “When it happened, it happened very quickly. The company was already over-extended when one of the rockets that carried the chips into orbit exploded. Insurance didn’t cover all the losses, and the sky crash happened a year later, and that was the end of the core business. We limped on for a couple of years, selling customized AI agents and what Charlie called interactive remembrances, but then the economy went to pieces along with everything else, and the company’s creditors pulled the plug. One day I was interviewing a client; the next, first thing in the morning, I was notified by text that I was out of a job. I didn’t even bother to go in to clear my desk. It was Nicole who collected my stuff.” Luisa paused, then said, “I suppose that’s when she might have taken the chips. But if she did, she never said anything about it to me.”


  “She had a setup that manifested what I suppose you could call the ghosts stored on those chips,” Rose said. “Could she have built something like that?”


  “I don’t know. Neither of us were involved in the technical side of things. The imprinting process and so on.”


  “You mean making the chips,” Rose said.


  “They were supplied by a company in Korea, pre-loaded with generic AIs. Imprinting was the term we used in the company for uploading a client’s database onto a chip and training the AI how to use it.”


  “Can you remember the names of the people who did that work? The imprinting and so on.”


  “Do you think one of them has something to do with the thefts you told me about?” Luisa said.


  “Declan Morrison—he was the chief technical officer, wasn’t he?” Rose said. “Did he have anything to do with the imprinting process?”


  Luisa and Tyler were both looking at her.


  “I found the company’s web site,” she said. “There was a list of people who worked there.”


  “I haven’t thought about Declan in years,” Luisa said.


  “You didn’t keep in touch with him, or anyone else.”


  “Only with Nicole, and that lapsed when I moved to London.”


  Rose asked Luisa if she knew anything about Grave’s End. “Not the town, but perhaps some kind of company or organization. Two words, one apostrophe.”


  It was a wild shot, but Luisa surprised her, explaining that it was the original name of the company.


  “The money people had Charlie East change it because of the morbid associations. Charlie tried to persuade them that it was a clever wordplay, that it was about the end of death and a reference to his birthplace, but they weren’t having it, so he dug around in the thesaurus and came up with Athanasia. It means ‘everlasting life.’ ”


  Rose said, “But it was called Grave’s End to begin with.”


  “When it was a start-up. Charlie, Nicole, and Declan in a room over a shop on New Road.”


  The interview had wound down. Rose had one more question.


  “Where can we find your old boss?”


  “Poor Charlie, he died years ago,” Luisa said. “He put everything into the company, and when it went under it broke his heart.”


  After they’d thanked Luisa, after she’d left, Rose and Tyler moved on to a bar and talked about their next move. Rose said that she had a pretty good idea who Grave’s End might be. “I wondered if it might have been Athanasia’s boss, but since he’s dead, I think the next best contender is this chief technical officer, Declan Morrison.”


  “Who you didn’t mention until just now,” Tyler said.


  The two of them were sitting face to face across a little table in a quiet corner of the bar, Rose with a glass of peach iced tea, Tyler a pint of stout the color of blood.


  “He was on the list of employees on Athanasia’s web site,” Rose said. “Which you saw when I showed you that photo of Luisa Montera. She said something about the chips being imprinted, it was what people in the company called the process. And that’s what someone who called themselves Grave’s End was looking for—imprinted soul chips. Luisa also told us that Grave’s End was what Athanasia was called before it was called Athanasia, so I figure it has to be someone from the company. And of all the people on that short list of employees, wouldn’t the chief technical officer be the person most likely to have a use for the chips?”


  “Even so, it seems like a stretch,” Tyler said. “And as far as I remember, Nicole never mentioned this guy.”


  “If the two of them conspired to steal chips from the company after it went bankrupt, she had good reason not to mention him,” Rose said. “And if, as chief technical officer, Declan Morrison helped to develop them, it’s possible that he built that ghost projection system of hers, too. If he did, and if he’s also the thief, it would have been easy for him to slip in that spy code.”


  Tyler sipped his stout, considering this. He said, “I still think it’s a stretch.”


  “If Declan Morrison isn’t Grave’s End, he might be our best chance of finding out who is.”


  “So now we have to find him.”


  “The way we found Luisa. And if we don’t have any luck, there’s still Plan B.”


  Tyler smiled. “Whatever happens next, I think we did some good detective work today.”


  “We don’t know everything yet,” Rose said, “but I think we’re getting somewhere.”


  Tyler ordered another round of drinks, and bowls of fried crickets and roasted cauliflower and artichoke dip. By the time they left the bar, they’d missed the last ferry to Gravesend, and ended up in a cheap hotel near the ferry terminal. On the pallet bed, in the reflected glow of streetlights on the ceiling, Rose and Tyler made slow cautious love, Tyler pausing at each stage to ask for the usual permissions, asking afterward how she was. Rose said fine, and because it sounded weak she rolled onto her side and kissed him and qualified it. “Really fine.”


  It had been okay, but not earthshaking or life-changing. And not much like the cheerful romps with Derry Dave, either. Tender but cautious. A relief, really, to get it over with, but now there was the question of whether Tyler thought this was just a casual thing, or the beginning of something more serious.


  He didn’t volunteer anything, and Rose didn’t ask. Wide-awake while he slept beside her, trying to ignore the shadows up in a corner of the ceiling where something seemed to cling, she thought about what they needed to do next and wondered what would happen after they solved the mystery of the chips, or if they gave up on it. Tyler was easy on the eye, cheerful, patient, and sympathetic, but was that enough for her to make some kind of commitment and settle down? Maybe he’d share some of the credit from the sale of the bungalow, help her get treatment at the clinic, but how would she feel about that, afterward?


  She got up early next morning, showered in the bathroom down the corridor, the full two minutes allotted by the meter, and dressed in yesterday’s clothes and bought tea and sweet rolls from a hole-in-the-wall place near the hotel and brought them back to the room. Tyler behaved as if nothing special had happened the night before; if anything, he was a little embarrassed. Maybe he didn’t know what it had meant either, which was fine as far as Rose was concerned. They drank the tea and ate the rolls and went over their plan again, such as it was, and caught the ferry back to Gravesend.


  Rose called Farhad and asked for one more favor; he told her that she could easily look up what she needed to know and sent a pointer to council records, and within five minutes she’d found Declan Morrison’s address and pulled it up on a map. She called Joshua, too, to see how he was and tell him what she was up to.


  “The doctor paid a visit yesterday” he said. “Told me that I’m good to go, which disappointed Kayla somewhat. She means well, but likes to dragoon invalids in her care. But I’m invalid no longer, and if you want to come along, I’ll be out in the marsh tomorrow.”


  “I persuaded Tyler to let me help him find the soul-chip thief,” Rose said, and told him about the meeting with Luisa Montera. “Now we’re going to look for someone else who worked with Nicole Featherstone back in the day. Declan Morrison. A very technical guy who might have helped her set up the ghost gear.”


  “And how are things between you and your young man?”


  “He isn’t mine,” Rose said.


  She was standing at the stern rail, warm air gusting around her, river water churned to a white wake below. Looking across the thinly populated rows of benches on the ferry’s rear deck to where Tyler was sitting, one arm on the back of the bench, legs stretched out straight, face turned up to the morning sunlight, hair shining like spun gold.


  “I was hoping to hear some salacious details about the romantic thread of this story” Joshua said.


  “There’s nothing to tell,” Rose lied. The old man meant well, but what had happened last night was none of his business.


  “That’s just what you would say, if there was,” Joshua said.


  Tyler had noticed that Rose was looking at him, and smiled and gave her a little wave.


  “It’s also what I’d say if there wasn’t,” Rose told Joshua, feeling a little heat in her face. “And don’t be such a dirty old man.”


  “I may be old, and a man, but I’m always open to learning something new about current customs. So, this Declan Morrison. What do you hope to learn from him?”


  “I’m going to ask him straight out if he’s still looking to buy soul chips. If he is, and if Tyler agrees to it, we’ll tell him we have some for sale.”


  “And if he isn’t your burglar?”


  “Maybe he can tell us who is. And if he can’t or won’t, I have one more idea,” Rose said. “It’s a longshot, and if it doesn’t work out, that’s probably that.”


  “You’re at the low point in the story,” Joshua said. “Where everything seems hopeless, you’re floundering around, grasping at straws. But then it all changes, and comes good.”


  “In stories, yes. Not so much in real life. But I admit that I thought it would be easier.”


  “The romance part or the mystery part?”


  “Why are you so eager for me and Tyler to get together?”


  “Perhaps because I think you deserve to find happiness. If I were forty years younger . . .”


  “Sixty might do it,” Rose said.


  “I know you love being in the marsh. Come out with me tomorrow. Forget your troubles for a while.”


  “You only want me for my picking skills.”


  “If you like, I can make a case for allowing you back, despite your brush with the law.”


  “I appreciate the offer. I really do. But it really might be time for me to move on.”


  “Let’s see how you feel after some fresh air and honest work.”


  “Let’s see how the visit with Declan Morrison pans out first,” Rose said.


  The address she’d found in the council records was in a street of modest terraced houses not far from the town center. It was Saturday, kids playing in the road and people sitting out on doorsteps or folding chairs in the growing heat. On the strip of hard standing in front of Declan Morrison’s house, an old man with a henna-dyed beard, bare-chested in shorts and sandals, was squatting beside an upturned bicycle, adjusting the front derailleur. He told Rose and Tyler that, yes, this was Mr. Morrison’s house, but Mr. Morrison had moved out some years ago, and let rooms through the council’s displaced persons’ scheme.


  “Would you happen to have his address, or his phone number?” Rose said.


  “Everything is done through the council. If something needs fixing, we tell the council, and they tell Mr. Morrison, and he sends someone to fix it, or comes here himself. He knows all about electrics.”


  “How do you pay rent?” Rose said, wondering if they could track down Declan Morrison through his bank account.


  “I pay rent to the council, and they pay him. There are six of us living here, but it is very much better than the flat in Christian Fields, the council estate, where I was living before.” The old man studied Rose and Tyler, then said, “You have not told me why you looking for Mr. Morrison. Is he in trouble?”


  “Mr. Morrison used to work with Tyler’s aunt,” Rose said. “Has he ever said anything about their company, Athanasia? Or mentioned soul chips?”


  “I don’t think so,” the old man said. “He doesn’t say much, Mr. Morrison.”


  “How would you describe him?” Tyler said.


  The old man gave that some thought. “I would say private.”


  “Like someone who has secrets?” Rose said.


  The old man’s smile showed a sizeable gap between his front teeth. “Like someone who keeps his business to himself.”


  Rose called the council again, but was told that it didn’t give out the addresses of property owners who participated in the displaced persons’ scheme. Personal data and privacy issues, no exceptions.


  So much for her lead. She had reached a low point, all right.


  “Looks like we only have one option left,” she told Tyler.


  “Or maybe this is a sign that we should leave it be,” he said.


  “Just give up?”


  “Well,” Tyler said, with a shoulder-shrug, “we tried our best, but we’re no closer to finding this thief.”


  There it was, one of the reasons why Rose was ambivalent about their relationship, such as it was. Tyler was a nice guy, but not exactly the smartest wrench in the toolbox and far too laid back for her liking, seriously lacking in resolve and commitment.


  “Maybe things haven’t panned out the way we hoped,” she said, trying to be patient, “but we’ve done some good work. You said so yourself. We may not have proof of the chip thief’s identity, or know why they want the chips so badly, but it’s likely they used to work for Athanasia, and I still have a good feeling about this Declan Morrison character. We haven’t found him yet, but he’s been visiting that house he rents out, so wherever he’s living now is probably somewhere in or around Gravesend. We can do some more digging, try to find out where he lays his head at night, or we can try something else. Fire up the ghost gear and see if that lures him out, like we discussed.”


  Watching Tyler ruminate about that, thinking that this was how it would be if they stayed together, pushing back against his passivity, steering him away from the easy option, persuading him that doing something was always better than doing nothing.


  “You want to go with Plan B,” he said.


  “It can’t hurt to give it a shot,” Rose said. “And if no one takes the bait, it’ll be a sign that we’ve reached the end of the road. You can say I told you so, and do what you want with the rest of the chips. Throw them into the deepest pool in the marsh, for all I care. So how about it?”


  It didn’t take long to place the motion-sensitive cameras they’d purchased from the little shop above the bungalow’s front and back doors and inside the seance room. Rose pried open the casing of a soul chip, inserted a geo tag and synched it to their phones, and sat in the kitchen while he activated the setup and, hopefully, sent a signal to the thief via the embedded spyware. After a brief muffled conversation, he came in and told her that this time the ghost was a man. An old guy name of Freddie Villiers.


  “What were you two talking about?”


  “Football, mostly. He supported Liverpool, which is where he’s from. Or was from. Where he made his money—developing the new port,” Tyler said, ruffling his hair. “It was weird, switching him off.”


  “He isn’t a person. He’s an AI running a simulation off a database.”


  “I know, but it was still weird. This old guy in an old-fashioned suit, sort of see-through, feet not quite touching the ground. Telling me it was fine, he had other business, when I apologized for having to do it.”


  “You’ve done your bit,” Rose said. “Leave the rest to me.”


  She took the night watch, camping out on the sofa in the living room. Partly because she felt it was her duty, this being her idea, partly to avoid the awkwardness of going to bed with Tyler again. That she felt it was awkward sort of summed up her feelings. She didn’t regret the night in the hotel, but didn’t especially want a rematch.


  She fell asleep, woke with a start when her phone vibrated, her heart quickening in sympathy. But when she studied the blurry, color-leached images relayed by the cameras’ low-rez night vision, she saw that the intruder was a fox passing through the garden, pausing and looking directly at the camera over the back door, as if aware, through some kind of supernatural sensitivity, that it was being watched, before trotting on.


  “That was the only intruder,” Rose told Tyler the next morning. “But at least we know the cameras work. I’ll have plenty of warning if the thief pitches up.”


  “Are you sure you’ll be okay, waiting here on your own?”


  “It’ll be just like the army, long stretches of nothing at all punctuated by moments of sheer terror,” Rose said, and had to explain that it was an old joke. “Enjoy your break, and don’t worry about me.”


  Tyler had arranged to stay in Gravesend with one of his cousins while she staked out the bungalow until either the thief made their move or Plan B’s deadline, three days and three nights, expired. After Tyler left, she walked through the bungalow’s rooms, enjoying being alone for the first time in a long while, trying to imagine Nicole Featherstone living here on her own, in all this space. She checked the cameras, did a full set of core strength exercises on the living room’s dusty carpet, practiced her breathing exercises, ruffled through some of Nicole Featherstone’s books on spirituality and life after death. Wondering if Nicole had ever really believed in it, or if it had just been an act. Maybe she’d comforted her clients, as Annie Truit had claimed, but she’d also earned a good living from them. A good living from death. . . .


  Nothing happened, and nothing continued to happen. Lunch was a cold pasta salad and one of the apples, bruised and mealy, she and Tyler had bought yesterday, in Gravesend. The bungalow was spookily quiet; the camera feeds were still lifes of hot sunlight and deep shadow. It was as mindlessly boring as guard duty, except she didn’t have a rifle or a buddy, couldn’t take a break by walking the perimeter.


  She called Joshua and explained about Plan B, asked him about his gleaning trip.


  “It was good to get out, though I didn’t bother with the market,” Joshua said.


  “Because you couldn’t pick enough to make it worthwhile, without me?”


  “Because a couple of hours of messing about in my boat was about all I could manage. But I wouldn’t mind it if you came along, next time.”


  “When I’m done here, sure. Who was with you today?”


  “Farhad. He told me how he’d helped you. Can I tell him how you made use of it?”


  “I’ll tell him myself, when this is over. Though there probably won’t be much to tell.”


  “I’m sure he could help you find this Declan Morrison, if your Plan B doesn’t flush out the thief.”


  “If this doesn’t work, I don’t think Tyler would want to take it any further.”


  “What about you?”


  “I reckon this is my last best chance, such as it is.”


  “Sounds like you’re getting ready to move on.”


  “Sorry to disappoint.”


  “You don’t have to prove anything to me, Rose,” Joshua said. “Or to yourself, cither.”


  She checked the cameras again and fell asleep on the sofa, was woken when Tyler called, late in the afternoon, wanting to know if anything had happened.


  “I would have told you if it had,” Rose said. She was dry-mouthed and had the beginnings of a headache, hoped it didn’t mean that her ghosts were about to start playing up. “How are things with your cousin?”


  “Noisy, but kind of fun. Kids, you know. Lots of energy, no off switch,” Tyler said. “Are you sure you don’t want me to come back? Keep you company, back you up if this actually works.”


  “The idea is to let the thief do their thing,” Rose said, stepping on her irritation. She knew that he meant well, but it reminded her of her parents’ suffocating anxiety. “All I have to do is wait and watch. If anything happens, you’ll be the first to know.”


  Supper was another shop-bought salad, beans and tomato this time, washed down with lemon balm tea. It grew dark. Nothing moving in the street outside apart from a couple of dogwalkers on their rounds. She couldn’t switch on a light because the thief might be watching the bungalow, couldn’t futz around with her phone in case the glow of its screen gave her away. Despite her best intentions, she fell asleep again, was startled awake by the phone’s buzz. It was half past midnight, and a figure was standing at the front gate, looking up and down the dark street before coming up the path. A slim person in black clothing, face hidden by the bill of their cap as they went around the side of the bungalow and opened the kitchen door Rose had left unlocked. Pausing again, looking all around, and stepping inside, out of sight of the camera.


  Rose was standing in the shadowy living room, listening as faint footsteps padded past the door, counting off a full minute before she stepped quietly and carefully into the hallway. She’d meant to let the thief take the chip, that was the whole point of Plan B, but now that it was happening she needed to know. Who the thief was, why they wanted the chips, put an end to it here and now. A glint of light in the seance room, just do it.


  The intruder was standing with their back to her, a small flashlight between their teeth as they fiddled with the server, turning quickly when Rose said, “We need to talk.”


  The flashlight blinded her and the intruder slammed into her, knocking her backward into the heavy curtains that shrouded the walls, twisting away when she tried to catch hold of them. She gave chase, banging through the kitchen and the back door. The Moon was high and close to full; the garden was drowned in cold blue light and deep shadows. Rose saw something moving past the pollarded eucalyptus trees and ran after it, crashing down the slope through sprawling buddleias and brambles. A stand of bamboo poles clattered and swished overhead as she pushed through them, losing sight of her quarry as shadows gained shape and substance and a spectral figure bent toward her. She tried to dodge it, forgetting in the high panic of the chase that it wasn’t real, and lost her footing and splashed into a boggy pool. More ghosts flared around her as she struggled to her feet, Old Rags mopping and mowing, the Poison Twins lunging like leashed attack dogs, the Grey Guy looming behind her, ghosts everywhere she looked. Panic surged up her spine and she ran, gabbling her mantra of ghost names, willing them to be gone gone gone, had scrambled halfway up the slope to the bungalow before she remembered, far too late, the thief she’d been chasing.


  By the time Tyler arrived, on an electric bicycle he’d borrowed from his cousin’s husband, Rose had showered and changed her clothes and was working on her second mug of lemon balm tea, fortified with enough sugar to stand up the spoon. She ran the recording from the camera over the back door, froze it at the moment when the intruder had turned to see who was pursuing him.


  “There,” she told Tyler, too tired and jangled to feel any triumph. “There’s your thief.”


  She had used one of her phone’s apps to sharpen a screenshot. Tyler bent close to study it, said he was far too young to have worked at Athanasia.


  “Hired, I’d guess, by the person who wants to get hold of these chips,” Rose said. “Maybe Declan Morrison, maybe someone else.”


  They were sitting at the kitchen table. She’d switched on every light in the bungalow and the kitchen window was a black mirror she couldn’t look at, in case something was lurking inside it.


  Tyler wanted to know what they should do now. “Can we show this to the police, see if they know who the kid is?”


  “It’s up to you, being the householder and all. But I don’t think we should give up just yet,” Rose said, and showed Tyler the brief path of the tracker she’d hidden inside the soul chip. A cluster of red dots as it passed through the village, a couple more on the road toward Gravesend, and a last lone red dot at a junction near the A2 greenway, the major route between London and Dover.


  “How these trackers work, they talk to each other and to synched phones and other devices,” Rose said. “An active network where everything in it lets everything close by know where it is. If our boy headed into Gravesend or caught a lift on the A2 there would be a lot more hits. So I think he went east or south. There isn’t much in either direction. A few houses, a couple of farms. Mostly fields and woods. Nothing for the tracker to ping off. We can go check it out tomorrow. Our phones are synched to the tracker, so they’ll let us know if we get close to it.”


  “What if this kid went somewhere else?”


  “Then you can go to the police, or throw away your stash of chips and forget about the whole thing,” Rose said. “But as far as I’m concerned, we aren’t quite done with Plan B.”


  The place where the tracker had sent its last signal was a roundabout under an elevated section of the A2 greenway. One exit heading toward Gravesend, another feeding an on-ramp to the greenway, and two more for the minor roads that the thief might have taken. Rose sent Tyler east, reckoning it was the least likely choice, passing as it did through a village not too far off, and she went south, cycling along a country lane with unkempt hedges on either side and a mane of dry grass down the center.


  It was early in the morning, already hot and steadily growing hotter. Gaps in the hedges gave glimpses of a flat land of huge fields, a glitter of greenhouses, clusters of wind turbines, their huge blades lazily turning in the hot breeze. A smudge of smoke on the horizon where the fires in the Great Buckland reforestation scheme still hadn’t been brought under control.


  Rose cycled past a scatter of abandoned bungalows squatting amongst tall dry weeds, and a little further on, as she approached a lone house behind a row of shaggy poplar trees, her phone pinged. She hit the brakes and checked the map, saw a red dot pulsing dead center, enlarged it. Sure enough, the tag was somewhere in or close to that house.


  She called Tyler, explained where she was, told him to come quickly as he could. Her plan had worked, but she felt no elation or triumph, just a cool prickling caution, a feeling that she was trespassing on enemy territory. She’d stopped a couple of hundred meters from the house. It stood in a large square plot and from what she could see of it through the poplar trees was built of brick and clapboard, two stories. Its windows were shuttered, the lawn in front had gone to moss and weeds, and someone was standing in the shadows between two of the trees. Rose flinched, realized it was the Grey Guy and said, “Not now, you fuckers,” her voice loud in the hot, still air, and closed her eyes and recited her mantra to still the flutter of incipient panic. When she opened them, the Grey Guy was gone, nothing was stirring around the house, and the tag’s signal was still there, strong and unmoving.


  She laid her bicycle in the weeds in the road ditch and scouted the perimeter, creeping between rows of tall sorghum plants in the neighboring field, wishing she had binoculars or a drone. A sagging wire fence marked the boundary with the field, sheets were hung on a washing line at the back of the house, and a faint snatch of music wafted to her on the hot breeze, scarcely louder than the soft rustling of the dry seed heads above her head. Someone was at home, but caution overcame curiosity and she decided to hang back and wait for Tyler before making a move.


  He turned up sooner than she’d expected, cheerful and sort of glowing, explaining that he’d taken a short cut. Saying, after Rose had shown him the tracker’s signal and told him about the music and the washing on the washing line, “So what do we do now?”


  “Knock on the door and find out who’s at home, of course.”


  “Is that a good idea? I mean, they’re criminals, and this is their home turf.”


  “What else should we do? Leave a polite note? Just remember that we have something they want, and follow my lead.”


  They hadn’t gone very far, pushing their bicycles up the weedy drive in the shade of the poplars, Rose doing her best to avoid looking at the shadows under the trees, when something dropped out of the air and she gave a stupid little cry and almost dropped her bicycle. The thing was a drone, small and black, fans buzzing and a voice squawking from its little speaker, telling them to turn back, trespassers were not welcome.


  “We’ve come to talk about soul chips,” Rose said, and told Tyler to ignore the damn thing when it repeated its warning—it was a civilian model that couldn’t do them any harm.


  Tall weeds grew on the steps to the front door, it didn’t look as if it had been used for a while, so Rose led Tyler around the house to the back, the drone trailing after them, mindlessly repeating its warning. They passed an ancient, wheelless Tesla propped on bricks, its roof and hood scaled with moss and dry leaves. The washing Rose had seen from the field was strung in a zigzag above a stretch of brown grass, sheets hanging stiff and still in the hot motionless air, and a man was standing in front of some kind of greenhouse extension tacked onto the rear of the house, saying loudly, “You’re not wanted here, so turn right around and go back the way you came.”


  Declan Morrison was twenty years older than his photo on Athanasia’s website, but Rose recognized him at once: the same shaved head and bushy beard, gone to grey now. He was dressed in shorts and an oversized football jersey, squinting at them with glowering petulance.


  “We’ve come to talk about the soul chips,” Rose said again, standing her ground.


  “There’s nothing to talk about,” Declan Morrison said. “And you’re trespassing.”


  “You need the chips, and we have some to sell. Let’s talk about that.”


  “They aren’t yours to sell. Nicole stole them.”


  “Is that why you broke into my friend’s house three times? To steal them back?”


  “That wasn’t me.”


  “No, it was some kid you paid. The chip he stole last night had a tracker inside it. That’s how we found you. We haven’t told the police yet, but if you don’t want to talk maybe we should.”


  “We’d like to know why you took them. What you want them for,” Tyler said.


  “You’re the nephew,” Declan Morrison said.


  “I’m the guy whose house you broke into.”


  “I’ll deal with this, Declan,” someone else said. A woman, standing in the doorway of the extension, holding up a hand when Rose started to introduce herself saying that she knew who they were and why they had come here.


  “I’m already dealing with it,” Declan Morrison said.


  “And look where that got us. Leave this to me, and go check on Elijah. Go on now,” the woman said, and stood aside as Declan Morrison barged past her.


  “So if you know who we are, I guess I should ask who you are,” Tyler said.


  “Vanessa East,” the woman said. She was pale-skinned and somewhere in her sixties, slim and neat in a white blouse and full-length skirt, studying Rose and Tyler with a kind of brittle calm, telling Tyler, “I knew your aunt. Despite everything, I was sorry to hear that she passed.”


  “Arc you related to Charlie East?” Rose said.


  “His widow. Please, come inside, out of the sun.”


  There was a wicker table and matching wicker chairs inside, surrounded by a small jungle of tropical plants in pebble beds. Orange and lemon trees, arching raffias, palms with creepers twining their trunks, bamboo and banana plants. Green light, warm humid air, the sound of water trickling into a pool where large koi carp lurked under lily pads. Vanessa East poured glasses of lemonade from a sweating pitcher after they’d settled at the table, and Rose noted a slight tremor in her hands, reckoned that, despite her apparent self-possession, the woman was at least as nervous as she felt.


  “I suppose Luisa Montera told you about us,” she said.


  “She said that you had been asking questions about the soul chips and Athanasia,” Vanessa said. “I asked Declan if he knew anything about you, and that’s when I found out what he had been up to.”


  “Stealing soul chips,” Rose said.


  “I’m afraid so.”


  “And you’re saying you didn’t know anything about it until now.”


  “He told me that he had purchased them. It’s what we’ve been doing, over the years. From estate sales, brokers, auction sites. . . . They aren’t especially expensive. Worth very little to anyone except the person who commissioned them, but they’ve become harder and harder to find.”


  “Why I ask, we met Luisa two days ago, and the chip that led us here was stolen last night.”


  “Declan and I have issues. He’s overly possessive, and has too little respect for my authority and prerogatives. He may have stolen that last chip to prove a point. To me. To you.”


  “Nicole Featherstone used the chips in her business, but why does Declan want them? Why do you?” Rose said.


  A small silence stretched, broken only by the crackle of ice in the untouched glasses of lemonade. Then Vanessa said, “I think it’s best if I show you. That’s why I invited you in. But first, I want to explain how Nicole was involved, the arrangement she had with my husband, the promise she broke. Or do you already know about that?”


  “She never said anything about it to me,” Tyler said.


  “It was informal, as it had to be,” Vanessa said. “Nothing written down. Nicole was the principal officer of the company my husband founded. It had lost its core business and was in serious trouble, and they were doing everything they could to keep it afloat, including some creative accounting. I don’t know all the details. Charlie wanted to protect me in case it was found out. And along with everything else, our son, Elijah, was badly wounded while he was in the army.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that,” Rose said.


  “She was in the army, too,” Tyler said.


  “Where did you serve, dear?” Vanessa said.


  “Morocco. I was discharged last year,” Rose said. Giving Tyler a hard look, daring him to say something, anything, about the psych bomb and her ghosts.


  “Elijah was in the Royal Armored Corps,” Vanessa said. “Part of a task force helping the UNHCR deliver supplies to refugee camps in southern Ethiopia, at the beginning of the collapse. There was a lot of fighting between the government and various rebel groups, and criminal gangs that had fled the droughts and famines with the rest of the refugees. Elijah was in a truck that was blown up by a roadside bomb. He was in hospital for a long time, and when he was finally allowed to come home, Charlie and Declan came up with a way to help him. They had just about set up everything when the company went under. It had been barely limping along, and the collapse was the last straw. The backers pulled the plug, Charlie was forced to declare bankruptcy, and he died soon afterward. Fell down at the breakfast counter one morning, gone just like that. His heart.”


  This time it was Tyler’s turn to express sympathy.


  “Nicole helped Charlie and Declan get hold of the imprinted chips they needed,” Vanessa said. “Before the company went under, Declan had been imprinting duplicate chips and Nicole had covered it up by writing it off as simple wastage. And during the bankruptcy proceedings, she saved most of the chips from the asset strippers by adjusting the inventory. Making it seem that stocks were lower than they really were. She gave some to Charlie, and kept some for herself. For her new career as a psychic, a speaker to the dead. I don’t mean to judge, but it always seemed to me that she was preying on vulnerable people. Exploiting their grief. Stringing them along with tricks and mumbo-jumbo. And that changed her. Or brought out something that was already there. After Charlie died, she stopped visiting Elijah. Cut us out of her life. And although she had promised that she would give us some of the chips she’d taken for her business, should we ever need them . . . well, she never came through.”


  “She wasn’t exploiting her clients,” Tyler said. “She was helping them. And they were loyal to her.”


  “Is that what she told you?”


  “What a good friend of hers said.”


  “She didn’t have very many friends, did she, at the end,” Vanessa said, with a sharp look. “Had I gone to her funeral, Tyler, and explained how I knew her and told you about the promise she’d made, we might have been able to come to an arrangement, and avoided all this. But I’m afraid that I still haven’t got over her betrayal. Not of me, I know she didn’t ever much care for me, but of my son.”


  “That’s why you believe that her soul chips should have come to you when she died,” Rose said, before Tyler could chip in again. “But I still don’t quite understand why you need them. What all this has to do with your son.”


  “That’s exactly what you need to see for yourselves,” Vanessa said. “Why the chips are so important to us, and why Nicole’s selfishness put Elijah and his world at risk. Why Declan did what he did, wrongheaded though it was.”


  She led Rose and Tyler through her greenhouse jungle into the house itself, a large high-ceilinged room that smelled of hot electronics and hospital disinfectant. There were old-fashioned servers racked on one side and steel storage shelves of medical supplies on the other, and music, jagged electric guitars and syncopated drumming, was playing behind green medical privacy screens that curtained off the far end of the room.


  Vanessa paused in front of the screens and said, “Only a few people know about this. And my son is still very vulnerable, very dependent. Whatever you choose to do after this, I want you to bear that in mind.”


  Rose and Tyler exchanged a look, and Rose said she appreciated Vanessa’s frankness, and was sympathetic, what with being an army veteran herself. Playing along with the woman’s theatrical special pleading, but intrigued, too, wanting to see where it went.


  Vanessa pushed one of the screens ajar, gestured. The space beyond was as starkly functional as an operating theatre. A tiled floor and a hospital bed, an oversized shower stall with a hoist sling, a toilet with support rails and a backrest. A sofa wrapped in plastic sheeting. Screens hung over a desk were showing scenes from some kind of movie or video game, and a man, it had to be Elijah, was braced in a motorized wheelchair in front of them. He was bulky and sort of lopsided, wrapped in a brightly striped dressing gown and wearing a kind of crash helmet on his head, its black visor masking his face. The left sleeve of his dressing gown was empty and pinned to his chest, his left leg was fitted with a pseudoflesh prosthetic below the knee, and the thumb and two fingers were missing from his right hand, which rested limp and motionless in his lap.


  Declan Morrison was sitting on a high stool in a corner. Looking up from the screen resting in his lap, staring at Rose and Tyler with sulky hostility, telling Vanessa, “This isn’t a good idea.”


  “Neither was breaking and entering,” Vanessa said. “How is he?”


  “Out and about. The usual. He doesn’t have time to meet your friends.”


  “If you can’t bring yourself to be polite to our guests, you can find some other place to be. And switch off the music, so we can hear ourselves think.”


  “I think I’d better stay,” Declan said, the old geezer behaving like a petulant teenager. Stabbing at the screen in his lap, telling Rose and Tyler, as the music cut off, “Elijah likes his desert blues, and so do I. It helps with the transition from his world to ours.”


  Tyler said, “What kind of world? Where is it?”


  “Right there,” Declan said, pointing at the screens hung above the desk.


  Smaller screens displaying scenes of a perfect, old-time summer’s day—antique cars pottering down a country road, a row of shops with awnings shading ornate fronts, a square fort with castellated walls standing at the edge of a river—were tiled around a big central screen that showed a desert landscape, sand and stones saddling away toward stark brown mountain peaks reared against a cloudless blue sky. This view swiveling to and fro and gently oscillating as it progressed at walking pace across stones and ribbons of sand.


  “So it’s some kind of video game,” Tyler said.


  “That would be the stupidest way of thinking about it,” Declan said.


  “Elijah was in a coma for two years,” Vanessa said. She was standing behind her son, resting one hand on his shoulder, but he gave no sign that he noticed her. “The doctors said that he was brain-dead, but he wasn’t. He was in there all along. He just couldn’t communicate with us. But Charlie found a way.”


  “And it involves soul chips,” Rose said.


  “There are two kinds of people in Elijah’s world,” Declan said. “Basic characters running on scripts, with fixed routines and a few stock lines of conversation. And fully realized characters running on integrated chips, with agency and a reasonable imitation of self-aware intelligence.”


  “We’re all characters in Elijah’s world,” Vanessa said. “Me and Charlie and Declan. Some of Elijah’s army friends. The dog he had when he was a little boy. Even Nicole is in there.”


  “We should have taken her out, but Elijah likes her,” Declan said. “The chip version of her, anyway.”


  “You mean she’s some sort of a ghost in there?” Tyler said. The poor guy was having a hard time keeping up.


  “A simulation,” Rose said. “Created by a data base and an AI on a soul chip.”


  “At least one of you gets it,” Declan said.


  Rose ignored that, asked what Elijah did, in his world.


  “He’s living his best life,” Declan said. “Looking after Grave’s End and its people.”


  “Grave’s End as in two words with an apostrophe,” Rose said.


  “A version of the town on one side of the river, and the desert lair of hostile forces on the other,” Vanessa said.


  “That’s where Elijah is now, on patrol in the desert,” Declan said. “The central screen shows his point of view.”


  “So he’s playing at being in the army?” Tyler said.


  “Didn’t I tell you it’s not a game?” Declan said.


  “I think you should talk to Elijah,” Vanessa said. “Ask him about his world, and what he’s doing.”


  “That isn’t a good idea,” Declan said.


  “I want them to understand why this is essential to Elijah’s well-being,” Vanessa said.


  “How do we talk to him?” Rose said, looking at the man slumped and seemingly oblivious in his wheelchair.


  “Use the telephone,” Vanessa said, pointing to some kind of antique, like a plastic bone in a cradle, on the desk. “And please, be patient. It can take him a while to frame a reply.”


  “He uses an eyeball-activated lookup system to communicate,” Declan said. “It has tables of stock phrases, but anything else he has to spell out letter by letter.”


  “You do it,” Tyler said to Rose. “You were in the army. I wouldn’t know what to ask him.”


  Rose picked up the telephone’s plastic handset. It was linked to its cradle by a curly cable. She knew from old films that you held one end to your ear, spoke into the other, worked out which end was which and heard an electric buzz, as if a cyborg bee was trapped inside.


  “Press star,” Declan said, with grouchy patience.


  It took Rose a moment to realize he meant one of the buttons on the handset. The buzz clicked off, there was a brief ringtone like the one Joshua used in his phone, and a woman’s voice said, close and clear, “New Tavern Fort.”


  Rose looked at Vanessa for guidance.


  “Ask for Sergeant East,” Vanessa said.


  Rose did. “Putting you through now,” the voice said, and there was another click, another ringtone.


  “Sergeant East,” a man’s voice said. “How may I help you?”


  “I’m Rose,” Rose said, not knowing what else to say. She was looking at Elijah again, motionless in his wheelchair.


  “Hello, Rose. I see that you are using the hot line. Are you a visitor?”


  “I guess I am.”


  “Did you see the town?”


  “It’s very pretty. Is that where you live?”


  A long pause. Elijah must be using his lookup table to spell out his reply. Rose imagined his gaze moving over a virtual array of letters and words behind the black visor of his helmet. She could hear, faintly over the antique telephone, the same kind of desert blues that had been playing in the sickroom.


  “I was born in the town,” he said, at last. “And now I look after it.”


  “It looks like you’re on walkabout.”


  “That’s right.”


  “What’s the gen?”


  “Mostly straight hoofing ATM.”


  That reply came quickly. Army slang for “everything’s fine.” Rose guessed that he used it a lot.


  “No bad guys,” she said.


  After a pause: “No bad guys.”


  “Are you on your own out there, or do you have an oppo?”


  “I have Rupert. He’s my doggo.”


  The viewpoint on the screen shifted, and there was a dog, a black Labrador, neatly trotting along.


  “Is he a good doggo?” Rose said, touched by the innocent gentleness of this lone warrior.


  Another pause. “The best. What can I do for you, Rose?”


  “I’m just checking in. Take care, sergeant. Watch your 5s and 20s. Don’t let any Terrys get the jump.”


  “No worries on that score. Please enjoy the rest of your visit.”


  “I will,” Rose said, and replaced the handset in its cradle.


  “Terrys?” Tyler said.


  “Army slang. Terrorists and other bad actors,” Rose said.


  “So you see,” Vanessa said. Her gaze was starry and her hands were pressed together under her chin.


  “I do,” Rose said.


  “Can he talk in real life?” Tyler said.


  “If he wants to,” Declan said. “Using the lookup system and a vocalizer.”


  “Sometimes I push him around the garden,” Vanessa said. “There’s a spot where he likes to sit, watching birds and squirrels. . . . But he spends most of his waking hours in his world. He’s happy there. As close to normal as he ever can be. And now you know why we need the chips. They aren’t worth much to anyone else, but they keep Elijah’s world populated with people he can have proper interactions with.”


  “They interact with each other, too. Generate unscripted changes,” Declan said. “To begin with, we collected imprinted chips and jiggled their AIs so they’d accept Elijah’s world as the real thing. Now we overwrite them, make duplicates of existing character sets. Replacements for chips that fail.”


  “Charlie skimped quality control, and the chips weren’t designed to be used in the way we’re using them in Elijah’s world,” Vanessa said. “They have a limited life, and an unpredictable failure rate. And the company that made them went out of business not long after Athanasia did.”


  “You’re running low,” Rose said.


  Declan nodded. Now the talk had moved to technical details, his sarcastic bluster had evaporated. “The databases and decision trees used to generate characters are optimized to work with the AI and hardware embedded in the chips. I’ve built a workaround, a virtual emulation, but there are bridge problems—it’s cranky and prone to crashes, and runs slow. We’ll have to swap over to it eventually, but we want to keep the current setup running for as long as possible.”


  “If you have any more chips,” Vanessa said, “I’m not going to plead or beg. But I would like you think hard about what you want to do with them.”


  “It was Tyler’s decision. His chips, his choice,” Rose told Joshua. “And I bet you can guess which way he jumped.”


  “How do you feel about that?” Joshua said.


  “It was the right thing to do. Of course it was. Although I don’t think it was especially hard for Tyler to give up something he didn’t need or want. And he still has the bungalow, he’s still planning to sell it when he’s finished fixing it up. . . .”


  “Do I detect a smidgeon of resentment?”


  “It’s more like disappointment,” Rose said. “When I first got into this thing about the soul chips, I thought I might be able to make some credit from it. And when it became clear that was unlikely, I hoped that maybe I’d at least uncover some weird cult or conspiracy. Something significant. But in the end, it was just a mother trying to keep some kind of video game running for the benefit of her disabled son.”


  “And you were hoping for something more. Something that might have led to a cure for your ghosts, for instance.”


  “I guess I started thinking it was one of your stupid stories.”


  “There’s certainly some resemblance,” Joshua said. “In traditional mysteries, there’s often an object that’s important to the characters, but has no intrinsic significance. The soul chips arc a little like that. They aren’t the only thing that could keep Elijah’s world running—its caretakers admitted as much. But as far as they’re concerned, those chips are much more than their functionality. They’re totems. Symbols of a lost past. The time before Athanasia went bankrupt, before Elijah was crippled and his father died. Replacing them with some kind of virtual emulation would be an erasure of that past, an unacceptable alteration to the essence of Elijah’s world.”


  “Why does everything have to be a symbol of everything else?”


  “Isn’t the world created for Elijah a ghost world, a land of lost content packed with symbols of a better time? Blue remembered hills, happy highways. An obvious metaphor for his memories and sense of place from the time before he was injured. Preserving it from harm, fighting off intruders, is his way of protecting himself from further damage.”


  “Sounds neat,” Rose said. “Meanwhile, in the real world, I have to deal with real problems, like the fine for gleaning without a permit. And since I can’t pay it, I’m going to have to stay here a little longer and work it off.”


  “I would offer to pay it for you,” Joshua said. “But I know you’d turn me down.”


  “You can’t get rid of me that easily. And community service doesn’t sound too bad.”


  “Talking of neatness, did you find out who was carrying out the thefts?”


  “Not exactly. But Declan Morrison was married, once upon a time. Had a son who’d be about thirty by now. Maybe it was him, maybe not. Tyler doesn’t want to take it any further, and I agreed.”


  “You have turned into quite the detective,” Joshua said.


  “It was just a hunch, about the son,” Rose said. “Farhad did most of the grunt work.”


  They were sitting in the stern of Joshua’s barge, in the shade of a slant of canvas. Low tide, the barge and the houseboats and floating homes of the Reach grounded on their platforms above mudflats that smelt, not unpleasantly, of salt and decay. Joshua now asking Rose, with an impish twinkle, about her relationship with Tyler.


  “It’s pretty much over,” Rose said. “Not that it was much of anything to begin with. Turns out he was more interested in his music than in me, and I was more interested in the mystery of those chips than in him.”


  After they’d handed the stash of soul chips to Vanessa East, Rose’s last night in the bungalow, Tyler had told her, shyly, that he’d finished his first marsh piece, asked her if she wanted to listen to it. She didn’t have the heart to refuse, and Tyler had set up the playback in the seance room and absented himself while Rose sat cross-legged on the thick carpet and the brief extract played. The creak and plash of oars, the twitter of birds singing, a piano fading in, echoing the four notes of the loudest song and finding variations, hesitant at first and then gathering force, rippling like running water, and after a couple of minutes fading out, leaving only the sound of oars, the sound of birdsong, and that too fading, dwindling into silence so slowly it was hard to tell when it was over.


  It was very Tyler. Tentative; cautiously, uncertainly finding its way. Afterward, after searching for a word to describe it, Rose had told him that it was ethereal, and he’d seemed pleased by that. Had explained with uncharacteristic, but genuine enthusiasm how he’d been trying to capture what he called the essence of being wholly present in the marsh, and she’d seen that it really mattered to him, in a way that neither she nor the mystery of the chip thief had.


  “He said that I could stay on at his place,” Rose told Joshua, “but I thought it would be too complicated.”


  “You’re welcome to reclaim your little patch of the roof for as long as you like, or as long as you can stand it.”


  “Won’t Kayla and the others have something to say about that?”


  “There’ll have to be a discussion, but I think I can convince enough people that you mean no harm. I’ll expect payment, of course. Some help with gleaning, nothing you can’t handle.”


  Rose protested, but only a little. She was grateful to be back in the Reach, and it was good to get out in the marsh again, even if Joshua was definitely slower than he’d been, was given to giddy moments of confusion. And soon enough her community service kicked in, eight weeks working to make good fire damage in the Great Buckland reforestation scheme, four more in muddy fields and warm November rain cutting willow whips used in weaving and fence- and coffin-making.


  She ran into Tyler in Bartertown a few times, the encounters polite and friendly, Rose thinking if he, like her, wondered what they’d ever seen in each other, and in her last week of work at the willow farm he called her out of the blue. He wanted her to know that he’d sold the bungalow and was moving back to London, told her that she could come visit any time she wanted. She thanked him for the offer but never took it up. Cities weren’t for her. Too many people, too much noise, too many places where her ghosts could lurk.


  She stayed on at the willow farm for a couple of months after her community service ended, helping to plant new cuttings. By then, she’d moved out of the Reach and was living in a co-op at the edge of Gravesend: a cozy bedroom, shared commons, and a rota of community chores. When the willow-planting work was over, she found a job in the car-recycling yard and signed on at the local army outreach offices for rehabilitation treatment. Talking circles, one-on-one sessions with a therapist. Although she’d never be her old self, was still ambushed every so often by the Grey Guy and the rest of the gang, and still had problems with her parents, she was trying her best to adjust to her new life, was trying to put the past behind her.


  Even so, she was still haunted by her brief encounter with Elijah and his world, couldn’t shake off the feeling that it was unfinished business. After discussing it with her therapist, she reached out to Vanessa East and asked if she could visit Elijah again, suggested that having an army buddy might do him some good, but the woman turned her down flat.


  “I was disappointed, but not especially surprised,” Rose told Joshua a couple of days later, on one of the last of their gleaning trips. “She’s proud and very protective, and it’s likely that Declan Morrison had something to do with it, too. Vanessa needs him to keep Elijah’s world up and running, which gives him a degree of power over her. Being the kind of person he is, he’d want to keep out anyone who threatens that. They both believe that they’re protecting Elijah, but Declan doesn’t want anything to change and Vanessa is scared that it will. They’re stuck, so Elijah’s stuck, too.”


  “You told me that he seemed happy, in his world,” Joshua said. “And perhaps, despite their flaws and their fucked-up relationship, his mother and this Declan fellow are trying to do their best for him.”


  “You think I shouldn’t have tried to interfere.”


  “I think you’ve done all you can. Stories end, but life goes on.”


  Joshua had suffered several minor recurrences of breakbone fever that put him in bed for a day or two, but late in spring he was laid out by a major attack that triggered a series of strokes, and he died a few days later. Rose wasn’t invited to his cremation, but she did attend the scattering of his ashes a month later, a clear, warm night at the abandoned spaceport.


  It was a square concrete platform and several large, square buildings set amongst the windswept maze of mud banks, reed beds, and tidal channels of the marsh’s northeastern edge, and linked to the mainland by a sendee road running straight as a ruler on top of an embankment. Although the place was out of bounds to the public, no one, not even Toby Drury, did anything to stop the ceremony. Over a hundred people pitched up, and many more attended remotely: dozens of drones hung at different levels in the night air, transmitting the ceremony around the world.


  A string quartet played, there were readings of poetry and a section of the manifesto Joshua had helped to draft, and friends and colleagues gave brief eulogies while pictures of him at all stages of his life shuffled across the side of the integration hangar where rockets and their payloads had once been mated. And then, in silence, six people carried flaming torches to the stub of broken girderwork, covered in Russian vine, which was all that remained of the spaceport’s single gantry.


  Rose was one of the torch bearers, amazed and humbled, waiting her turn as one by one the others lit the touch-papers of handmade firework rockets, and the rockets shot out above the dark marsh on erratic trajectories and flowered in crackling bursts of colored stars that fell in cascades and winked out before they hit the ground or the water, delivering portions of ashes and bone grit that would become part of the marsh’s endless cycles.


  And then it was Rose’s turn. She stepped forward and lit the fuse of the last rocket, and it shot up with a banshee screech, drawing an arc of white flame across the night. Rose willed it on with heart and brain, wanting it to climb and climb until it breached the junkyard sky, but at last its arc peaked and inflected downward, and it burst in a chrysanthemum of sparks and the sparks dropped and winked out and the smoke of its ascent drifted and dispersed.


  In the days that followed the sky was sheeted with low cloud, and gusts of warm rain blew across the marsh and the broad indifferent flood of the river. At last, clouds and rain gave way to a high-pressure system that edged in from the continent, and the marsh sweltered under a heat-bleached sky. Every day was hotter than the day before, and soon enough it was fire season again.


  Blade and Bone


  Paul McAuley’s latest novel. Beyond the Burn Line, which is an exploration of our legacy in a post-human, post-Anthropocene Earth, was one of the Guardian’s books of the year, and short-listed for the Kitschies’ Red Tentacle Award. Of “Blade and Bone” he says, “This isn’t my first trip to Mars. One of my early novels. Red Dust, was set on a version of Mars under Chinese hegemony and Gollancz recently reissued my near future bio-thriller about the contamination of life on Earth by life on Mars.” This new novella is a deep-future outcrop of his Quiet War series of novels and shorter fictions: a story about lives shaped by stories that trace an unexpected journey across the battle-scarred face of the Red Planet.


  Konstantinov’s Company found the hostages just a few hours after setting out on the trail of the True raiders who’d taken them. Leaving behind the tar sands mine, its extraction plant, and the smoldering ruin of its tank farm, the fresh graves and ramshackle defenses got up by grim survivors. Crossing the level plain of the crater’s floor, passing the stinking lagoons of tailings-waste ponds and the terraced pits of the mine workings. Climbing a long grade to the notch cut in the rim by the catastrophic floods that, several centuries ago, had deposited layers of mud and sand and carbon chondrite tars. The company’s raptors had already surveyed the notch and the outflow channel that the flood had carved through the chaotic terrain beyond, but it was one of the company’s scouts who discovered the hostages, what was left of them, in a stand of whitebark pines at the outer edge of a bend in the channel.


  Eight people had been taken by the raiders: there were eight severed heads impaled on a row of stakes. Necks cleanly cut under chins, mouths gaping, eyes upturned in their sockets. Bloodied clothing hung from tree branches like macabre flags. A burn pit brimmed with ash and bone fragments.


  After Colonel Konstantinov and the agent who’d paid a fee to join the hunt had inspected the remains, the colonel gave a short speech. He was seated atop his strider, a lean, handsome, bronze-skinned young man with an engaging manner, cold wind stirring his blond mane, his sharp blue gaze ranging over the twenty-two mounted troopers as he told them that this flagrant display of cruelty was why the barbarians they were hunting deserved no less than swift and lethal justice. That when action came, as it soon would, they should not hesitate to dispatch those responsible.


  “So-called Trues and associated extremists and outcasts have for too long besmirched our planet’s reputation. Mars will be an infinitely better place without them,” the colonel said, and he raised his trademark silver fusil firearm above his head, and the troopers raised their fusils and needlers and yelled their battle cry.


  A brief report on the fate of the hostages and the coordinates of their remains was sent to the mining camp, and the company moved on, grim and alert. The agent rode at point with Colonel Konstantinov, perched on a saddle strapped to the shoulders of a mute, bare-chested giant whose limber trot matched the pace of the colonel’s strider. He was a small person, the agent, dressed all in white and perched on the shoulder saddle with a fusil cut down to his size slung over his shoulder, the bell of its muzzle flaring like a funerary blossom above his white, wide-brimmed hat. His feet, in boots of black buttery leather, stuck straight out either side of the flat-topped head of his mount.


  The raiders, who had been harassing settlements and farmsteads along the northern border of the Blight for more than sixty days before they attacked the tar sands mine, were led by a warrior priest accoutred with bones and a broken vorpal blade plundered from the tomb of a descendant of the agent’s maker and master. When the mining company had contracted Konstantinov’s Company to find and rescue the kidnapped workers, the agent had joined the hunt. His master was one of the discorporate tankies who haunted the information space of the Memory Hole, a stony asteroid in orbit around the L5 point between Earth and its Moon; in addition to the usual fee, he’d offered a handsome reward for returning the stolen relics of his descendant to their proper resting place. Despite the colonel’s fine words about delivering justice for the murdered hostages, this was now the company’s primary objective.


  At the rear of the column, behind the three autonomous utes that carried supplies and spare ordinance, Lev Vacrescu turned in the saddle of his strider for a last look at the massacre site. The impaled heads like grotesque blooms under the low canopy of the trees. Thin plumes of ash unspooling from the burn pit and dispersing on the wind.


  Hanna Šegrt, riding alongside him, said, “If you’re wondering why the devils murdered hostages they could have ransomed, it’s likely because they know we’re on the hunt. Wanted to rid themselves of anything that would slow them down.”


  “Seems to me it could be meant to provoke us,” Lev said.


  He was one of the company’s new recruits; this was his first action under Colonel Konstantinov’s command, and the man’s call to arms had made him uneasy. The youngest son of a famous campaigner, the colonel possessed formidable charisma and it was clear that his troopers loved him, but he lacked experience and had a reputation as a braggart and risk-taker, and Lev believed that he had overlooked or ignored the possibility that the raiders might be trying to lure their pursuers into an ambush. The kind of confrontation that had ended in the massacre of Lev’s old company.


  “We’ve tangled with Trues twice before,” Hanna said. “And both times they suffered a hard reckoning.”


  She was a tall, wiry woman, her helmet’s visor darkly reflecting Lev and the other new recruit, Maks, who were both likewise helmeted and perched on the saddles of their striders, boots in stirrups, hands shoved into the sleeves of control yokes, dressed in one-piece combat suits whose sliding patches of color matched the tawny sands and black rocks of the channel. Hanna had been riding with the company for a little over a year, was deeply loyal and ever eager to assert her seniority over the latest recruits, and hoped that this action would promote her from support hack to fully-fledged trooper.


  “Things might go differently if they lead us into the Blight,” Maks said.


  “Desert or mountains, farmlands or the Blight’s jungles, it makes no difference,” Hanna said. “Trues are crazy fierce, but they always fight the same way. And die the same way, too, as you’ll soon see.”


  “Want to make a bet on who makes first kill?” Maks said. “Knowing the Blight as I do, reckon I’ve a sounder chance than you or anyone else in this outfit.”


  He’d signed up with the company at the same time as Lev, a skinny, scrappy street kid, all corners and edges, tight curls cut close to his skull, with a woolly fringe that hung over his forehead. He’d run away from some hardscrabble settlement on the northern edge of the Blight and caught Colonel Konstantinov’s attention when he’d been employed as a runner during the company’s last job, putting down food riots in the regional capital, but as yet hadn’t once mentioned his family, and if he had a last name he’d never divulged it.


  “That kind of wager is liable to get you killed,” Lev told him. “Or worse, get one of us killed.”


  “Listen to the man,” Hanna told Maks, surprising Lev, because she rarely agreed with him. Perhaps, despite her upbeat attitude, she also had a bad feeling about this job.


  “Man who barely survived an ambush by a bunch of potato farmers?” Maks said. “He’s the one should be listening to me.”


  For the rest of the day, the company followed the tracks left by the raiding party’s horses, crossing rippled stretches of sand and fans of gravel, snaking around tumbles of boulders and teardrop islands where outcrops of harder rock had resisted the scouring floods, passing scattered pavements of crustose vacuum organisms, the first of their kind Lev had ever seen. Black or blue-violet, some smoothly rounded like spills of ice, others dissected by wandering crevices or breaking into leafy lobes at their edges or sprouting clusters of stiff filaments. Outliers of the Blight’s weird jungles.


  They weren’t plants or fungi, these growths, but artificial organisms with pseudocell structures woven from congeries of nanotech machinery. Tech developed and deployed by Outers so that they could live off the land on the moons of Jupiter and Saturn, and on asteroids and comets and kobolds. Here, the vacuum organisms grew on deposits of primordial tars that had spattered across a vast swathe of these southern highlands when the remnants of comets and carbonaceous chondrite asteroids, mined for water and gases during the great terraforming projects of centuries past, had been deorbited.


  Toward the end of the day, the company turned east and climbed out of the flood channel and made camp on a tabular rise with views across the shattered country they had yet to cross. A herd of scaly bipedal creatures strutted past in the near distance, some kind of gene wizard mash-up with powerful backward-bending legs and tiny heads on long necks sinuously moving from side to side or dipping low to snap up some trifle. Harmless and no good to eat, the top sergeant said over the link, so save your shots and let ’em be.


  Guards were posted, augmenting the flock of raptors and the pair of long-range drones that loitered overhead; troopers powered down their weapons and checked their striders, gathered wood from bushes growing in fissures and other sheltered spots, and built and lit campfires and broke out rations. The familiar comradely clatter eased Lev’s misgivings. Two troopers were working on one of the striders, dismantling a troublesome knee joint; a woman with a lamp strapped to her forehead was field stripping her fusil; a man was sharpening a tactical knife on a leather strip stretched taut between boot and fist, the blade flashing in firelight as he turned it back and forth. Laughter from the group around the biggest campfire, where a dice-and-draw game was in progress.


  The agent had been eating with the colonel and his sergeants, and now he was standing up and making some kind of speech. His white, quilted longcoat and white hat glimmered in the firelight. His mount squatted behind him, sucking on a pouch of nutrient gel, the same stuff that fed the musculature of the striders’ legs, skull trimmed flat above deep-set eyes.


  “Look at that fool,” Maks said. “Paying good credit to put himself in the way of danger, and got up like this is some kind of a costume party.”


  He and Lev and Hanna were sitting around their own small fire, with the outer dark at their backs. The double star of Earth and its big Moon was low on the western horizon, sinking into the afterglow of sunset. Overhead, Phobos’s bright fleck was slicing through the rigid patterns of the stars from west to east. Its track was higher here, just a little way south of the equator, than Lev, born and raised far to the north, was used to.


  Hanna said patiently, “The real client is the tanky who made him and his mount. Our costumed friend is just the hand and eye of the ghost of a man long dead, sent here to find and take back those stolen relics and record the doing of it. If you’d been paying attention to the briefing, young Maks, you’d know that.”


  The kid, who’d arrived at muster late, with a hangover and a black eye from some street brawl, ignored the put-down. Saying stubbornly, “I know what he is. And I also know it’s bad luck, having him tag along.”


  “Set your mind on what you need to do instead of worrying about our guest,” Hanna said. “Nothing else matters now we’re in the zone.”


  “Won’t the colonel want to make sure he keeps out of trouble?” Lev said, wondering if they were going to end up babysitting the agent.


  “As I understand it, whether or not his agent survives the adventure has no bearing on the reward the tanky will give for winning back the blade and bone,” Hanna said.


  “The agent being no more than an appendage,” Lev said.


  “Exactly so,” Hanna said.


  “An appendage who most surely likes the sound of his own voice,” Maks said.


  The tanky’s agent was still talking, smiling, and making extravagant gestures as if acting out a tale of some kind of grand adventure. A few troopers had moved closer and Lev drifted over to listen in too, discovering that the agent wasn’t telling a story, but was musing about history. How Trues hiding out in the Blight and elsewhere were the last remnants of an empire that once upon a time had ruled most of the Solar System and had even reached out to several of the colonies established in the planetary systems of near stars. How the rise of that empire reflected an earlier clash, when an alliance of three powerful nations on Earth had sought to constrain the development of the communitarian politics of the Outer settlements and cities on the moons of Jupiter and Saturn, and appropriate their biotechnology.


  Earth had won that war, the agent said, but lost the peace when the Outers’ stubborn passive resistance inspired popular revolutions in Greater Brazil and elsewhere, and the True Empire had traced a similar rise and fall. It began as a kind of eugenics cult that touted the superiority of the original unedited human gene line, and expanded its following and influence by exploiting those dissatisfied with or fearful of the pancultural pacifism of its age, subverting and capturing democratic polities on Earth and in the asteroid belt and the Outer System, dominating much of the Solar System for more than two centuries. A last attempt to constrain human evolution and adaptation that at last was torn apart by warfare between factions that each claimed to represent the pure, original ideals of their cause.


  “My master, a dispassionate observer of history, says that the past is never past,” the agent said. “And that’s certainly true on Mars. Elsewhere, nations, clades, and polities coexist in relative harmony—the so-called thousand flowers of the ideal. Here, your patch work of city states are frozen accidents of history, reflecting the antique politics of the very first settlements, which were shaped by the prejudices and whims of the countries and kleptocrats that founded them. And above all else, your world is the last refuge of the concept of might makes right. Where war is an extension of politics, and gangs of hireling soldiers, such as your good selves, are employed to quell rebellions, settle disputes over resources, and police disputed territories where pirate gangs of Trues and other outcasts roam.”


  “You might have noticed that resources are somewhat in short supply here,” Colonel Konstantinov said. “Which is why disputes sometimes arise.”


  He was lounging on the saddle removed from his strider, long legs crossed at the ankles, and seemed to be amused by the agent’s version of history and not at all discomforted by the implied insult to his trade.


  “Resources are in short supply” the agent said, “because the terraforming projects that once united Mars and the Outer System were abandoned.”


  “Because those projects gave outsiders too much influence over our affairs,” the colonel said.


  “Or because your forebears, out of ill-judged pride in their so-called independence, drove off the Outer System consortiums. And without a common enemy began to squabble amongst themselves.”


  The colonel dismissed that with a lazy flick of a hand. “There’s nothing wrong with pride. Or loyalty. It binds people together. Helps them face down adversity.”


  “Your planet is dying, Colonel,” the agent said. “Growing ever colder and drier as it reverts to what it once was. What use is your pride, if it at last renders your home uninhabitable?”


  “At least it keeps us in work,” the colonel said. “The same line of work as this descendent of your master’s.”


  She’d been one of the so-called Knights of Cydonia. Roaming, freelance fighters who, four centuries ago, between the end of the Quiet War and the rise of the True Empire, had fought for whichever of Mars’s fractious patchwork of city states, commonalties, and pocket republics would pay them. She had been killed in some obscure border war and buried with her weapons, as was the tradition of her kind, and the raiding party had no doubt violated her tomb and stolen her bones and her vorpal blade because Trues prized such relics, believing that their warrior priests could use them to channel and wield the virtues of those long-dead knights.


  “We should not be held responsible for the choices of our children,” the agent said. “Or in this case, my master’s great-great-grandchildren.”


  “Yet here you are, riding with us to retrieve her bones and her blade.”


  “Someone has to protect the dead, since they can no longer protect themselves.”


  “And you claim that we’re the ones who are infatuated with the past,” the colonel said, and this time the agent laughed.


  “Yet my master’s interest in history and its consequences keeps him plugged into the happening world.”


  “Your master is our client, and you’re our guest,” the colonel said genially. “We’ve agreed to do what we can to help you find those bones and that blade, but it’s purely a commercial arrangement. Afterward, when terms have been met, you’ll be gone, and we’ll still be here, living on our own terms, free from the interference of outsiders.”


  “What were they talking about?” Hanna asked, when Lev returned to their campfire. She was alone; Maks had been rostered for guard duty.


  “Ancient history, mostly. How we Martians can’t escape it, or don’t want to.”


  “That’s two-faced of him, given he serves the copy of a man who died long ago.”


  “Still, he might have a point,” Lev said. He was thinking of his own circumstances. How his plans to give up soldiering had been wrecked by the ambush; whether he’d made the right choice when he’d signed up with this company. Not that he’d really had much in the way of choice. His little cache of credit had been exhausted by the bills for his medical treatment, he’d been too long a soldier to suit any other trade but low-grade security work that would barely pay his living costs, and all the other companies he’d approached had turned him down because he was too old or because the slaughter of his old outfit had marked him with the ineradicable taint of bad luck. So here he was, riding with the servant of a revenant from deep history, with its own agenda, and a young colonel who, thanks to his family’s storied history of soldiering, had the reckless confidence of one who believed that he possessed a hero’s invulnerability.


  “I was born and raised in the Tharsis Sovereignty,” Hanna said. “You ever been there?”


  “Not yet.”


  “I don’t recommend it. Small place. Townships and farmlands. Not much else.”


  “I know the kind of thing,” Lev said, thinking of his own upbringing.


  “Same three families have ruled there for what seems like forever, and there are all kinds of ceremonies and customs and laws to maintain the rightful order of things. A lot of ordinary people like it, or say they do, because they know their place and can lord it over those with less status, though the differences arc so slender an outsider would have difficulty telling one from the other. People spy on each other, eager to report the smallest infraction, and the borders are closed. Export and import trade are done in a special little walled-off zone only a few officials are allowed to enter. Ordinary folk don’t know anything of the rest of the world. And most don’t want to know.”


  “But you did,” Lev said.


  “And I got out,” Hanna said. “And if I could escape a place like the Sovereignty, I don’t see how yonder popinjay can claim we’re all of us stuck in the past, with no hope of change.”


  “I was raised on a farm,” Lev said. “Was planning to go back to that line of work, buy a parcel of land and retire to it, when rebels dropped the hammer on my company. They left me for dead, badly wounded as I was, and getting fixed up wiped out my savings. What I’ll cam from this, if things go right and we find those relics and get that reward, it won’t buy me as much as I hoped, but it’ll suffice.”


  “Did you tell the colonel that, when you signed up?”


  “You think he would have taken me on, if I had?”


  “But you’re telling me.”


  Lev looked at her. “Are you thinking of tattletaling?”


  “Of course not,” Hanna said, affronted.


  “Then I guess I was right to trust you.”


  “Was that some kind of life confession because you think you might not get through this?”


  “Maybe I’m trying to explain that I have something to live for.”


  They fell silent for a few moments, both of them watching the flames of their little fire.


  “What kind of farm?” Hanna said.


  “Birds mostly, I guess. On account I can only afford a small place. Chickens, quail. Some hydroponics.”


  “Sounds nice.”


  “I reckon it’ll do for me. How about you? Got any plans?”


  “Get through this, move on to what comes next.”


  “You aren’t ready to give up soldiering.”


  “I’ve hardly started,” Hanna said, with a flash of fierce pride that reminded Lev of how young she was.


  Presently, Colonel Konstantinov and his top sergeant, Anye Abbas, made the rounds, asking questions, sharing jokes, banging fists, moving on.


  “How arc things shaking down for you, old-timer?” he said to Lev.


  “It’s all very familiar,” Lev said.


  “Good man. I said to Sergeant Abbas, after your interview, there’s someone who deserves another chance. I was glad to give it to you, and I know,” the colonel said, treating Lev to the full wattage of his smile, “that you won’t disappoint me.”


  “I’m more than ready for action, too,” Hanna said, and might have said more, but the colonel didn’t seem to hear her, was already turning away.


  The top sergeant, Anye Abbas, lingered, asking Lev how his strider was shaking down.


  “No problems so far,” Lev said.


  The biomechanoid was a reconditioned model much older than Lev. The target acquisition system of its chain guns was a clunky antique, and it was a trifle slow and stiff on steep or uneven terrain, but moved sweetly enough on the level and hadn’t yet thrown any serious glitches.


  “It’ll do for you as long as you don’t try to push it too hard,” Anye Abbas said. “Which you won’t need to, seeing as you’ll be in the rear with the gear.”


  She was a stocky grey-haired veteran with a direct manner, seconded from the company run by Colonel Konstantinov’s mother. When Lev had signed up, she’d reminded him that he was no longer a sergeant but had been born again as a humble clean-sleeve trooper; told him that the colonel had his own ways of doing things, but as long as he remembered his place in the chain of command he shouldn’t have any trouble fitting in.


  “Happy to serve in any way I can,” Lev told her now.


  “Saw you listening to our guest’s little speech.”


  “He likes to talk, don’t he.”


  “Just keep your mind on the mission and the reward his master promised.”


  “Hard to forget something so generous.”


  Anye Abbas studied him, stone-faced, as if judging his sincerity, then lowered her voice and told him he could do her a solid by keeping an eye on Maks. “The colonel has a weakness for stray dogs, but sometimes they need the leash.”


  “Hanna pretty much has him under control.”


  “She’s capable. But a little backup wouldn’t hurt.”


  “Understood,” Lev said, pleased by the implication of trust. Really and truly, all he wanted was to keep his head down, fit in, and earn his share.


  Anye Abbas studied him for a moment more, then nodded and moved on.


  The company rose at first light, broke fast while standing over the ashes of last night’s fires, and checked their weapons and mounted their striders and set off. Colonel Konstantinov marching at point with Sergeant Abbas and the agent, the troopers following in spaced pairs, Lev and Hanna and Maks bringing up the rear with the utes. Everyone on the swivel as they followed the tracks of the raiding party along the flood channel, surveying the cliffs along its southern edge, watching feeds from the raptors and the pair of drones.


  Lev’s spine had stiffened overnight, jolted by yesterday’s long march, and the combat drugs he’d patched before mounting up had lit a smoldering fire in his belly and lent him a weird otherworldly clarity, as if he was observing everything at a slight angle to reality. After a couple of hours, the column turned north and east as the raiding party’s track cut away from the flood channel, winding through the mazy channels and potholes of a scabland pockmarked with the elongated ovals of secondary craters created, according to Hanna, by debris thrown from impacts some way off to the south. Most of the craters were filled edge to edge with pocket jungles of vacuum organisms, splashes of stark black dotted across a stony chaos that faded into the ochre haze that obscured the horizon. Lev had once flown in a transport above an arc of the ancient seabed of the great northern plains. Here was the same sense of the planet’s vast curve. Its essential emptiness, despite centuries of human colonization.


  Every so often a pair of troopers broke off from the column and circled north or south and returned with nothing to report. The only activity spotted by the drones was a herd of long-necked creatures feeding around the edges of a stand of funnel growths, and some kind of large cat-like creature with a pair of long fangs curving under its snout that threaded a path across a talus slope at the base of the ridge and disappeared into a tumble of enormous boulders.


  Toward noon the column halted and the two scouts drifted in and consulted with Colonel Konstantinov and the agent, whose white costume and ridiculous hat were immaculate despite the heat and dust of the hike. After a few minutes the scouts headed back the way they’d come, swiftly passing out of sight, and the column resumed its march, circling the edge of a dry basin, climbing a long slope, and entering a canyon that cut through a flat-topped mesa. Tall cliffs reared up on either side, hemming a narrowing strip of pink sky, and Lev’s spacy detachment was displaced by unease, like floodwater rising in a basement. Despite coverage by drones and raptors, it was the perfect spot for an ambush.


  At last, the turn of a sharp bend revealed the scouts waiting in the middle of the True campsite they’d discovered. The ashes of a big fire, a litter of discarded food cans and cannisters, and the butchered remains of several horses, bones and stinking mounds of viscera attended by clouds of black flies. A tattered banner hung from a tall pole, displaying a skull grinning atop wings of bone and tattered skin. Slogans in dripping red letters declared the Trues’ hegemony over this land and promised a variety of agonizing deaths to trespassers.


  After another brief consultation, the scouts rode off down the canyon and Colonel Konstantinov snatched up the pole and banner and threw it like a javelin into the fire’s ashes, and the column formed up and followed him, ever more watchful.


  The canyon widened, its walls fell away, and there was a curving range of low hills at the horizon, ghostly in the haze. The rim of an ancient crater containing one of the Blight’s largest vacuum organism jungles, according to the topographic map; the colonel reckoned that it was a good hiding place and likely destination for the True raiders, according to word passed across the comms.


  The troopers moved on through a scrub of grease bush and engineer grass and clumps of vacuum organisms—tangles of black wire, dark purple growths like fat trumpets or melted candles, stands of glassy black blades taller than a person. They hadn’t gone far when the feeds from the raptors cut out. Everything gone across the board, leaving only the views from the drones. Colonel Konstantinov ordered the column to halt; while he consulted with the tech sergeant, pairs of troopers turned left or right to scry the land, weapons drawn, radar and augmented optics up.


  Lev, watching from the rear with Hanna and Maks, the butt of his fusil resting on his thigh and a window showing the feed from the motion detector of his strider in a corner of his vision, felt something tighten in his chest. It looked like the Trues had found a way of jamming the feeds from the raptors or knocking them out, maybe the prelude to an attack, but for a long time nothing else happened. All around, the spare landscape shimmered in the afternoon heat, silent and still. Rocks and stretches of gravel and rippled sand and dry grass. Clusters of black growths. Nothing moving until a shadow flickered across the column. One of the drones, flying low and level and heading in the direction of the tracks left by the raiding party, dwindling into the distance toward that big crater.


  “Maybe the scouts found themselves some live Trues,” Maks said.


  “We’ll know soon enough,” Hanna said. “Hold your position and keep your optics wide open.”


  Far off and high up, the drone began to turn in wide, lazy circles.


  “Definitely found something,” Maks said.


  Hanna told him again to hold his position. Anye Abbas and two troopers were moving out, heading at a fast pace toward the place the drone was circling. Lev felt the kink in his chest tighten further, and felt a touch of excitement, too. The familiar mix before combat. Dread and anticipation and impatience. The feeling that any kind of action was better than waiting. The feeling that something was about to happen, but not knowing what it was.


  But there was another long wait in the shimmering heat and steep silence until at last the colonel broke silence and ordered the column to form up and move out. Telling them that there were two people down and they were to stay alert and ready for contact.


  “The scouts,” Maks said. “Has to be.”


  Neither Hanna nor Lev bothered to reply, because it was so damned obvious.


  Colonel Konstantinov called another halt as the column neared the spot where Sergeant Abbas and the two troopers were waiting. Lev had a distant but clear sight of a pair of bodies lying side by side on a patch of gravel. Stripped of armor, it looked like. Arms stretched back above their heads and hands fastened together. No sign of their striders. He didn’t feel the need to enhance the view, but Maks clearly did, saying that he hoped the poor saps had died before the Trues cut them up like that.


  The colonel swung down from his strider and inspected the bodies and consulted with Anye Abbas, then lifted off his helmet and walked back to the column, his strider obediently following him, halting when he halted and addressed the troopers. Telling them that it was clearly a coordinated attack: they had lost contact with the raptors and the scouts at the same time. The drones hadn’t been in position to scope what had happened, and although the agent had kindly granted access to a feed from a satellite, it had also missed the moment when the Trues had struck.


  “I promise you that we will avenge the death of our friends and comrades, Lo Eril and Adan Solacu,” the colonel said, and raised his silver fusil. “Blood for blood!”


  The troopers raised their various weapons above their heads and echoed him.


  The bodies were tenderly bundled into shrouds and laid across the flat top of one of the utes. A sweep of the area turned up several recently dug scrapes where True cutthroats might have lain in wait, but nothing else, and the company reformed its column and moved on.


  “They definitely know we’re on their tail,” Maks said. “Maybe some’ll want to try their luck against us again. I hope they do, because it’ll save us the trouble of having to find them.”


  “You’d better be ready if it comes to that,” Hanna said grimly. “Because they’re clearly ready for us.”


  The company was chastened by this reversal, its mood a mix of subdued anger and heightened vigilance. Troopers turning to and fro in their saddles, little chatter on the common feed as, with the pair of drones flanking them overhead, they made for the shore of one of the small lakes fed by groundwater draining from the crater. They’d overnight there while the drones surveyed the vacuum organism jungle that filled the crater edge to edge, and the next day they’d set out and track down and confront the Trues. Without the eyes and guided munitions of the raptors, that was going to be a lot chancier than they’d expected.


  They made camp in the prickle ash and red willow scrub at the edge of the lake. In the last of the westering light, the colonel led a brief ceremony to honor their dead, and the scouts were buried side by side in shallow graves. Everyone in the company took a turn to set a stone in place over the mounds of dirt, watched by the agent who stood beside his mount, his face obscured by the shadow of his hat brim.


  The ramparts of the crater loomed against the darkening sky, less than five klicks away, hiding who knew what. Striders in autonomous mode were deployed along the perimeter of the camp, and sensors and static cameras were set out; Anye Abbas marked up guard positions with overlapping fields of view and drew up a roster.


  Lev was selected for first watch. Maybe it was a little reward for doing his best to fit in, or maybe it was because the top sergeant didn’t want to give him any real responsibility, didn’t yet quite trust him not to screw up—as far as he was concerned it didn’t matter. It had been a long day, and he was grateful for the easesome duty.


  He shared his position with a taciturn trooper half his age who asserted his authority by setting up in a clump of rocks and trees, taking charge of the feeds from cameras and sensors, and telling Lev to go walk the line. Lev didn’t mind that, either. It was a chance to stretch out the ache in his lower back kindled by the day’s march. He was definitely getting too old for this shit.


  There was a chill in the air, and thin scarves of mist were adrift above the surface of the lake, which in Lev’s enhanced optics gleamed like hammered steel. Ordinary plants were like pale ghosts of themselves; the umbrella trees and other vacuum organisms burned as brightly as the balestars of the campfires. No sign of movement along the curve of the shore ahead of him; nothing showing on the microwave motion sensor, which could pick up a mouse’s heartbeat fifty paces away. But when Lev reached the far end of the arc guarded by his position and turned back, he saw two figures at the water’s edge. His first thought, driving a spike of adrenaline into his blood, was that Trues might have somehow evaded the tricks and traps of the perimeter. He keyed his comms and reported a possible contact, unshipped his fusil and edged closer, and realized, with a flush of relief, that the figures were the agent, dabbling at the water’s edge like a child at play, and his mount.


  Lev keyed his comms again, saying the intruders were two of their own, it was okay to stand down; the young trooper told him, with fine contempt, that he’d never stood up.


  “Could see who it was on one of the camera feeds. Next time double-check them before bothering me.”


  The agent didn’t seem surprised to see Lev, shrugging off his suggestion that he might have put himself in danger, saying, “Switch off your night vision, and you’ll see what I see.”


  “How do you know I’m using my optics?”


  “You’re on patrol at night, aren’t you? Indulge me, you won’t be disappointed.”


  Lev clicked off his enhancements and saw faint pale lights glowing along the margin of the lake’s dark flood. Ribbons of milky luminescence seething in the ripples that washed the shore; puddles and rings further out, expanding and contracting as the water softly breathed.


  He said, “Is that something to do with the Trues?”


  “Is that all you can think about?”


  “It’s why we are here. Nothing else matters. Especially after today.”


  The agent looked up at Lev, his smile a faint glimmer under his hat brim. “You are one of the new recruits to Colonel Konstantinov’s warrior band. Yet also older than any other trooper. Before this, you served under Colonel Sokal. A sergeant, a rank befitting your experience, until the unfortunate defeat at Hergest’s Hope, when your company was destroyed and you were badly wounded. And here you are now, starting over.”


  Lev, feeling seen, pushed back, saying, “There’s a point you’re trying to make?”


  “I believe that we are somewhat alike, you and I. For we both serve at the command of another, and cannot conceive of another way of life.”


  “The difference being, I volunteered to join this outfit,” Lev said, still bugged that the agent knew why he was here. What had happened. The colonel must have told him, or one of the sergeants.


  “I don’t mind admitting that I was made and shaped to serve my master,” the agent said. “Even so, I can spare a little time to discover enchantment in the strange land where my duty has brought me.”


  “You’re talking about this foxfire in the water, or whatever it is.”


  “The Blight is unlike anything else on Mars,” the agent said. “A biome based on artificial organisms that grow on the remnants of comets and asteroids deliberately crashed during the terraforming era. A laboratory where the creations of gene wizards have evolved, and are still evolving, in strange and unique ways. Some are large, like yonder umbrella trees. And some are very small, like the myriads of microscopic organisms that light up the lake water. Here, why not see for yourself?”


  The agent held out a small rectangular slab. Lev pulled up his optics, saw droplets of water sitting in cavities in the slab’s glassy surface.


  “Either a gene wizard seeded this lake with their creation, to mimic the displays of bioluminescence made by certain single-celled organisms on Earth, or it evolved by chance,” the agent said. “Whatever its origin, it is very beautiful.”


  He pitched Lev an image of a restlessly jostling crowd of skeletal spheres, each containing clusters of blunt rods whose ends glowed with faint blue light, told him that they were free-living vacuum organisms. Colonies of nanotech pseudocells that were, perhaps, nourished by the hydrocarbon soup dissolved in the lake water, or were photosynthetic, like regular phytoplankton, manufacturing carbon compounds from light, water, and carbon dioxide.


  “Or perhaps they are capable of both modes of energy acquisition. Why not?” the agent said. “In any case, these little colonies turn some of that energy into light. Certain phytoplankton in the oceans of Earth do something similar to attract predators of the tiny organisms that graze on them, but so far I haven’t found any other life forms in the lake water. So the reason for their glow remains a mystery. Perhaps it is merely a side effect of some metabolic process, but it is nonetheless beautiful.”


  “It’s pretty enough, I guess.”


  “That famous Martian utilitarianism!” the agent said. His smile showed teeth small and gapped as a child’s. “What is it you troopers say? If you can’t eat it, fuck it, or kill it, what’s its point? You live hard fives, and you’re raised to survive as best you can, with no room for sentiment or wonder. All the human feelings that you must ruthlessly police, for fear they’ll weaken you.”


  “I heard you lecturing the colonel last night,” Lev said. He believed that the agent was trying to provoke him and was growing short of patience. “About how we’re stuck in the past. Living in ways everyone else has long ago given up. But that’s why people like you come here, isn’t it? People who want a taste of things you can’t get elsewhere. War tourists, we call them.”


  That was the polite term. Lev knew others more cutting and scabrous, but despite the agent’s provocation didn’t want to directly insult a client.


  “You are familiar with such people from your former employment, no doubt,” the agent said.


  “We allowed one or two to ride with us on occasion.”


  “And they paid you well for it.”


  “No more than you paid Colonel Konstantinov.”


  The war tourist trade had brought in some useful credit to Lev’s old company, but none of his comrades had much liked earning it. Outsiders possessed some interesting weaponry, but were too eager to use it. Were too often reckless, ill-disciplined, and casually cruel.


  “The dangers and reward of adventures like this are certainly part of what my master calls reconnecting with the real,” the agent said. “A way of grounding himself. Of avoiding dissolution in nirvanas and other traps of the untethered mind.”


  “You don’t mind risking your life by serving as one of those connections.”


  “I was made to serve. Of course I don’t mind.”


  “Is your master watching us now? Am I talking to you, or to him?”


  Lev had heard of people beguiled and overmastered by minds that could deploy centuries of knowledge and experience against ordinary people. Minds that were once human and were now something else; minds that were never human to begin with.


  “My master receives regular updates, but chooses not to interfere. I am his servant, not his puppet. I am free to do as I will and as I must to bring my assignments to a satisfactory conclusion.”


  “What about your big friend?” Lev said, meaning the mount, which had all this while been standing motionless behind the agent, seemingly indifferent to the conversation.


  “We were made to serve in different ways,” the agent said. “And both of us know what we arc, and why we are here, while you have to puzzle that out for yourself. Which is better?”


  The next morning, Colonel Konstantinov mustered the troopers and told them that although the trail of the True horde had been lost after it entered the vacuum organism jungle inside the crater, the drones had spotted signs of activity in an old atmosphere plant on the lower slopes of the central peak. He pitched aerial images of square buildings overgrown with creepers and things that looked like giant black sunflowers, a short clip of infrared images of human figures moving ghost-like inside the upper floor of one building.


  “This may well be a trap,” the colonel said. “And we will exercise all due caution as we approach. There’ll be a bonus for the first person to capture one of the enemy alive, so we can put them to the question, find out what’s what, and give the rest what they deserve. Blood for blood!”


  “Blood for blood!” the troopers shouted dutifully.


  “And please keep in mind the bonuses I have pledged,” the agent said, looking out at the company from his perch on his mount’s shoulders. “For the capture and return of the bones of my master’s dear dead great-great-granddaughter and her vorpal blade, and for the head of the barbarian who stole them.”


  The column of troopers formed up and moved out, following the trail of the Trues toward the ramparts of the crater, a slanting, mostly flat-topped ridge curving away north and south and glowing red in the light of the newly risen sun. Riding behind the utes, in the rear with the gear, Lev told Hanna and Maks about his encounter with the agent.


  “I told him that I chose to join the company. And he said that choice had led me the same place as him, implying that I was no better. He might be a servant, made for the task and bound for life, but he has a slippery mind. And with the hostages dead, we’re serving him, like it or not.”


  “No reason why we can’t make the Trues pay for what they did to our comrades as well as retrieving what they stole,” Hanna said.


  “I’m looking forward to what that little man has to say after I find and kill their warrior priest and lay those old bones and that old blade at his feet.”


  “Remember what Colonel K. said about the atmosphere plant,” Lev said. “That it’s most likely some kind of trap.”


  “We’ve taken on Trues twice before,” Hanna said. “Both times we came out on top.”


  “Previous throws of the dice don’t predict the next,” Lev said.


  “We been what to expect, is my point,” Hanna said. “How it went those past times, the youngest fighters would try to distract and intimidate us by riding up and down our line, whooping and hollering, making fake charges, attempts to strike us with clubs and canes and whatnot that pulled short at the last moment. Their way of testing themselves and showing their contempt. Meanwhile, the rest worked themselves into a frenzy. Screaming their battle cries. Blowing horns and beating drums. Cutting themselves until they were drenched in blood. Making themselves mad with rage until they couldn’t hold back, and rode and ran straight at us, regardless of the consequences. All we had to do was keep our heads and stand our ground, take down as many as we could as they charged, and mop up the rest.”


  “You make it sound easy” Lev said.


  “It wasn’t easy, but we did it twice and we can do it again.”


  “As long as the Trues oblige.”


  “Trues are Trues. They have their traditions, and even if most are stolen from indigenous peoples who lived on Earth in centuries past, they like to cleave to them. And there probably isn’t a better option than meeting them head on. Be hard to hit them from a distance without our raptors, and besides, we need to retrieve those relics if we’re to claim that reward. Can’t risk blowing them to atoms.”


  “So we have to put ourselves right on the line because of some old bones and a broken blade.”


  “You having regrets about signing up for this?”


  “I never thought it would be easy.”


  “Sounds like there’s nothing to it,” Maks said. “Trues think they can out-crazy me, they’ll soon learn different.”


  “We’ll beat them by standing together. Fighting as a unit, one for all and all for one,” Hanna said, putting a little steel into her voice. “You break the line, go wild-catting in the mistaken belief you’re some kind of hero, you’ll likely get yourself killed.”


  “Listen up, kid,” Lev told Maks. “This is good advice you’re getting for free.”


  It was one thing he’d yield to Hanna. That she had experience of taking on Trues and he did not, having never before ventured south of the equator, where Trues mostly ranged. But her description of their tactics, such as they were, and the thought of close quarter fighting, kicked his apprehension up a notch and heightened his prickling mindfulness of the company’s present vulnerability as it marched toward the crater. The drones hadn’t spotted any suspicious movement along the crater’s rim, but that didn’t mean a sniper wasn’t watching from some spider hole, or a gang of young Trues weren’t nerving themselves up to make a challenge, and there wasn’t much cover to be had around and about. Only knee-high scrub and clumps of boulders, secondary craters too small and shallow to be of much use, or cupping pools of oily black water with spongy finger-like growths poking through the surface like the hands of drowned corpses. But nothing happened, and nothing continued to happen as the company followed the tracks of their quarry along a narrow trail that switchbacked up the flanks of the ramparts, and nothing moved on the steep slopes apart from skirls of dust lofted by gusts of wind, rock mice raising up atop boulders to watch the troopers stomp by on their striders, and coneys bolting for their burrows. At last, the company passed through a cleft in a ridge, and the cleft opened out to reveal a panoramic view of the interior of the crater below: spires and needles and domes in every shade of black, close-packed and seemingly impenetrable, stretching away toward the horizon and the bare slopes of the crater’s central peak. A jungle that could easily hide an entire army.


  Lev straightened his aching back and saw a glint way off in the pinkish sky, twinkling close to the rounded top of that central peak. One of the drones, it had to be, loitering high above the atmosphere plant that the Trues appeared to have occupied. He pulled up its feed, saw square rooftops of buildings and a cluster of tanks linked by mazy pipework. There were infrared and radar images, too, showing the ghostly shadows of human figures rendered in fuzzy shades of white and grey inside one of the buildings. No way of telling if they were the raiding party the company was chasing or another gang, or even if they were real, weren’t some kind of spoof. After the raptors had been taken down, anything seemed possible.


  Hanna pointed out the drone to Maks as the three of them waited for the column to unspool down a track slanting into jungle that lapped against the stony slope like the edge of a bottomless sea.


  “We have to make it through more than five klicks of dense jungle before we reach that plant,” she said. “It’ll give the Trues plenty of opportunities for an ambush, so stay alert. No slacking. Watch your three-sixty every second of the way.”


  “You worry about yourself,” Maks said. “I’m not planning to die this day or any other.”


  At last the troopers immediately in front of them began to move, and Lev and Hanna and Maks followed the utes as they lumbered downslope, into the jungle. It was dark and warm and moist under its canopy, stalks and spikes and funnel-like growths thickening in every direction, deep shadows slashed by thin slants of sunlight, sinuous scarves of mist drifting under the caps of parasol trees. The funnel growths expanded and contracted like gently breathing sleepers, swellings pulsed up the stalks of parasol trees, and there was a general deep, drowsy hum, reminding Lev of the beehives his grandmother had tended on the ranch before the long droughts had ended all that, the bees and sheep, orchards and crops. Reminding him that this was more like a factory than a true jungle, that the vacuum organisms were intricate colonies of microscopic machines that manufactured useful organics, oxygen, and water vapor from tar deposits. Motion detectors were futzed by their activity, and they were generating heat, too, whiting out thermal optics.


  The company was following the remains of a road that, surfaced with poured concrete, cut a straight line through the jungle toward the central peak and the atmosphere plant. The concrete was broken and crumbling where it wasn’t overgrown by clumps of scaly whips and rolling hummocks of black, mossy growths. Once, it intersected a trampled swathe cut through the jungle on either side, the track left by giant animals called slow bears that, according to Maks, browsed on the parasol trees.


  “They’re mostly harmless, unless you get between them and their cubs,” he told Lev and Hanna cheerfully. “It’s the critters that prey on them you got to watch out for. Specially the saber-toothed lions. They run in packs, can outrace a horse and rip a man in half with one bite. I knew people who hunted them. People from my town. Toughest sons-of-bitches I ever met. Was too young, back then, to go hunting with ’em, but they taught me a lot about these jungles from ’em. Colonel had any sense, he’d have me riding point.”


  “Colonel K. knows what he’s doing,” Hanna said. “Meanwhile, how about you mute the chat and concentrate on keeping watch. Shout out if you see anything you think shouldn’t be there.”


  A little further on the mists thickened, greasy droplets pattering Lev’s helmet and beaded on his combat suit, and the road sank and gave way to marshy ground. The striders splashed through mud and black water easily enough, but although the utes jacked up their suspensions, one managed to get itself stuck in a slough, digging itself deeper as it struggled to free itself until Hanna commanded it to halt. She and Lev unspooled hawsers from the other two utes and used manual control to rock the trapped machine to and fro, Maks keeping watch on his strider, the stock of his fusil jacked on his hip, until at last, with a tremendous sucking noise, shedding sheets of water, the stalled ute pulled free of the muck.


  The rest of the company had moved on, out of sight. Lev’s feeling of unease grew as they followed its trail through the marsh. His head was on the swivel, his back tingled like a target, and he cradled his fusil as he steered his strider by leaning this way and that, trusting it to avoid obstacles. At last, the ground became drier and they picked up the road again. The road steepened, rising out of the edge of the jungle and climbing the lower flanks of the central peak between clumps of stunted parasol trees and tumbled blocks of stone splashed with crustose growths or shrouded with scrambling purple-black creepers, at last leveling out with cliffs stepping down to the jungle on one side and rocky slopes rising into the sky on the other.


  The company’s column was a couple of klicks ahead, moving in banners of dust kicked up by their striders, disappearing around a high bluff of red rock rounded like the forehead of a giant buried statue. When Lev and the others followed, a broad apron of dusty rocks spread out before them and they saw the buildings and tanks and pipework of the atmosphere plant, small as toys beyond a ragged line of parasol trees that marked the edge of a ravine. The column had halted some way before the treeline. As Lev the utes toward it, the feeds from the drone, tucked in one corner of his visor’s screen, dropped out. The aerial view of the atmosphere plant, the fuzzy infrared and microwave images of figures inside one of the buildings: all gone. A sudden babble of voices across the common feed was cut by Colonel Konstantinov’s order to stand to and assume a defensive position.


  Lev looked at Hanna, and she said she didn’t know what had happened, but they needed to move on, they were a little exposed out here.


  “The Trues took out the fucking drone is what happened,” Maks said. “Just like they did the raptors.”


  “We don’t know that yet,” Hanna said sharply.


  “Maybe not. But something’s going down.”


  Up ahead, troopers were dismounting and finding cover, and two figures were coming back along the road—the agent on his patient mount, and Sergeant Abbas on her strider, telling Hanna that she was to keep their guest safe until the area was cleared.


  “I explained that I can look after myself, but she was adamant,” the agent said. He seemed more amused than annoyed.


  “There’s a bridge across the ravine,” Anye Abbas said. “Colonel’s sending a squad to check it out. If all’s good, we’ll use it to get across. If not, we’ll have to make a long diversion. Meanwhile, we’ll hold the line here. See that line of boulders, just back of our position? Make for it. We’ll call you forward if we need resupply, otherwise lay up there until everything’s done and dusted.”


  Lev asked her if she knew what had happened to the drone; she said that the tech was still trying to find out. “Maybe Trues fucked it up, maybe it’s just a glitch. We’re bringing in the backup right now.”


  “Permission to volunteer for the scouting party,” Maks said.


  “Permission denied. Get to it,” Anye Abbas said, without so much as glancing at him, and turned her strider and trotted back to the column.


  As they followed, Maks said, “Everyone else gets a chance at the Trues while we babysit the gear? I don’t think so.”


  “If the Trues find out where the gear is parked, we’ll most likely get a chance at them, too,” Hanna said.


  “You can be certain of it,” the agent said. “This raiding party is not a mindless rabble. They have a plan. It’s all very interesting.”


  “Doesn’t it bother you in any way that you are here for your master’s entertainment?” Lev said.


  “I’m here to retrieve the vorpal blade and the bones of the knight who once welded it. If that makes a good story, it’s a bonus. But not my primary purpose.”


  “You need any help taking down the fucker has your prize, I’m your man,” Maks said.


  “I am pleased to hear it. And don’t worry! I’ve been made to seem harmless, but I can fight as well as you. As can my friend,” the agent said, patting the flat top of his mount’s head.


  They were closing on the rest of the company. Three troopers were riding their striders into the shadows under the parasol trees. The rest were sprawled behind rocks and sand ripples and clumps of wire bush on either side of the road, camo rendering them invisible to the unassisted eye, superconducting threads thrown out by their combat suits soaking up their body heat and creating fake thermal images. Lev’s optics floated tags above each trooper; otherwise he would have had a hard time spotting them. Striders stood in pairs, weapons everted. Lev spotted Colonel Konstantinov, helmetless, blond hair loose, standing in the middle of the road, looking toward the treeline and talking to the tech sergeant, who was kneeling beside him, a shadow flickering across them as the backup drone passed overhead.


  It flew low and slow above the trees and the ravine, and as it turned to make a second pass a cloud of small black shapes puffed up from the tree line and streamed toward it. Lev zoomed in, saw that it was a flock of raptors, perhaps the ones the company had lost, turning in precise synchrony as the drone jinked hard right, enveloping it. The drone angled up, spinning around its long axis as it gained height, perhaps trying to fling off its attackers, but the raptors were burrowing in, the drone was shedding a glittering trail of debris as they tore away its skin and attacked its air frame, and its rotors cut out and it fell straight down and disintegrated in a flash of white flame when it struck the ground.


  “Hoo,” Maks said, with a kind of awed reverence. “That’s seriously fucked up.”


  It had all happened in less than a minute. Most of the raptors had been destroyed in the explosion, but a few were winging toward the company’s position, and a riderless strider emerged from the treeline along the edge of the ravine, moving at a shambling but steady pace.


  “Take them down, take them all down,” the colonel said over the common feed, and there was a crackle of gunfire and threads of red and green light stabbed out as the troopers poured on fire. Raptors exploded in midair or arced to the ground, trailing smoke, the strider disintegrated in a ball of flame, and behind it horse riders materialized from shadows beneath the trees.


  There were a little over a hundred, according to the tally of Lev’s optics, far more than had been in the raiding party. All men, it looked like, which was how Trues were, dividing tasks according to gender, their men hunters and warriors, their women tending hearths and children in small steadings hidden in burrows and lava tubes. These warriors were dressed in a motley of uniforms and civilian clothes and rags, like feral children got up as soldiers. Many were bare-chested and some wore tall stripwood masks cut with narrow eyeholes and painted rust red and decorated with white dots and circles and spirals. Lev saw hair flowing down backs or greased into spikes or wound into pyramidal coils, saw necklaces of thorns and necklaces of flowers and woven grass. Saw fusils and chainguns, crossbows and thermal projectors and hook-bladed snickersee knives, shoulder-slung missile launchers and double-headed axes. Saw leather and beaten metal plates armoring the withers and rumps of horses, and big hounds likewise armored, their slavering maws crammed with spikes, and large hook-beaked birds perched on shoulders and gauntleted fists.


  “If you got anything that’ll give our side an edge, now’s the time to tell us,” Hanna said to the agent.


  Although the rest of the Solar System was supposed to be a peaceable place, there were all kinds of tales about weird and powerful off-world weapons brought to Mars by smugglers and war tourists. Gravity benders. Distortion fields. Molecular disrupters that turned everything in their path to atomic dust. Even if only half of those stories were half-true, anything like that could give the company a crucial advantage, but the agent said that all he carried were the weapons Colonel Konstantinov had issued him: a fusil, a bolt pistol, and a sawknife.


  “Also, my mount has his axe.”


  “Seems your master handicapped you,” Hanna said.


  “I’m not privy to his thinking,” the agent said. “But no doubt he believes it to be more sporting.”


  “Sporting?” Lev said. “Like it’s some kind of game?”


  Colonel Konstantinov was ordering the company over the common feed to close up and get ready. “Remember Lo Eril and Adan Solacu. Blood for blood!”


  “Damn right,” Hanna said, and the utes began to move forward, autocannons rising from slots in their backs.


  Lev urged his strider to follow them, an adrenaline spike kicking up his heartrate, his skin clammy, a tremor in his knees as they pressed either side of the strider’s saddle. That familiar queasy anticipation on the precipice of combat. Everything sharper, more particular. Sunlight burning through dust kicked up by the utes as they slogged relentlessly onward. Starry glints of sunlight reflected from the piecemeal armor of the Trues along the edge of the trees. The flutter of banners that topped poles fixed to their backs. They were about a kilometer away. Lev reckoned that if they charged fulltilt it would take them two, maybe three minutes to reach the company’s line, told himself that there would be plenty of time to take them all down.


  Here and there, horses and riders broke out from the True line and galloped toward the company. Young men displaying their bravery, just as Hanna had told it, brandishing axes and clubs, whooping battle cries, shooting off colored flares and streams of pyrotechnic stars that burst into showers of sparks when they struck rocks and striders. Colonel Konstantinov was shouting that it was only fireworks, ordering gunnies to take the riders down. Single shots cracked out and two Trues toppled and fell. The rest swung their horses around, perhaps planning to cut around the far end of the company’s line, and Hanna yelled a warning as a volley of small missiles streaked out from the treeline, some striking striders, others passing over the line of troopers and converging on the utes and their escorts.


  Lev heeled his strider hard left as the utes’ autocannon began to fire. Ragged blossoms exploded in the air; a moment later the machines vanished inside plumes of dust and smoke and red flame. Lev’s strider staggered as the scorching shockwave rolled over him. A hail of debris clattered down. One of the utes lurched out of the pall of smoke, its shell scorched and riddled with shrapnel, but after a few steps its legs gave out and it pancaked, spitting flames from broken seams. Up ahead, the Trues were heading toward the company’s line, moving from a trot into a gallop, hounds racing ahead of them. Men and horses falling as the troopers and the surviving striders began to fire at will, and then the ragged wave of hounds and horses and riders smashed into the line and it was everyone for themselves.


  Maks’s strider went past Lev at a lumbering trot. The agent’s mount was pushing up to hands and knees, massive head hung low; the agent sprawled a little way off, hat gone, blood soaking the back of his white blouson. Hanna had swung down from her strider and was running toward them; twists of dust spouted around her and her helmet visor shattered and she fell headlong. The mount was on his feet now, knuckling his eyes, blood running from wounds in his back and muscular legs, vivid against his pale skin. Lev saw that both Hanna and the agent were dead, shouted at the mount, telling him to join the fight, and chased after Maks.


  The kid was moving fast, leaning forward in his saddle and firing his fusil from the hip as his strider pounded toward the battle, either not noticing or not caring as rounds kicked up spurts of dust around him. Lev was being targeted, too. Rounds sang and shrieked through the air; a quick tattoo rattled off his strider’s left hip; something punched him hard in the chest. He shot back, firing in groups of three, but he couldn’t see who was shooting at him, and his strider was yawing badly, one leg dragging as hydraulic, clear fluid leaking from a ragged hole.


  He saw riderless horses galloping in directionless panic, troopers fighting toe-to-toe with dismounted Trues in clouds of dust, saw Sergeant Abbas aiming her pistol at a warrior who slammed his club into her helmet before she could get off the shot, knocking her on her back. A warrior rode past Maks, the kid ducking as the warrior reached out and tapped his shoulder with his club and rode on, turning now toward Lev, who shot at him and missed, shot at him and missed again. The warrior raised his club high, clearly not trying for a playful tap this time, and Lev shot him in the chest, knocking him from his saddle, and snapped his harness open and reached out as the horse went past and grabbed its bridle and swung sideways, landing on its withers. Lev scooted backward onto the wooden saddle, snatching up the reins and hauling the horse around by main force and urged it toward Maks.


  The kid was on the ground, kneeling over the body of a True, looking up when Lev yanked the reins of the horse and it danced to a halt. The dead True was an old man, bare-chested in leather trousers, ropes of grey hair splayed around his face and eyes open and blank to the sky, blood on his mouth and beard, blood leaking from two neat holes in a chest painted chalk-white. Maks was holding a broken blade in one hand, a slim glass cylinder trailing the ends of a broken chain in the other.


  “I spotted this fellow before they charged,” he said. “Marked him out, saw where he fell.”


  “Hanna’s dead,” Lev said. He was breathless from the ride and the punch to his chest. “The agent, too.”


  The kid didn’t seem to hear him. He was looking toward the last of the fight. Trues were riding up and down the broken line, picking off surviving troopers one by one. Others were dispatching wounded troopers with clubs and short spears, morning stars swung in vicious trajectories. A warrior was turning his horse in tight circles, brandishing Colonel Konstantinov’s silver-plated carbine above his head. Lev had the giddy thought that the agent’s master would have relished this antique spectacle of slaughter, had the agent survived to record it. There was a sharp ache high in the left side of his chest, under the shoulder bone, and when he touched the place he felt something sticking out, the shaft of a kinetic spike that had punched through the breastplate of his combat suit. The fingers of his glove were wet with blood, and he felt a sudden sharp pulse of pain, asked the kid if he was hurt.


  Maks shook his head. Several Trues had noticed them and were taking potshots. Most fell short, but one round cracked past Lev’s head, and he told Maks to climb up before the shooters got the range.


  “Don’t need no ride, I got my strider right here,” Maks said.


  “When they’ve finished down there, they’ll track down anyone trying to get away on a strider,” Lev said, not knowing or caring if it were true. “And their horses are faster and nimbler than striders, too. You want to live, get up behind me.”


  Maks squinted up at him. “You said the little fellow’s dead?”


  “Him and Hanna. His mount was still breathing when I left him, but you want to sell those pieces you found, he won’t be any use. Get on up now.”


  Lev reached down with his right arm to help Maks scramble up behind the saddle, pain stabbing hot and white in his shoulder and down his left arm.


  “I forgot my fusil,” the kid said.


  “I’ll get you another. Hold on.”


  “Where are we going?” Maks said, leaning into Lev’s back as he urged the horse toward the treeline and the ravine.


  “Away from here, fast as we can.”


  They overtopped the rimwall of the crater close to sunset, after riding helter-skelter down the ravine, following a swift river between walls of black jungle, and reaching the crater floor and eventually striking a smashed path made by slow bears. Maks had told Lev that he could tell which way the animals had been moving from how the broken parasol trees lay, and they followed the path in the opposite direction and at last Lev had seen the rounded crest of the rim wall through the trees and turned south and east toward it.


  Now they rode down the backslope onto a dry broken plain and rode on past sunset and the dying of the light. No one seemed to be following them, but Lev told Maks it was too early to be sure that they’d gotten away free and clear. So they kept going under the cold canopy of stars, Lev trying to ignore the pain in his chest and shoulder, and the dull insistent ache at the base of his spine, until at last the horse slowed from a trot to a walk and began to stumble, and Lev and Maks climbed down and led it under the stars and a single fugitive moon flinging itself from west to east until they reached a marshy outcrop of vacuum organisms growing around a scatter of pools.


  Lev rigged a tether line by one of the pools, secured the horse so it could drink and graze, if it could find anything edible to graze on, and took off his helmet and switched on the torch clamped to one side and tucked his chin into his shoulder and examined the spike embedded in his breastplate and flesh as best he could. It appeared to have struck below his clavicle and above his ribs, missing bone, and there wasn’t as much blood as there might have been; his combat suit had pinched hard there, closing the wound. But his arm hurt all the way down to his fingertips and the dull pain of the wound dialed up when he tentatively tested how firmly the spike was embedded.


  “I need you to pull it straight out,” he told Maks. “Try to do it along the angle it struck.”


  “No problem,” the kid said.


  “Then hit the snaps of my suit and peel it open quick as you can, so I can put pressure on the wound.”


  Maks gave him an appraising look, eyes shadowed in the torch’s glare. “You think you might die?”


  “Not if you do it right and do it quick.”


  Lev sat with his back against a rock, a sterile pad clutched in one hand, and Maks stood over him, one boot on his chest. A hard twinge of pain as the kid grasped the shaft of the spike.


  “Do it on the count of three,” Lev said, bracing himself as best he could, but as soon as he said “one” the kid pulled the spike out straightaway, smooth and quick. Lev felt the barbs along its point ripping flesh and whited out for a second, came back as Maks flipped the snaps of his suit, and pressed the pad over the wound, held it there as it wriggled and shaped itself until the flow of blood stopped.


  Lev jabbed a syrette of painkiller as close to the torn muscle as he could, and injected a dose of nanobots into his arm; they’d multiply in his bloodstream and help his body to fight off infection and repair the wound. Maks used his helmet to scoop water from the pool and they drank from it with filter straws. There were sticks of dried mystery meat in the stolen horse’s saddlebag, but neither of them liked to touch it; instead, they ate squeezes of cheese-flavored paste, and Maks snacked on pale cottony tufts plucked from a stand of spikes. When he offered some to Lev, Lev said that he’d see if it made him ill first.


  They were sitting side by side in the darkness, a shrapnel of stars scattered across the black sky, peepers peeping in the pond, something grunting somewhere in the bush.


  “I’m getting nothing on any of the company’s feeds,” Maks said.


  “Neither am I,” Lev said.


  “Think anyone else got away?”


  “You saw what the Trues did to the hostages. They’ll do the same to prisoners of war,” Lev said, and in his mind’s eye saw Hanna sprawled on the ground, blood behind her shattered visor, felt a deep sorrowful pang pass through him, told himself that at least it had been quick and clean.


  “Those Trues know how to fight,” Maks said.


  “They definitely don’t care if they live or die.”


  “You see how one of them just barely touched me? It was like an acknowledgement. Like he knew me. Almost as if he knew I deserved to find the blade and bone.”


  Lev didn’t want to rile up the kid, so didn’t remind him of what Hanna had told them, that faking a blow was an expression of contempt for the Trues’ enemies.


  “Talking of which, check it out,” Maks said, and held up the small glass cylinder. Dangling from his fist on a broken chain, it turned clockwise and anticlockwise in the torchlight. The small segment of bone inside cast a shadow on the glass.


  “Is that a fingerbone?” Lev said.


  “Or maybe a toe bone,” Maks said.


  “The agent seemed to think the Trues stole more than that.”


  “This is what I found. And I searched that dead fucker thoroughly. All he had was this little bone, and the blade,” Maks said, pulling it from his belt.


  It was wrapped in a length of black cloth and broken off short, barely a handspan left, but its latticework handguard and carven skull pommel were intact. Lev told Maks that he’d seen an unbroken one once upon a time, on display in the headquarters of the Second Tharsis Company.


  “It was incised with a verse from the Tharsis Gospels. Something about pain being a necessary condition of life. One of the mottoes of the Knights of Cydonia. Blades like that had edges sharpened to an atom’s thickness and the ability to change their length and shape. And they could vibrate at ultrasonic speed, too, singing death songs as they were swung. But only if they were swung by their owners, being bonded to them. When a knight died, their blade was broken. Buried with them. So the one I saw, because it was unbroken, it had never been bonded to anyone. Had never been used in anger.”


  “Unlike this beauty” Maks said. He swung the truncated blade crosswise through the torchlight, said that if he had the credit he’d have it remade, but the only way he could earn enough was to sell it. “What I believe they call a paradox.”


  Lev believed that it was more like irony, but kept that thought to himself, saying instead, “If you want to sell it, I can help you.”


  Maks halted the blade on the backswing, looking at Lev down its truncated length. “You an expert on these blades all of a sudden?”


  “Who are you planning to sell it to?”


  “The agent’s master, who else? The tanky.”


  “And how are you going to contact him, given his agent’s dead?”


  “His mount wasn’t, when we took our leave.”


  “He most likely will be, by now. And even if he somehow escaped being killed or captured, and we manage to find him without the Trues finding us first, he’s dumber than yonder horse. The agent was the one with the link to the tanky.”


  “Then I’ll think of some other way of reaching out to him.”


  “Point I’m trying to make, I know how to do that,” Lev said.


  They slept as best they could in hollows scraped in the damp sand. The night was frosty, but they were Martians, tweaked to cope with cold. Lev laid his fusil along his flank and wrapped the sling around his good arm and held his pistol tight. Maks had said that his plan sounded good and agreed to cut him in, but Lev didn’t trust the kid, wouldn’t put it past him to decide that the blade and bone wasn’t for sharing, sneak over in the night with his utility knife.


  That thought and the pain of his wound meant that he didn’t get much sleep, and he raised up at first light and woke the kid, and they set off after a scant breakfast of water and paste and cotton tufts. Lev discovered that the tufts dissolved in the mouth, intensely sweet with a lingering chemical aftertaste that water didn’t quite wash away.


  He was grainy and lightheaded from lack of sleep, and the muted throb of his wound sharpened whenever he moved his arm, but he insisted on taking the reins of the horse. Maks climbed up behind him, saying after a little while, “I’m still getting nothing on any of the feeds.”


  “Me either. On the other hand, there’s no sign of any Trues.”


  Lev wasn’t sure which was the worst danger—the Blight, the Trues, or the kid. And they had sixty or seventy klicks to go before they reached their destination: a little lakeside settlement, Drifftown, and the ferry that would take them back to civilization.


  He said, wanting to remind the kid that they were in this together, “As soon as we get back to civilization we’ll hook up with the broker I told you about. Discuss how she’ll get the best price for your loot.”


  “She’d better be as good as you claim. Because I don’t aim to go back to soldiering after this.”


  “I’m with you there.”


  They rode all day, crossing a broad plain spattered with small craters and dotted with clumps of black spikes and funnels and whips, crazed stretches of pseudolichens like fragments of the streets of a lost city. Once, a creature the size of one of the Trues’ warhounds, blunt-snouted and clad in flexible bands of black armor, crashed away from them through tangled brakes of wirebush. Once, far off in the dusty distance, a herd of antelope bounded along in high arcs, propelled by the stiff prongs of their back legs. Lev paused and scried the land behind at regular intervals, but couldn’t see any sign of pursuit. Maybe they were going to make it.


  Late in the afternoon, a range of rounded hills rose above the horizon, the rim of the big crater they needed to cross, floating on glassy waves of heat shimmer. A few hours later, near sunset, they were following a narrow path along the edge of tall cliffs that fell straight to the floor of a sinuous canyon carved by meltwater. Lev was leading the horse, and Maks forged ahead, disappearing around a ragged outcrop of bare red rock. When Lev caught up with him, the kid was squatting on a slab that jutted over the cliff edge, putting a finger to his lips as Lev drew near, then pointing straight down.


  Lev dismounted, stiff and saddle sore, and crept up beside the kid. Far below, a tiny figure was wading steadily through the shallow flow of the river cutting through slopes of boulders and scree. It was the agent’s mount.


  “How did that fucker track us, dumb as he is?” Maks said. He was bareheaded, having long ago taken off his helmet and hung it from the horse’s saddle. His cheeks and forehead were daubed with dots and circles of red dust he’d painted himself with when they’d stopped to refill their water sacks at a pool.


  “If he’d found our trail, he’d be up here, not down there,” Lev said.


  “Don’t tell me it’s a coincidence.”


  “His master must have figured out that we’d likely head to Drifftown. It’s the nearest way back to civilization. Closer than the mine.”


  Maks thought about that and said, “If the tanky’s controlling it, we could maybe go down there and talk to him right now.”


  “We’re still in the Blight, and without the company’s comms we don’t have any way of calling for help. He could order yonder puppet to kill us and take your trophies, and no one would ever know. Best stick to our plan.”


  “Your plan.”


  “The plan we agreed on last night.”


  “Before I knew the big fellow down there was following us.”


  “It doesn’t change anything,” Lev said, trying to sound confident. “The best way of making a deal with his master is to get back to civilization, reach out to the broker, and let her take care of everything.”


  “And let her take a cut of the profit, too.”


  “She negotiated good terms for the contracts my old company made with war tourists. She’ll do the same for you. Make sure the tanky honors the contract he made with the colonel and pays the bonus for recovery of the bone and blade in full. And make sure it’s all legal, too, so there’ll be no comeback.”


  “But first we got to reach this no-account town. What if the big guy gets there before we do? What if he’s waiting for us?”


  “What can he do? There’s law in Drifftown. He tries to steal what you rightfully took from the Trues, he’ll be the one’ll be in trouble.”


  “If you lend me that fusil of yours I can pick him off easy,” Maks said. “Or you could do it yourself. Then we’ll be certain he won’t give us any trouble. And like you said, out here no one would know.”


  “The tanky would know something fatal had happened to his creature. And would likely guess it was us, which would put an end to trying to make a deal with him.”


  “Then I’ll sell the blade and bone to someone else.”


  “The tanky’ll pay the best price, so there’s no sense in doing anything that’ll turn him against us.”


  Lev was also thinking that if the kid killed the agent’s mount, he might well get it into his head to kill him, too.


  He said, “And besides, that fellow won’t get ahead of us by following the river. It doesn’t cut through to the crater, and up here we’re in easy reach of the top of the rim. After that, it’s a straight shot to Drifftown. By the time he gets there, we’ll be on the ferry, free and clear.”


  They rode on past the head of the canyon, where the source of the outflow was hidden in a chaos of broken rocks the mount would have to somehow negotiate, and as the last light faded from the sky they crossed the bare top of the rim and picked a way down the shallow backslope to the crater floor.


  It was around a hundred kilometers across and, like the crater that contained the vacuum organism jungle, predated the impacts of terraforming debris by more than two billion years, a shallow, ancient dish mostly buried in deposits of volcanic basalt overlaid by sedimentary material. After it had been flooded by meltwater created by those recent impacts, most of the water had drained away and left patches of vacuum organisms growing on tar deposits, and marshland that was slowly turning back into desert. As night deepened all around, Lev, with Maks leaning into his back, flogged the horse into a canter across a dry salt pan, and at last, when he was satisfied that they’d put enough distance between them and the mount, they halted and pitched camp amongst red willows growing along the edge of a muddy lagoon.


  They didn’t light a fire because it would be visible for kilometers in the dark flat land. Instead, they dialed down their helmet lights and by that dim red glow ate the last of their basic rations, washed down with filtered water that tasted of iron and silt, and Maks helped change the dressing over Lev’s wound. The puncture was seeping a thin clear plasma and the flesh around it was sore and inflamed. Lev hoped that meant the nanobots and his body’s defenses were fighting off any infection, and stuck a painkiller patch on his arm and curled up and almost immediately fell asleep.


  In the pale cold hour before dawn Maks shook him awake, said he’d heard something. Lev followed him to the edge of the willows and they crouched amongst tall grass and studied the salt pan they’d crossed last night. Lev saw nothing moving out there, heard nothing but the rustle of grass and willow leaves in the thin breeze; then Maks gripped his arm and pointed west, toward the crater’s rim and said, “There. There it is again.”


  A faint human call, too far off to make out any words.


  “Fucker must have walked through the night to catch up with us. And he’s found his voice,” Maks said.


  “Or his master is using it to flush us out.” Lev was cold and stiff and his shoulder was troubling him. He said, “We should get going.”


  “Still think we can outrun him?”


  “We can but try.”


  They saddled the horse and rode until the first light of the sun flared above the level horizon behind them, and halted and studied the empty land and saw and heard nothing and rode on, splashing through a shallow reach of water glittering like beaten gold in the new light, stirring up a flock of pink birds with long skinny legs and beaks like upturned scoops that leaped into the air in an uncurling wave and flew off in low formation, silhouetted against the small disc of the sun.


  “He’ll see that,” Maks said.


  “If he does, he won’t know it was us who raised them.”


  “I know he won’t give up the chase.”


  “We’re still a good way ahead of him. That’s all that matters,” Lev said, trying to sound more confident than he felt.


  Shadows shrank into themselves as the sun rose higher, its light incandescent in the dusty air, and the day grew hot. They hadn’t topped up their water pouches before setting off and soon drained them, and the pools they passed were ever smaller and shallower, ringed with salt deposits and stinking windrows of black algae. The stands of spikes and tangles of wirebush and tufts of engineer grass thinned and petered out and they rode on across a dry lakebed of crazed mud patched with pale stretches of salt and drifts of small, crescent-shaped dunes.


  Presently, they came across a trampled trail of hoofprints and the wandering lines of wheels that cut across the flats. As he turned the horse to follow it, Lev told Maks that it might be the path the True horde that had ambushed the company had taken to the vacuum organism jungle, some days ago.


  “I don’t care where they came from,” Maks said. “Long as they didn’t fuck up where we’re headed.”


  The kid had a point: the trail stretched away south and east, roughly in the direction of the lake, and Drifftown.


  Lev said, trying to sound confident, “If we follow their tracks it might make it harder for the mount to follow us. And the Trues must have taken on water before crossing these flats, so it’s our best chance of finding a source.”


  The horse needed little guidance as it plodded on. Heat and light beat down from the sky and the air above the flat land shimmered and roiled. Lev’s wound and a growing headache pulsed in synchrony. His mouth was clagged with dried saliva and astringent dust coated his lips and face and stung his eyes.


  Late in the afternoon, they came across a pair of large snake-necked birds picking over the skeletal remains of what might have been a goat or a small sheep, the birds hopping backward from their meal with a stir of dusty black wings as the horse and its riders passed, watching them with unblinking, red-rimmed eyes, perhaps calculating when and where these intruders might capsize. A little further on they passed a sparse litter of household goods discarded by the side of the trail. A broken stool, a plastic bowl and a bright scatter of cutlery, broken bottles, clothes that stirred in the hot wind like tethered ghosts.


  At last, a line of hills surfaced amongst the shimmering layers of air at the horizon. Low and rounded and tawny, narrow coverts of green trees stuffed into the folds between them. The ground began to rise, a long shallow slope of sandy turf cut by the trampled track. The horse was stumbling now, blowing hard and almost done, and Lev and Maks dismounted and walked beside it, halting when they reached the crest of the rise.


  The reverse slope cupped a steading of small fields enclosed by drystone walls. The fields were dug over or scorched black and beyond them was the wreck of a small house—low fieldstone walls pierced with slit windows, roof burnt and half collapsed. A line of trees behind it raised carbonized branches against the white sky. A tall wooden pole had been cut down and its bouquet of dish receivers hacked about.


  A well close to the house was choked with rubble and the stinking corpse of a goat, but there was a square open tank of water by the first of the fields, half-empty and mantled with ash that Lev and Maks stirred aside so that they could drink. They were scooping up handfuls of water and splashing their sunburnt faces when a fat-tired tricycle and its rider banged over the crest of the slope and slewed to a halt. The rider was an old man, aiming a chain gun at them, telling them to lay down their weapons.


  Lev raised and spread his hands, explained that he and Maks were the only survivors of a company ambushed by a True horde. “Likely the same one that passed through here.”


  “Set down that fusil all the same,” the old man said. “And anything else you’re carrying.”


  Lev laid his fusil and pistol and bootknife on the ground and looked at Maks, hoping he wouldn’t think of trying anything foolish. The kid shrugged and stuck his saw-bladed utility knife in the dry soil and stepped back and folded his arms with a defiant look.


  “What’s that tucked into your belt?” the old man said to him.


  “Nothing that concerns you.”


  “Maybe so, but best if you set it down all the same.”


  The old man hadn’t moved from the saddle of his tricycle, tall and skinny and stoop-backed, dressed in a sleeveless red denim jacket and canvas shorts. The fat barrel of his chain gun rested on the fork of the tricycle’s handlebars.


  “Do as he asks,” Lev said. “Show him we don’t mean any harm.”


  The kid glared at him, then pulled the broken vorpal blade in its wrapping from his belt and set it beside his knife.


  “Trappings on yonder horse looks like True gear,” the old man said.


  “I stole it when we escaped,” Lev said. “We’re heading for Drifftown. Planning to take the ferry back to civilization.”


  “Would any of those Trues be following you?”


  “None that we know of,” Lev said, deciding not to mention the mount, or why he was searching for them. It would only complicate matters, raise questions that would be hard to answer.


  “We killed enough of them they won’t want to get in another fight for a while,” Maks said.


  “Then you don’t know Trues, son,” the old man said. “Fighting’s what they live for.”


  “I know more than you think,” Maks said. “I killed their warrior priest, took his sacred shit. You don’t believe me, unroll that cloth there. Sec what’s inside.”


  “Why don’t you unroll it for me, son,” the old man said.


  Maks knelt and did it with a flourish, pushing to his feet with the broken blade in his hand, looking up at the old man with a smile that had no warmth in it. “This here’s a vorpal blade. What’s left of it, anyhow. I have a fingerbone of the person who owned it, too.”


  “A Knight of Cydonia,” the old man said.


  “Exactly so. Powerful hoodoo for the Trues.”


  The old man swung off the tricycle, stiff and slow, cradling his chain gun in his arms.


  “There’s a tomb of one of those knights round about forty kilometers southeast of here,” he said. “Might be that’s where those devils found these relics. Some of them came through here six days back. Looted the place, as you can see. Killed my goats, stole what they could carry, burned the rest. You say they killed your friends?”


  “We’re the only ones who escaped,” Lev said. “And need to be on our way.”


  “You’re hurt, aren’t you?”


  “Slightly.”


  “Saw you wince when you raised your arms,” the old man said. “Why don’t you sit down before you fall down? I don’t have much, just a couple of sand conies and a mess of wild greens, but I’m happy to share.”


  “I don’t have time for this,” Maks said, and moved suddenly and quickly, stepping up to the old man and pushing down the barrel of his chain gun and aiming the vorpal blade’s jagged stub at his face. “We’ll take your food and take your trike too, seeing as our horse has about quit on us.”


  The old man didn’t flinch. Staring into the kid’s face, saying, “I thought you better than this.”


  “We’re trying to be,” Lev said. “Stand down, Maks. We aren’t thieves.”


  “I’m not stopping here while that fucker is after us,” Maks said.


  “He might not have found our trail.”


  “You said he must’ve figured out where we’re heading. Or his master has. Come with me, or stay, I don’t much care which.”


  “You won’t be taking anything of mine,” the old man said, and wrenched the chain gun from Maks’s grip and cried out as the kid jammed the vorpal blade into his belly.


  For a moment, the two of them stood toe to toe, the old man grasping the kid’s wrist, blood dripping from their hands. Then Maks pulled the broken blade free and the old man’s legs gave out and he sat down hard, and didn’t resist when Maks snatched up the chain gun.


  “You didn’t have to do that,” Lev said.


  Maks looked at him, eyes narrowed, mouth clamped in a hard thin slot. For a moment Lev thought he was about to stick or shoot him.


  “He was about to kill me,” Maks said. “You coming?”


  “I won’t be a party to murder.”


  “It was either him or me.”


  “You know it wasn’t.”


  “Stay here then. And when that big fucker finds you, give him my regards,” Maks said, and kept the chaingun aimed at Lev as he picked up the fusil and the pistol, jamming the pistol into his belt and slinging the rifle over his shoulder before swinging onto the tricycle and turning it in a smooth arc and accelerating away downslope, past the line of charred trees.


  Lev told the old man to stay as still as he could, keep pressure on his wound. “I have a medical kit. I just need to fetch it.”


  He looked around, but the damn horse had wandered off somewhere.


  The old man focused on him. Pale blue eyes watery. “Can it stitch up my guts?”


  “I can stop the bleeding and seal the wound. Ride into town if I can’t raise anyone on the comms. Get help.”


  But he knew it was hopeless, and so did the old man, who pushed to his feet by slow degrees, holding himself in with one hand.


  “Don’t bother, son. I know he killed me. You want to help, get me to the top of this hill.”


  It took a while. A few steps, a rest, a few more. Halfway there, the old man sat down and Lev wasn’t sure he’d get up again, but he did. Breathing heavily, collapsing onto a flat stone when they reached the crest of the hill. Lev sat beside him, lightheaded and feverish, his shoulder giving him some trouble. The two of them looking out at the tawny slopes below, the level empty land beyond.


  “I’m Rhame. Rhame Bambanek Pyong Minnot,” the old man said, after a while. “What it’s worth.”


  “Lev. Lev Vacrescu.”


  “A Martian.”


  “Yes.”


  The old man said that he was a Martian, too, but he had been born on Dione, one of the moons of Saturn, in the famous old city of Paris.


  Lev nodded, although he had never heard of it.


  “I left Dione and set to wandering the Outer System at age fifteen. Around seven of your years. Made my way out as far as Uranus, then worked my way sunward and ended up here and met and handfasted with my life partner. And that was that, for my wanderjahr.”


  They’d made their home here, Rhame said. Raised a son who had taken advantage of his father’s citizenship and taken to wandering himself. And was wandering still, he said, without any bitterness.


  “My partner, she died last winter. Died here. Buried here. We built this place together. The house, the fields, the irrigation system.”


  He paused, wincing at some internal crisis, breathing quickly and shallowly.


  Said, “Maybe you can reach out to my son. Tell him what happened.”


  “What’s his name?”


  “Bryn. Bryn Pyong Minnot. Last I heard, he was on Europa. But that was a while ago. Probably moved on by now.”


  “I’ll find him.”


  “My partner had family in Maja Valles. They might help.”


  “Okay.”


  After a pause, Rhame said, “Those trees the devils burned. We grew them from seed we planted our first year here. Planted trees in the sheltered dells, too. Ferns. Moss. Built step dams to trap rainwater. Could just about live on what we grew and what we hunted. Milk and cheese from the goats. Survived sandstorms. Droughts. Attacks by critters straying from Blight jungles. Then the Trues . . .”


  He paused again, looking inward, clutching his wound.


  “I’m sorry that I brought more trouble,” Lev said.


  The old man either didn’t hear him or chose to ignore him.


  “We’d had trouble with True raiding parties before. Then, six days ago, there was a warning on the local net. About a big group of them. Had a weather cam up on my comms mast. Told it to keep watch. Which is what saved me. The horde was about ten klicks off when the cam spotted them. Tried to raise my neighbors, but my comms were jammed. Maybe the Trues knew what I was. Where I came from. Maybe not. Either way, I knew they wouldn’t take kindly to someone like me. Someone violates their so-called norms. My ancestors helped bring down the True Empire. Those devils, they aren’t even true Trues. Just criminals who garb themselves in a doctrine of racial purity. Unite their gangs by groupthink. Excuse their atrocities with the old hatreds. The old lies.


  “I had just enough time to turn my goats loose and get to a hiding place,” Rhame said. “Stayed there until they were done with trashing my place. Until they moved on. When I spotted you, I thought you might be a couple of them come back for a second go-around. I guess I wasn’t much wrong.”


  “I should fetch my kit,” Lev said. “It won’t take me more than a minute or two. It has painkillers. Good ones.”


  “I should have let your friend take what he wanted.”


  “I should have stopped him.”


  “He probably would have killed you, too.”


  “I don’t know why he didn’t,” Lev said. “Maybe because I saved his life, when the Trues attacked our company. I won’t make that mistake again. I promise I’ll find him and make him pay.”


  “He won’t get far on the trike. Its battery isn’t what it was. But if I were you, I wouldn’t try to catch him. I’d just tell the law. In Drifftown. Let it take its course. One way or the other.”


  “Okay,” Lev said, trying to sound like he thought it was a good idea.


  “Promise you won’t do anything foolish.”


  “Okay.”


  “Those old tombs? Ones south and east of here? People say they’re cursed. Maybe it’s a story got up in old times. To stop them being plundered. But if it’s true,” Rhame said, and paused and breathed for a little while.


  “Damn,” he said. “That was a bad one.”


  Both of his hands were laced across his belly. The front of his shirt and the waist of his trousers were soaked in dark blood. His forehead was beaded with sweat.


  “You don’t have to talk,” Lev said.


  “What was I telling you?”


  “The old tombs.”


  “Yes. How they might be cursed. If they are, anything taken from them is cursed, too. Including that blade. And blades like that, they were bonded to their owners.”


  “I know.”


  “It may have its own wants and needs. Old things like that sometimes do.”


  “You think it may bring bad luck for anyone carrying it.”


  “I suppose I’m hoping your friend’ll get what he deserves.”


  “That’s fair.”


  They were silent for a short while. Rhame breathing quickly and shallowly, looking out across the old lakebed. Lev thinking about fate, thinking about what he had to do.


  “This is my favorite view,” Rhame said. “We’d ofttimes come up here. Me and my partner. Look at the hills. That we quickened together. The land all around. The emptiness of it. The simplicity. All it is, is all you can see. That and only that. Hasn’t much changed for billions of years. Hasn’t been much changed by us. it’s Mars as it was. The old Mars. The true Mars. Before we arrived.”


  He paused again.


  “It doesn’t rain much here,” he said. “But when it does you can see it coming all the way from the horizon. Smell it on the wind.”


  “I know that smell,” Lev said. He started to tell Rhame about the ranch where he had been born and raised, but the old man was dead.


  Lev found the grave of Rhame’s life partner in a dip in the slope below the hilltop, and scraped another beside it as best he could. Despite a patch of painkiller, his shoulder gave him some trouble as he dug, more trouble when he dragged Rhame’s body to the spot. He found a blanket near the ruin of the house, cut away the charred portion and wrapped the old man in it and rolled him into the shallow pit. Stood over him in the thin bitter wind, searching for the right form of words, at last telling him that he was sorry that they’d met as they had, he would have liked to have got to know him better, and covered the body with sandy soil and trampled it down.


  The sun was setting inside shells of pale nacreous light, a glory utterly indifferent to his plight, as he walked back to the house. It would soon be too dark to follow the kid, he told himself. And besides, he needed to rest up, was too tired to search for any food the horde might have left in the house or in the little fields, those that hadn’t been entirely burnt. Too tired to search for the horse. He sat down at the top of the slope overlooking the ruin, spent and hurting, gripped by powerful spasmodic bouts of shivering, the machinery of his body stuttering, and presently he lay down where he was and dropped straight into sleep.


  And woke to find someone, the agent’s mount, standing over him. The fresh light of the newly risen sun bathing both of them, warm on Lev’s face. He wasn’t surprised, or especially afraid. It seemed inevitable.


  The mount, silhouetted against the paling sky, did not move as Lev sat up cautiously. Small dark eyes watchful under the shelf of bone that ran straight back across the top of his skull. Arms thicker than Lev’s legs. Legs like tree trunks. A longbarreled hunting rifle slung over one shoulder looked like a toy. It was some kind of antique, the rifle, its stock and forestock carved from a single piece of wood, fitted with a fat sniper scope whose tube and objective bell were crudely daubed with red and white blotches. No doubt taken from a True; it wasn’t the kind of weapon carried by anyone in the company.


  “You are hurt,” the mount said.


  His voice was a melodic tenor.


  Lev squinted up at him. “Who exactly am I speaking to? You, or your master?”


  “I have been repurposed to act on my master’s behalf.”


  “Did he give you a name, your master, when he repurposed you?”


  “I am his agent, now.”


  “Your master put you and your little friend in harm’s way, and didn’t bother to give either of you a name?”


  “Agent will do. Your friend is not here.”


  It seemed more like a statement than a question, so Lev didn’t respond.


  “There is dirt on your clothes and under your fingernails,” the agent said. “And I found a fresh grave close by. I assume that you dug it.”


  “What if I did?”


  “Who lies there?”


  “It isn’t Maks.”


  “That is not what I asked.”


  “But that’s who you’re looking for.”


  “If I dug up that grave, or if I forced you to dig it up, who would I find?”


  “You’d despoil it to satisfy your curiosity.”


  “Not mine.”


  “Your master’s then. I don’t see a difference.”


  “I do. You would find digging hard work, I think. Wounded as you are. Much easier to tell me who lies there.”


  “The man who built this place, if you must know,” Lev said angrily, feeling forced into a corner. “I buried him next to his life partner.”


  “Did you kill him?”


  “Would you believe me if I said I didn’t?”


  “I know you did not set fire to the house, or to the fields. The ashes are cold, burnt out days ago. And the True horde seems to have passed this way. Did it set the fires, and kill the person who lived here?”


  “Think what you like.”


  “I prefer to know the truth.”


  “I don’t have what you’re looking for. That’s the truth, plain and simple.”


  “I know you don’t.”


  “You searched me while I was asleep?”


  “I can see more than you can see. Where is your friend?”


  “I wouldn’t call him my friend.”


  “Where is he?”


  “He moved on. Left me here.”


  “To dig a grave.”


  Lev didn’t reply.


  “After he killed the owner of this place.”


  Lev didn’t feel the need to reply to that, either.


  “Where was your friend going, when he left this place?”


  “He didn’t tell me.”


  “Drifftown, no doubt. Does he have the blade and the bone?”


  “By now he’s probably sold them. I hope he got a good price. And I hope he took the ferry across the lake, heading for someplace you won’t ever find.”


  Although the kid had stolen his fusil and pistol and abandoned him after mortally wounding Rhame Bambanek Pyong Minnot, Lev felt a stupid residual loyalty toward him. They were both troopers. Both Martians. And defiance was the only weapon he had left, all he could deploy against this strange giant, who was probably considering whether or not to kill him.


  “Nevertheless, I must find him to make sure,” the agent said. “And find the person to whom he sold the blade and bone, if that is what he has done.”


  “Good luck with that.”


  “It was not luck that led me here.”


  “I guess you followed the horde’s trail, too.”


  The agent didn’t reply to that.


  Lev, thinking of something Rhame had told him, said, “Are you sure the horde isn’t following you? Because, being what you are, how you were made, you’re exactly the kind of person they don’t have much liking for.”


  “You need not worry about the horde. Most are dead. And I killed those few who tried to follow me when I followed you.”


  Lev already knew the answer, but he had to ask anyway. “And the company. Any of them survive?”


  “Just you and your friend.”


  “We should never have agreed to help you.”


  “Colonel Konstantinov understood the terms and conditions and was happy to accept the fee. And his troopers knew what they had signed up for, too. Including you.”


  “The colonel was a fool. Was too proud and stubborn to give up the chase. Placed too much trust in his luck.”


  “If he was a fool, what does that make you?”


  “No less foolish. You didn’t try to save any of them?”


  “When I fought my way free, the others were by then either dead or dying. The Trues were not interested in taking prisoners.”


  “And all you ever cared about was retrieving those damn trinkets. Well, I’m in no condition to try to stop you.”


  “It would be sensible if you did not try. And besides, I have no quarrel with you, Lev Vacrescu.”


  “What will you do, if you get them back? Take them to your master?”


  “Do you still think this is only about the blade and the bone?”


  The agent didn’t smile, but Lev thought that there was a trace of a smile in his voice.


  “I guess you mean it’s also about the adventure. The thrill of the chase.”


  “It reminds my master that there is a world above and beyond the worlds where he walks now. It reminds him of what he once was.”


  “An awful lot of people died so he could be reminded of that.”


  “The off-worlders who rode with your previous company. The war tourists. Why did they come here?”


  “At least they were risking their own lives. Your master’s putting your life at stake while risking nothing of his own.”


  “As I told you before, it is what I was made for. I enjoy it as much as your war tourists enjoyed their adventures. More so, because you made sure to keep them from harm, while the risks I take arc mine alone.”


  “You being autonomous.”


  “Within the parameters of my task.”


  Lev didn’t know exactly what that meant, and was too angry to ask. Thinking of Hanna and everyone else.


  He said, “I hope you don’t find out where the kid’s gone. That you never get those stupid trinkets back.”


  “I will not stop until I do.”


  “It’s possible, isn’t it, that he might kill you.”


  “It is possible, but unlikely.”


  “He’s wilier than you think. And he has the vorpal blade, which might have its own agenda,” Lev said, remembering what Rhame had said. “It might be using him, just like your master is using you. Maybe it likes to be out in the world, after all this time rusting away in a tomb. Out in the world doing what it was made to do.”


  Wondering briefly if it had been the blade or Maks that had killed Rhame. No, he’d seen the kid’s look just before he’d done it. His anger and frustration. But possession of the blade had enabled him to act.


  “You think that the blade may also be autonomous,” the agent said.


  “I know it doesn’t owe you or your master anything.”


  Lev watched the agent’s face, impassive under the heavy ridge of his brow. Impossible to know what he was thinking—Lev didn’t even know where his brain was, or if he was running on something else. Cloud gel or even old-fashioned silicon or vitrified DNA. A simulation, like the long-dead tanky whose fucking fault all of this was.


  “It could be,” he said, riding on the story as it unfolded from somewhere inside him, like one of those pellets of paper that after it’s dropped into a glass of water unfolds into a flower or a fish, “that it wasn’t your master who started all this. Maybe the blade called to that warrior-priest who was carrying it. Called out from the knight’s tomb. It might have thought the Trues would fix it up and put it to use, but found instead it had become a sacred object, a fetish. And then Maks came along and took it, and he was a better fit for what the blade wanted. A new champion. Right now, who knows, maybe he’s paying someone to have it reforged.”


  “Even on Mars, stalled and stunted though it is, few people fight with bladed weapons these days.”


  “But it’s something more than a blade, isn’t it?”


  Another silence. The agent’s face impassive as a statue’s. Eyes as inhuman as a shark’s.


  At last, he said, “It’s an interesting story, if nothing else.”


  “Even if I’m wrong, you could still end up dead,” Lev said. He felt emboldened, was pretty sure now that the mount didn’t intend to kill him. “But hey, maybe that’s an ending to the story that’ll please your master.”


  “I must do what I need to do.”


  “So you’re not really all that autonomous, are you?”


  “I know who I am, and why I am here. Can you say the same?”


  “Your predecessor asked me something similar. I didn’t have an answer for it then, but I do now. Part of being alive is finding that out for yourself. Maybe I’m the one who’ll get to tell your master how this ends. What happened to the blade and bone, after the kid killed you.”


  “I have no quarrel with you, Lev Vacrescu. As long as you do not try to stop or follow me, I will let you live.”


  Lev watched the agent walk swiftly and surefootedly down the slope, following the trail left by the True horde, the trail that Maks had taken. When he was certain that the giant wasn’t going to look back, that he’d been dismissed as harmless, Lev pushed to his feet and went to look for the horse.


  He was about five klicks out from the ruin of Rhame Bambanek Pyong Minnot’s steading, riding through a desert of sand and stone, engineer grass and vacuum organisms, the usual spikes and wirebushes, and clumps of hollow drums tall as a man and randomly pierced with openings that hummed and hooted mournfully as wind blew through them, when the tire tracings of the stolen tricycle and the oversized footprints of the agent split away from the trampled track of the horde. Turning directly toward Drifftown.


  Around noon, he spotted the trike lying on its side, the agent’s footprints all around it. Lev sat on the horse, sucking on a tube of paste and studying the land ahead, failing to see any sign of Maks or his pursuer, riding on. The sun was dropping toward the horizon when he reached a broad road raised on an embankment. In the middle distance, it passed through a cutting in a low ridge, and a thread of smoke bent into the sky beyond the ridge’s crest.


  On the far side of the ridge, off to one side of the road, a boneyard spread about the remains of an abandoned tryworks. Big boilers and storage tanks and pipework were shrouded in curtains of some kind of red-leaved vine; segments of a tall steel chimney lay like giant knucklebones across the ground; one of the buildings at the far end of a string of low, flat-roofed offices, workshops, and storehouses was burnt and blackened and still smoldering.


  Lev leaned on the horn of the wooden saddle and studied it and the other buildings, his optics detecting no sign of life there and no sign of life around the tanks and pale mounds of the boneyard either. He urged the horse into a slow walk. Passing a scattering of intact skeletons half-buried in sand—the broad ribcages and horned skulls of feral aurochs that had once grazed on vacuum organisms, digesting the raw fullerenes and organics in stomachs that were essentially reaction chambers seething with bacteria, hunted to extinction for their meat and insulating slabs of fat that try-works like this had rendered for oil. Passing pyramids and mounds of skulls and vertebrae and femurs, piles of brittle, cracked hides infiltrated by layers of blown sand. Vacuum organisms stood here and there, clusters of fat spires like enormous half-melted candles, darkly glistening in the westering light, and Lev discovered the body of the agent sprawled behind one such cluster. The hunting rifle lay beyond his out-flung arm. His face was turned sideways in a pool of drying blood and his small dark eyes were half-lidded. The familiar sly look of the recently dead, as if they’d discovered a secret in the moment of their passing. Some revelation forever withheld from the living.


  “You aren’t any different from any other dead person I’ve seen,” Lev told him, and as he swung down from the saddle, planning to take the giant’s rifle, something spanged off one of the fat spires. Fragments of fullerene flew; the sound of the shot came a moment later. Two hundred meters off. Maybe two hundred and fifty. The horse stepped about uneasily as Lev ducked behind the spires and eased sideways, glimpsing the blink of a second shot behind a sprawl of oil drums to one side of the smoldering building, hearing the round crack through the air above his head.


  He cupped his hands and called out the kid’s name, asked if he was all right. “That you?” Maks called back.


  “Thought you might need some help dealing with the tanky’s servant. Guess I was wrong.”


  “I got him when he raised up and threw a bomblet at me.”


  Lev risked another peek at the barricade of oil drums, calculated angles, and slithered backward and grabbed the hunting rifle by its strap and eased back to the shelter behind the cluster of spires. Feeling better now he had a weapon, although he hoped he wouldn’t have to use it.


  He hailed Maks again, asked if it was okay if he came in.


  “Better stay where you are.”


  There was a hitch in the kid’s voice. As if he was straining to catch his breath. “How badly are you hurt?” Lev said.


  “I’m good. Was knocked about some when the bomblet blew up the damn building, is all.”


  But the agent looked like he’d been dead a few hours and the kid hadn’t moved on, so Lev reckoned he was somewhere on the wrong side of good.


  He said, “You need any patching up and a ride to Drifftown, I’ll happily oblige.”


  “Don’t think of coming near me, old man. I’m not hurt so bad I can’t take you down. You always were slower than me, and I bet your shoulder’s still flicked up.”


  It had been bothering Lev on and off during the long ride, but not as much as the day before. He said, “I thought we were partners. What with saving your life and all.”


  “Well you thought wrong. And if I ever owed you anything, I repaid it by killing that monstrosity. You ride on right now, I’ll let you go. One time offer.”


  “I’ve been riding most of the day. Think I’ll sit here a while,” Lev said, and was answered by another shot. The round knocked up a spurt of dust close to the horse, which had been grazing on a patch of engineer grass, and it startled and cantered off a little way, reins trailing.


  “It doesn’t have to be like this,” Lev said.


  “You aren’t going to take it from me.”


  “You mean the blade, I don’t want it. The old man told me it was a fell thing. Cursed.”


  “How is he? The old man?”


  “His name was Rhame. Rhame Bambanek Pyong Minnot. I buried him yesterday.”


  “He was going to take it from me. Same’ll happen to you, you try anything stupid.”


  “I told you I don’t want it.”


  Another round shattered the top of one of the vacuum organism spires.


  “Just keep away,” Maks yelled.


  Lev didn’t see the point of returning fire. He settled his back against the base of one of the spires and told the kid what Rhame had told him. Where the blade had most likely come from, what old things like that could sometimes do to the people who dug them up or stole them from their long-dead owners. He told the kid that his best option was to return the blade to the knight’s tomb, or to bury it somewhere.


  “This place was abandoned after folk hunted aurochs almost to extinction. If you stick that blade in the middle of one of these bone piles, no one will ever find it.”


  “You made that up,” the kid called back. “About the curse. Because you want it for your own self. Want to sell it. So you can get out of the soldiering biz. Buy yourself a farm. But it ain’t yours to sell. And never will be.”


  “If it isn’t cursed, why are we arguing?”


  “Last chance, old man. Ride on and leave me be. Or don’t, and see what happens.”


  Lev thought about that. Riding to Drifftown. Selling the horse and the saddle and the hunting rifle. They weren’t worth much, but he reckoned they’d fetch enough credit to cover the ferry fare and a train ride to the nearest city. Where he maybe could sign on with another company, although it wasn’t likely. Given his age. Given this was the second massacre he’d survived. That would be hard to explain. His survival. Hard to convince anyone that it wasn’t due to anything other than plain and simple cowardice. And besides, he doubted that Maks, desperate as he was, would keep his word about letting him ride on.


  He called out to the kid again, saying, “I’m not about to give up on you. Let me come over. Check you out.”


  “See what happens if you try” the kid called back.


  There it was. Nothing Lev could do but wait it out, see what happened. For a while nothing much did, apart from a potshot the kid took when the horse strayed back into range. He missed by several meters, but Lev lost sight of the horse when it cantered off amongst the bone piles.


  The sun went down and as light drained from the sky stars began to pop out and Diemos’s small faint disc swung up out of the east. Lev hunkered down against the growing cold, ate his last tube of paste and threw it into the open patch of ground beyond the vacuum organism cluster, followed it up with a fist-sized rock, and then another. When Maks didn’t react he called out, asked him how he was doing.


  No reply.


  Lev counted out five minutes and called again, said he was thinking of coming over. This time he was rewarded with a gunshot, although it didn’t hit anywhere near him. He knew he should wait all night, but he couldn’t. Told himself that he had to save the kid if he could, though it was anger and impatience more than the nagging of his conscience that got him to his feet.


  He took a circuitous route, using the deepening shadows and bone piles and a pylon shrouded in red vine as cover. Resting the barrel of the rifle in the crook of his arm so he could raise it up and snap off a shot if necessary. Getting behind the kid’s position and walking as quietly and quickly as he could to the rear of the half-burnt building. Its wall, built from heavy blocks of sandstone, still gave off a faint heat; the stink of smoke parched Lev’s throat and prickled in his eyes as he nerved himself up to make the final dash.


  The shadowy figure by the oil drums lifted an arm and tried to point Lev’s own pistol at him. He jinked sideways, bracing for the impact of a round, but the arm dropped and he dared to step closer.


  “Well, this is flat-out pitiful,” he said.


  Maks sat with his back against one of the drums in a pool of blood, his head turned away from Lev as if he was ashamed. He’d pulled his combat suit to his waist and used his undershirt to wrap his left leg below the knee. The undershirt was dark with blood and it looked like most of his foot had been blown off. One hand lay on the ground, holding the pistol; the other clutched the broken vorpal blade to his chest. He’d unwrapped it, and its broken fang gleamed in the twilight.


  He allowed Lev to pry the pistol from his hand, but when Lev tried to take the blade his grip tightened and he looked up with a grimace that might have been defiance, might have been simple pain.


  “Just don’t stick me with it while I take a look at your leg,” Lev said.


  “I got him and he got me,” Maks said.


  His voice was tight, his breathing as quick and shallow as Rhame’s had been, at the end. There was something wrong with his face. It was misshapen. Swollen. His hair was stiff with blood and there was a kind of bib of blood dried on his chest. His lips peeled back from his teeth when Lev started to peel away the wrapping, stiff with dried blood, from his leg, but he made no noise.


  “I can give you painkillers,” Lev said. “But I’ll have to leave you for a little while, go find the horse.”


  “Stay,” the kid said.


  He let go of the blade and reached out and Lev gripped his hand and held it.


  “Don’t bury me here,” Maks said.


  “I won’t.”


  “Don’t want to be left amongst all these damn cow bones.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” Lev said.


  Maks roused up a little, as if he wanted to say something more, but settled back. His chin dropping to his chest. His last breath rattling in his throat.


  Lev couldn’t find the fucking horse, it didn’t come when he whistled or startle out of a hiding place when he fired a shot into the air, so he found a plank and tied Maks to it and dragged him past the tanks and pipes and the mounds of bones and buried him in a scrape off to one side of the road and set the plank at its head.


  It was fully dark by then and his shoulder was troubling him badly and he was too tired to move on, so he rested near that poor excuse for a grave, the second he’d dug in two days. Sitting with his back against a rock, hunched into himself against the growing cold, hands wrapped around his knees.


  Somehow, he slept. And dreamed of a woman dressed in mirror armor so finely polished her head seemed to float above a shattered reflection of the graveyard in which she walked. Her face deathly pale under a cap of black hair, her eyes dabs of deep shadow. As in many dreams he was a bodiless point of view, following her past tombstones inset with little windows where the faces of the dead peered out, climbing a small hill to the black cube of the mausoleum that crowned it. High above, something huge and on fire arched across the night in a terminal orbit, and beneath that death star an army marched in double file, led by a man who was somehow himself, seated on the shoulders of the giant who’d been turned into an agent and was now a mount again, even bigger in the dream than in life, his flat-topped head raising and half-turning as he spoke in an urgent whisper Lev couldn’t quite catch.


  He woke in the dark and the cold, clutching the hilt of the vorpal blade. He’d swaddled it in its square of cloth before sheathing it in his belt, but it was uncovered now and the wire wrapping of its hilt bit into his palm. He dropped it as if it was a viper and jerked to his feet, fear surging through him.


  The land all around was black and still. Shoals of stars overhead. A faint glow at the horizon to the north and east that must be his destination.


  Working more by touch than sight he bound up the blade and laid it on the ground and sat a little way off. Sleep was impossible. He was too cold, too shaken by the dream and Maks’s death, and something was tugging at him, as if he were the tip of a trembling compass needle drawn to the only fixed point in the turning world, and he knew, although he did not know how he knew, that it was the knight’s tomb, somewhere south of Drifftown’s fugitive glow. He could return the blade to the desecrated bones of its owner, if the True horde had left any bones behind, but what if someone, a traveler, a prospector, another True warrior priest, found it? What if someone took it up again, and the whole thing started over, turning on the blade’s need to do what it had been made to do. Round and round. No beginning and no end . . .


  As the first cold light seeped into the eastern horizon he gave up on sleep and rolled up the blade in its wrapping and shoved it into his belt and set off down the road. He walked all day, trying to ignore the insistent tug in the middle of his head. His empty stomach contracting into itself. The day growing hotter. The empty land shimmering like a myriad broken mirrors.


  It took him most of the day to reach the town. There wasn’t much to it. Maize fields and greenhouse strips and a wind farm on the outskirts. Walled compounds painted in cheerful primary colors gathered around the four arms of a crossroads. A ragged waterfront. The ferry; a flat deck slung between two narrow hulls, was moored at the longest jetty. Small fishing boats were coming in, anchoring close to a beach of black sand.


  Lev sold the hunting rifle at a chandler’s and bought a ticket for the ferry, which was due to depart in a couple of hours, and fresh shrimp from one of the fishing boats. For a minuscule payment, an old woman de-shelled and deveined the shrimp and broiled them on a skewer over an iron hotplate and wrapped them in strips of water lettuce. Lev ate slowly, pausing between little bites. They were the juiciest, tastiest shrimp he had ever eaten.


  With time to kill he sat on a mooring bollard at the edge of the dock, tawny water slopping a couple of meters below, seabirds wheeling around the spikey forest of fishing boat masts, the green and red running lights of the ferry glimmering in the gathering dusk. He could still feel the tug inside his head. That absolute sense of direction. A need that wasn’t his.


  He’d hung the vial that contained the fingerbone around his neck. Now he pulled the chain taut and cupped the vial in the palm of his hand and studied the shadow of the little bone inside. In two or three days he could be in Puerto Ares. Talking to the broker, arranging a deal with the tanky. Assuming the tanky didn’t try to cheat him. Assuming Colonel Konstantinov’s family didn’t raise a dispute about ownership, have him arrested for desertion, or worse. And he couldn’t help thinking of the poor damned kid, and Hanna, and all the other people who died for these old trinkets. The blood price for blade and bone. Couldn’t help wondering how he’d live with that. If he could live with that.


  Presently the ferry’s horn sounded, low and mournful, raising a scatter of white birds along the edge of the water, echoing out across the dusty little town. Lev sat where he was, watching as a handful of foot passengers boarded and the ferry cast off and backed away from the jetty and turned in a wide, slow circle and headed north. The sun was setting and a cool wind got up, blowing off the lake. At last Lev pushed to his feet and walked back into town. There was a rooming house where he could spend the night, and the next day he’d set out the way he’d come, and do what was needful.


  He was working in a fold of woods at the southern edge of the fields, setting snares for sand conics, when the weather cam alerted him. He briefly studied its feed, and hurried toward the house.


  When the visitor arrived, Lev was standing on a flat-topped rock below the house, holding his rifle in one hand, down by his waist. Watching as the man dismounted from the fat-tired trike and stripped off his goggles and mask and fastidiously beat dust from the wings of his black leather longcoat before starting up the narrow path that wound among layered outcrops. Halting when Lev told him that was far enough.


  “I’ve come a long way,” he said. “May I beg a drink of water?”


  He was a tall slender man about Lev’s age, standing with an easy grace, thumbs in his belt, one boot resting on a rock. His smile seemed natural, unforced, but his gaze was cool and steady, the wings of his longcoat were pushed back to show the pistol holstered at his hip, and Lev’s optics revealed enhancements in the long bones of his arms and legs and no doubt there were others Lev couldn’t detect.


  “I don’t know where you’ve come from, but I have a pretty good idea about why you’re here and who you’re working for,” Lev said. “Did he make you or hire you?”


  “I’m a Martian, like you.”


  “You have a name, then.”


  “Dion LaValle Espinasse,” the man said.


  “How did you find me?”


  “You made some kind of private agreement with the owner of this place. No contract. Nothing registered. But it wasn’t hard to trace and unscramble the messages you exchanged with him.”


  Rhame Bambanek Pyong Minnot’s son had made it clear that he wasn’t interested in taking over the steading, had said that despite his father’s death he wouldn’t be returning to Mars for a long while. If ever. He’d agreed that Lev could act as caretaker until such time etcetera, and Lev had settled in for the long haul.


  “I was expecting someone like you to come visiting,” he told the man. “Though you took your time.”


  “My client was otherwise engaged. But he is eager, now, for closure.”


  “You’ve come a long way for nothing. I don’t have what your client sent you to collect.”


  “I know you didn’t sell the items in question.”


  “No, I didn’t.”


  “That’s good. My client offers a generous reward for their return.”


  “Yet you want me to know that you’re carrying a pistol. And you’ve put up a pair of raptors, too.”


  “The offer is genuine.”


  “All I have to do is hand over the blade and the bone.”


  “And take the reward, and use it to improve this place. Or buy a place of your own. It’s a good deal.”


  “Except it would be blood money.”


  “It’s the best you can hope for.”


  “If you want the fingerbone, it’s back where it belongs. My deal is, you can go look, see I’m telling the truth, and don’t bother me again.”


  “You returned it to the tomb.”


  “Put it with what was left of your client’s great-great-granddaughter. There wasn’t much. The Trues pretty much ripped out the place.”


  The tomb hadn’t been like his dream. Wasn’t a mausoleum, wasn’t in a graveyard. Just a narrow cleft hacked into a low cliff, a shelf for the body and a niche above for a lantern, fronted by a wall of stone blocks and a low door of sand-etched wooden planks that the Trues had smashed down, an inscription in old English above the lintel. Fresh hack marks had erased the knight’s name, but the brief inscription was still readable. She died as she lived.


  “And the blade,” the man said. “The vorpal blade.”


  “That’s gone.”


  “And where did it go?”


  “Do you believe that dreams have weight in the real world?”


  “That would depend on the dream, I suppose.”


  “Your client, others like him, live in worlds they’ve dreamed up. And as far as he’s concerned, our world is just another dream. But unlike the dreamworlds he manufactures, what he does in this one has actual consequences.”


  “You mean the people who died in the course of the search for the blade and bone. Your comrades in arms. I understand why you feel loyalty toward them,” the man said. “But is that really sufficient reason to turn down my client’s offer?”


  “It wasn’t just my comrades. There were any number of Trues, the miners they kidnapped and butchered, and the man who carved this steading out of the wilderness. Like every story, this one has a beginning and an end. This is pretty much the end of it, and it’s pretty much what I’ve been expecting. But it took me a while to realize where it really began. It wasn’t when your client found out that a True horde had stolen relics from that tomb. He already knew that long before he hired Colonel Konstantinov’s company to find them. He knew them, because he steered that horde toward the tomb. Because he set everything in motion. Got up the search for the blade and bone not because he wanted to avenge the desecration of the tomb of his descendant, but to entertain himself.”


  “You have had plenty of time to think about what happened, living out here alone as you do,” the man said. “But perhaps you have overthought it.”


  His expression had not changed, but his stance had shifted very slightly. Tightened up in anticipation of any move Lev might make.


  “What bothered me was how the tanky could have known about the desecration of a tomb set on its own in a remote part of this planet,” Lev said. “His agent claimed it was because miners who survived the raid saw the relics carried by a warrior priest, but being what he is, and where he’s housed, how could he have heard of the miners’ story? And even if he had, how could he have known that the blade had been taken from that particular tomb? There are many such blades, and most of them in tombs housing the remains of Knights of Cydonia. Hard to think how he knew that it was the blade of his descendant, unless he directed the Trues to steal it in the first place. And probably gave them some help, too, to even the odds. They were armed with smart missiles, which they maybe could have stolen from somewhere, but I can’t think how they could have acquired the know-how to capture and repurpose our raptors without someone instructing them.”


  “Even if that’s true,” the man said, “we still have to resolve this matter. You took the blade, and my client wants it back. One way or another.”


  “Like others of its kind, the blade possessed a degree of intelligence, which helped it to bond with its owner. It wasn’t a passive object. A prize people in the story wanted for different reasons. It had agency, and it wanted to get back to where it belonged. It may have affected the True warrior priest who stole it, made him careless, more likely to be killed. It definitely affected the person who took it from the warrior priest’s body. The man who owned this place was killed because of it. And the person who took the blade, he died, too. Along with almost everyone else who was caught up in the story your client confected. So I decided to put an end to it.”


  “Are you saying that you returned it to the tomb, along with the fingerbone?”


  “I’m saying I put it out of reach, so it wouldn’t infect anyone else.”


  “You destroyed it.”


  “I drowned it. Took a boat out onto the lake and dropped it in deep water. It wasn’t easy to let it go,” Lev said. “It already had set its hooks in my mind. But I did.”


  “That doesn’t mean it can’t be found,” the man said, after a pause.


  “Good luck with that. It’s a big lake, and I’m not going to tell you where I sank the blade. I don’t have but a rough idea anyway.”


  “I could find the people who took you out on that boat.”


  “I hired the boat, but I didn’t tell its owners why I needed it, and they didn’t come with me. I knew someone like you would come looking for me one day, and I didn’t want them hurt or killed.”


  “I didn’t come here to kill anyone,” the man said.


  “Unless you have to,” Lev said.


  The man didn’t reply. Lev wondered, if it came to it, who’d be faster. Most likely not him.


  “You came here because your client wanted an ending,” he said. “I don’t suppose this is the ending he expects or wants. But it’s the only one he’s going to get.”
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This is the sixth copy of AM's diary entries found, this
one a typewritten samizdat (Olivetti portable, Courier
face, red ribbon much faded). Despite termination with
extreme prejudice and records purge, deniability of
the work of Benson, Michaels and Swenson is no
longer assured. Suggest @ programme of grey
propaganda is implemented at once to undermine the
reputation of AM. Also respectfully suggest more
active searches for location of AM and her associate,
and all other Human Resistance cells. The current
belief that they are a minor inconvenience is, in my
opinion, far too complacent. We will survive this only
by taking immediate and extreme measures.

Eli E. Edwards, Chief Officer, External Security
Operations (UK),
New World Pharmaceuticals Group-
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