Paul J. MAul ey
Second Skin

Born in Oxford, England, in 1955, Paul 1. Maul ey now nakes his home in
London. He is considered to be one of the best of the new breed of British
witers (although a few Australian witers could be fit in under this heading
as well) who are producing that sort of revanped, updated, w de-screen Space
Opera sometines referred to as "radi cal hard science fiction." A frequent
contributor to Interzone, as well as to markets such as Amazi ng, The Magazi ne
of Fantasy & Science Fiction, Asinmov's Science Fiction, Wen the Misic's Over,
and el sewhere, he won the Philip K Dick Award with his first novel, Four

Hundred Billion Stars. H's other books include the novels O the Fall, Eterna
Li ght, Red Dust, and Pasquale's Angel, a collection of his short work The King
of the H Il and Other Stories, and an original anthol ogy coedited with Kim

Newnman, In Dreans. Hi s nost recent book was the accl ai ned novel Fairyland,

whi ch won the John W Canpbell Menorial Award |ast year. Upcoming is a mgjor
new trilogy, the first volume of which is Child of the River. H's stories have
appeared in our Fifth, Ninth, and Thirteenth Annual Coll ections.

In the suspenseful and richly inventive story that follows, he takes us on a
journey across space to the farthest reaches of the solar system for a tale
of high-tech intrigue and counterintrigue beneath the frozen surface of
Proteus ...

The transport, once owned by an outer systemcartel and appropriated by
Earth's Pacific Comunity after the Quiet War, ran in a continuous,
everchangi ng orbit between Saturn, Uranus, and Neptune. It never docked. It

m ned the solar wind for hydrogen to m x with the nanogram of antimatter that
could power it for a century, and once or twice a year, during its intricate
gravityassi sted | oops between Saturn's noons, maintenance drones attached
renoralike to its hull, and fixed whatever its self-repairing systens coul dn't
handl e.

Ben Lo and the six other menbers of the first trade del egation to Proteus
since the war were transferred onto the transport as it |ooped around Titan

still sleeping in the hibernation pods they'd clinbed into in Earth orbit.
Sixty days later, they were released fromthe transport in individual drop
capsul es of structural dianond, |ike so many seeds scattered by a pod.

Ben Lo, swaddled in the crash web that took up nost of the volume of the drop
capsule's little bubble, watched with growi ng 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 newborn kitten. The sun was behi nd the bubble's braking chute.
Ahead, Neptune's disc was tipped in star-sprinkled black above the little
nmoon. Neptune was subtly banded with blue and violet, its poles capped with
white cloud, its equator streaked with cirrus. Slowy, slowy, Proteus began
to eclipse it. The transport had already dwindled to a bright point anongst
the bright points of the stars, on its way to spin up around Neptune, |oop
past Triton, and head on out for the next leg of its continuous voyage,

hal fway across the solar systemto Uranus.

Li ke many of the moons of the outer planets, Proteus was a ball of ice and

rock. Over billions of years, nmpst of the rock had sunk to the core, and the
moon's icy, dirty white surface was splotched with a scattering of |arge
i mpact craters with black interiors, like well-used ash trays, and di ssected

by |l arge stress fractures, sone running hal fway round the little gl obe.

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 nove a nuscle.

Invisible laser light poured all around himthe capsul e was opaque to the
frequency used-gently pushi ng agai nst the braking sail which bad unfol ded and
spun into a twenty kilometer diameter mrror after the capsule had been

rel eased by the transport. Everything was fine.



The capsul e said, "Only another twelve hours, M. Lo. | suggest that you
sleep. Elfhanme's tinme zone is ten hours behind G eenwich Mean Tine."

Had he been asleep for a nonent? Ben Lo blinked and said, "Jet lag," and

| aughed.

"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 | andi ng.

Then it would be recycl ed.

Ben Lo didn't bother to try to explain. He was feeling the sanme kind of
yawni ng apprehensi on 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 |'m here, he thought. And, how did it happen?
When he'd been born, spaceshi ps had been crude, disposable chem cal rockets.
The first men on the noon. President Kennedy's assassination. No, that
happened before | was born. For a nonment, his yawni ng sense of dislocation
threatened to swal |l ow hi mwhol e, but then he had it under control and it

dwi ndl ed to nere strangeness. It was the treatnent, he thought. The treat ment
and the hibernation.

Sonmewhere down there in the white nobonscape, in one of the smaller canyons,
was Ben Lo's first wife. But he nustn't think of that. Not yet. Because if he
did ... no, he couldn't renenber. Something bad, though

"I can offer a variety of virtualities," the capsule said. Its voice was a
husky contralto. It added, "dertain sexual services are also available."
"What |'d like is a chateaubriand steak butterflied and well-grilled over

hi ckory wood, a Caesar salad, and a 1998 Wl nut Creek Cabernet Sauvignon.™

"I can offer a range of nutritive pastes, and eight flavors of water,

i ncluding a balanced el ectrolyte,” the capsule said. A prissy note seened to
have edged into its voice. It added, "I would recomend that you restrict

i ntake of solids and fluids until after |anding."

Ben Lo sighed. He had already had his skin scrubbed and repopul ated with
strains of bacteria and yeast native to the Protean ecosystem and his G
tract had been reamed out and packed with a neutral gel containing a benign
strain of E. coli. He said, "Gve ne an inflight nmovie."

"I would recomrend virtualities," the capsule said. "I have a w de selection."
Despite the capsule's minuscule intelligence, it had a greater menory capacity
than all the personal conputers on Earth at the end of the mllennium Ben Lo
had downl oaded his own archives into it.

"Wngs 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 ne, | think. Once
upon a time, capsule, there was a man who was very ol d, and becane young
again, and found that he'd lost hinself. Run the novie, and you'll understand

alittle bit about ne."

The noon, Neptune, the stars, fell into a single point of light. The Iight
went out. The fil m began.

Failing through a cone of laser light, the nan and the capsul e wat ched how an
angel becane a human bei ng, out of I ove.

The capsul e skimred 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 coll apse across kilonmeters of noonscape. It was picked up by a
striding tripod that |ooked Iike a prop from The War of the Wrlds, and
carried down a steeply sloping tunnel through triple airlocks into sonething
like the ER roomof a hospital. Wth the other nmenbers of the trade

del egation, Ben Lo, numbed by neural bl ocks, was decanted, stripped, washed,
and dressed in fresh paper clothes.

Sonmewhere in the press of nurses and technicians he thought he glinpsed
someone he knew, or thought he knew. A wonan, her faniliar face grown old

eyes faded blue in a face winkled as a turtle's ... But then he was lifted
onto a gurney and wheel ed away.

Waki ng, he had problens with remenberi ng who he was. He knew he was nowhere on



Earth. A universally inpersonal hotel room but he was virtually in free fall.
Sone moon, then. But what role was he playing?

He got up, noving carefully in the fractional gravity, and pulled aside the
floor-to-ceiling drapes. It was night, and across a kilonmeter of black air was
a steep dark mountai nside or perhaps a vast building, with lights wound at its

base, shimering on a river down there ... Proteus. Neptune. The trade
del egation. 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 fee

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 | ooked at hinmself. 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 | ong?

That sci-fi version of @hello, a century and a half ago, when he'd been a
novi e star. He renmenbered the nmovie vividly, although not the making of it.
But that was the color he was now, his skin a rich dark nahogany, gl eaning as
if oiled in the lights, his hair a cap of tight black curls.

He sl ept again, and dreaned of his chil dhood home. San Francisco. Sail boats
scattered across the blue bay. He'd had a little boat, a Laser. The cold salt
snel |l of the sea. The pinnacles of the rust-red bridge | oom ng out of banks of
fog, and the fog horn boom ng nournfully. Cabbage | eaves in the gutters of
Spring Street. The crowds swirling under the crinmson and gold neon lights of
the trinket shops of Grant Avenue, and the intersection at Grant and
California tingling with trolley car bells.

He renmenbered everything as if he had just seen it in a novie.
Nonassoci ati onal aphasia. It was a side effect of the treatnent he'd just had.
He' d been warned about it, but it was still unsettling. The wonan he was here
to ... Avernus. Her nanme now. But when they had been married, a hundred and
si xtyodd years ago, she had been called Barbara Reiner. He tried to renmenber
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 del egation

For a while, its menbers were treated as favored tourists, in a place that had
no tourist industry at all

The sinuous rill canyon whi ch housed El f hame had been burned to an even depth
of a kiloneter, sealed under a construction dianond roof, and pressurized to
750 mllibars with a nitrox mx enriched with | percent carbon dioxide to

stimul ate plant growth. The canyon ran for fifty kilometers through a basaltic
surface extrusion, possibly the remmant of the giant inpact that had
resurfaced the farside hem sphere of the nmoon a billion years ago, or the
result of vul canism caused by thermal drag when the satellite had been
captured by Neptune.

The sides of the canyon were raked to forma deep vee in profile, with a |ong
narrow | ake lying at the bottomlike 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 vegetabl e gardens, rice
paddi es, and farnms on the higher levels, close to the lanps that, strung from
t he di amond roof, gave an insolation equivalent to that of the Martian
surface. Farther down, anongst pocket parks and linear strips of designer

wi | derness, houses clung to the steep slopes |ike soap bubbles, or stood on
platfornms or bluffs, all with panoramc views of the |ake at the bottom and
screened fromtheir neighbors by soaring gi nkgoes, cypress, pal nettos, banboo
(which grewto fifty neters in the mcrogravity), and dragon's blood trees.

Al'l the houses were large and individually designed; Elfhamers went in for
extended famlies. At the |owest |levels were the governnent buil di ngs,
commercial malls and parks, the university and hospital, and the single hotel,
whi ch bore all the marks of having been recently constructed for the trade

del egation. And then there was the | ake, the Skagerrak, with its freshwater
corals and teeming fish, and slow, ten-neter-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 fabul ous.

There was no real transportion system except for a single tube train line that
shuttled al ong the west side, and moving lines with T-bar seats, |ike sk
lifts, that made silver lines along the steep terraced sl opes. Mstly, people
bounded around in huge kangaroo | eaps, or flew using startlingly small w ngs
of diamond foil or little hand-held airscrews-the gravity was so | ow, 0.007g,
that human flight was ridiculously easy. Children rode airboards or sinply
dived fromterrace to terrace, which strictly speaking was illegal, but even
adults did it sometinmes, and it seened to be one of those |aws to which no one
paid nuch attention unless soneone got hurt. It was possible to break a bone
if you junped fromthe top of the canyon and managed to | and on one of the

| akesi de terraces, but you'd have to work at it. Sone of the kids did-the

| atest craze was terrace bouncing, in which half a dozen screani ng youngsters
tried to find out how quickly they could get fromtop to bottomwith the

f ewest touchdown points

The entire place, with its controlled, indoor weather, its bland affl uent
sheen, and its universal cleanliness, was ridiculously vulnerable. It rem nded

Ben Lo of nothing so nuch as an ol d-fashi oned shopping mall, the one at Santa
Monica, for instance. He'd had a bit part in a novie made in that mall,
somewhere near the start of his career. He was still having trouble with his

menory. He could remenber every novie he'd made, but couldn't renenber maki ng
any one of them

He asked his guide if it was possible to get to the real surface. She was
t aken aback by the request, then suggested that he could access a nobot using
t he point-of-presence facility of his hotel room

"Several hundred were released fifty years ago, and some of themare stil

runni ng, | 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.

H s guide was a very tall, thin, pale girl called Maria. Most Elffianmers were

descended from Nordi ¢ stock, and Maria had the hi gh cheekbones, blue eyes,

bl ond hair, and open and candid nanner of her counterparts on Earth. Like nost
El f haners, she was tanned and athletically lithe, and wore a distractingly
smal | amount of fabric: tight shorts, a band of material across her small
breasts, plastic sandals, a conmunications bracel et.

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 teresting, and it is dagerolis. The cold and the vacuuiti, and
still the risk of microneteorites. Better to live inside."

Li ke worns in an apple, the spy thought. The girl was soft and foolish, very
young and very naive. It was only natural that a nenber of the trade

del egation would be interested in Elffiame's nost fanous citizen. She woul dn't
t hi nk anything of this.

Ben Lo blinked and said, "Well, yes, but |I've never been there. It would be
somet hing, for soneone of my age to set foot on the surface of a noon of
Neptune. | was born two years before the first |landing on Earth's noon, 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 hone, you understand."

They were sitting on the terrace of a cafethat angled out over the | ake. Resin
tabl es and chairs painted white, clipped bay trees in big white pots,
terra-cotta tiles, slightly sticky underfoot, like all the floor coverings in
El f hame. Bul bs of schnapps cooled in an ice bucket.

Ben Lo tipped his chair back and | ooked up at the narrow strip of black sky
and its strings of brilliant |anps that hung hi gh 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," Mrla said, reasonably. "But by

poi nt - of presence nobot | have seen it, several tinmes. | 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!™

Marl a | aughed. "Ch, yah. OF course. | forget that you are once a capitalist-"

the way she said it, he might have been a dodo, or a dol phin-"fromthe United
States of the Anericas, 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 sanme bl ack sky as home, but with nore and weaker |anps. W
do not need the surface."

Ben Lo didn't press the point. H s guide was perfectly charm ng, if earnest
and hunoriess, and brightly but brainlessly enthusiastic for the party I|ine,
like a cadre fromone of the supernats. She was transparently a government
spy, and was recordi ng everything-she had shown himthe little button canera
and asked his perm ssion

"Such a historical event this is, M. Lo, that we wish to make a pernanent
record of it. You will | hope not m nd?"

So now Ben Lo changed the subject, and asked why there were no sail boats on
the I ake, and then bad to explain to Marla what a sail boat was. Her snile was
brilliant when she finally understood. "Ch yab, there are sonme | think who use
such boards on the water, like surfing boards with sails.”

"Sail boards, sure.”

"The waves are very Ig, so it is not easy a sport. Not aily are all owed,

besi des, because of the film"

It turned out that there was a nmononol ecul ar fil macross the whole | ake, to
stop great gobs of it floating off into the | akeside terraces.

A gong beat softly in the air. Maria |l ooked at her watch. It was tattooed on
her slim tanned wist. "Nowit will rain soon. W should go inside, | 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 neetings with the
others in the trade del egati on (he knew none of themwell, and they were al

so much younger than him and as bright and enthusiastic as Marla), he spent a
lot of time inthe library. He told Maria that be was gathering background

i nformati on that would help finesse the target packages of econonic exchange,
and she said that it was good, this was an open society, they had nothing to
hi de. O course, he couldn't use his own archive, which was under bonded

guar antine, but he was happy enough typing away at one of the library
termnals for hours on end, and after a while, Marla left himto it. He also
made use of various point-of-presence nobots to explore the surface,
especially around El fhame's roof.

And then there were the diplomatic functions to attend: a party in the prine
m ni ster's house, a nmonstrous construction of pine | ogs and steeply pitched
roof s of wooden shingles cantil evered above the | ake; a reception in the
assenbly room of the parlianment, the R ksdag; others at the university and the
Supreme Court. Ben Lo started to get a permanent crick in his neck from

| ooking up at the faces of his etiolated hosts while naking conversation

At one, held in the hunmid, rarefied atnosphere of the research greenhouses
near the top of the East Wall of Elfhame, Ben Lo glinpsed Avernus again. H s
heart lifted strangely, and the spy broke off fromthe one-sided conversation
wi th an earnest hydroponicist and pushed through the throng toward his target,
the floor sucking at his sandals with each step.

The ol d woman was surrounded by a gaggle of young giants, set apart fromthe
rest of the party. The spy was aware of people watchi ng when he took Avernus's
hand, sonething that caused a murmur of unrest anbngst her conpani ons.

"An old custom dears," Avernus told them "W predate nost of the pl agues

t hat made such gestures taboo, even after the plagues were defeated. Ben



dear, what a surprise. | had hoped never to see you again. Your enployers have
a strange sense of humor." A young man with big, red-framed data gl asses said,
"You know each ot her?"

"We lived in the sane city," Avernus said, "many years ago." She had brushed
her vigorous grey hair back from her forehead. The w ne-dark velvet wap did
not flatter her skinny old wonan's body. She said to Ben, "You | ook so young."
"My third treatnent,” he confessed. Avernus said, "It was once said that in
American lives there was no second act-but biotech has given al nost everyone
who can afford it a second act, and for sone a third one, too. But what to do
in then? One sinply can't pretend to be young agai n-one is too aware of death,
and has too nuch at stake, too nuch invested in self, to risk being young."
"There's no | onger any Anmerica," Ben Lo said. "Perhaps that helps."

"To be without loyalty," the old woman said, "except to one's own continuity."
The spy wi nced, but did not showit.

The old woman took his el bow. Her grip was surprisingly strong. "Pretend to be
interested, dear," she said. "W are having a delightful conversation in this
delightful party. Smle. That's better!"

Her conpani ons | aughed uneasily at this. Avernus said quietly to Ben, "You
must visit me."

"l have an escort."

"OfF course you do. |'m sure sonmeone as resourceful as you will think of

somet hing. Ah, this nust be your guide. what a tall girl!"

Avernus turned away, and her conpani ons cl osed around her, turning their [ong
bare backs on the Earthman.

Ben Lo asked Maria what Avernus was doing there. He was dizzy with the
contrast between what his wi fe had been, and what she had become. He could
hardly remenber what they had tal ked about. Meet. They had to nmeet. They woul d
neet .

It was begi nni ng.

Marla said, "It is a politeness to her. Really, she should not have cone, and
we are glad she is leaving early. You do not worry about her, M. Lo. She is a
sideline. W look inward, we reject the insane plans of the previous

adm ni stration. Wwuld you like to see the new oil-rich strains of Chlorella we
use?"

Ben Lo smled diplomatically. "It would be very interesting."

There had been a change of governnent, after the war. It had been | ess viol ent
and nore serious than a revolution, nore like a change of climate, or of
religion. Before the Quiet War (that was what it was called on Earth, for

al t hough tens of thousands had died in the war, none had died on Earth),
Proteus had been | oosely allied with, but not comitted to, an anorphous group
whi ch 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 | osing side of the change in political climate.

Brought in by the previous regi me because of her skills in gengeneering vacuum
organi sns, she found herself sidelined and ostraci zed, her research group

di sbanded and repl aced 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 rel ease her. She had devel oped
several inportant new dendriners, |ight-harvesting nol ecul es used in
artificial photosynthesis, and established several potentially valuable
genel i nes, including a novel form of photosythesis based on a sul phur-spring
Chl or of | exus bacterium The goverilment wanted to |icense 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 organi sns-there was the whole of the
Moon to use as a garden, to begin with-and was prepared to overl ook Avernus's
political stance in exchange for her expertise and her know edge.

He was beginning to renenber nore and nore, but there was still so nuch he
didn't know. He supposed that the know edge had been buried, and would fl ower



in due course. He tried not to worry about it.

Meanwhi | e, the neetings of the trade del egati on and El fhanme's industri al
executive finally began. Ben Lo spent nost of the next ten days in a closed
room di ckering with Parlianentary speakers on the Trade Conmittee over
mar gi nal rates for exotic organics. Wen the neetings were finally over, he
slept for three hours and then, still logy fromlack 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 proni sed that he woul d
sleep all day so that she could get sone rest.

The surf was trenmendous, huge smpboth slow glassy swells falling fromthirty
nmeters to batter the soft, sugary black sand with giant's paws. The air was
full of spinning gl obs of water, and so hazed with spray, like a rain of foany
flowers, that it was necessary to wear a filtermask. It was what the whole

| ake woul d be like, without its nononol ecul ar nenbrane.

Ben Lo had thought he would still have an aptitude for body surfing, because
he'd done so nuch of it when he had been living in Los Angeles, before his
novi e career really took off. But he was as helpless as a kitten in the
swell's, his boogie board turning turtle as often as not, and tw ce he was
caught in the undertow. The second tinme, a pal e naked gi antess got an arm
around his chest and haul ed hi mup 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 conpl etely naked.
She said, "At last you are away fromthat revisionist bitch."

Ben Lo sat up, abruptly conscious, in the presence of this young naked

gi antess, of his own nakedness. "Ah. You are one of Avernus's-"

The wonman wal ked away with her boogi e board under her arm pal e buttocks
flexing. The spy unclipped the ankle line that tethered himto his rented
board, bounded up the beach in two | eaps, pulled on his shorts, and foll owed.
Sonetime later, he was standing in the niddle of a vast red-lit roomat bl ood
heat and what felt Iike a hundred percent hum dity. Racks of |arge-I|eaved
plants receded into infinity; those nearest himtowered hi gh above, fornmng a
living green wall. Hs armstung, and the tall young worman, naked under a
green gown open dowi -the front, but masked and wearing di sposabl e gl oves,
deftly caught the gl ob of expressed bl ood-his blood-in a capillary straw, took
a disc of skin fromhis forearmw th a spring-loaded punch, sprayed the wound
wi th seal ant and went off w th her sanples.

A necessary precaution, the old woman said. Avernus. He renmenbered now. O at
| east 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 bubbl ed
under lights strobing in fifty mllisecond pul ses. Another attack of nenory

| ossthey seemed to be increasing in frequency! Stress, be told hinself. "O
all the people | 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. W exchanged strands of hair in anber, do you
renmenmber? | kept mine. It was mounted in a ring."

"I didn't think that you were sentinmental."

"It was my idea, and | did it with all ny husbands. It rem nded me of what |
once was."

"Myowife."

“"An idiot."

"I must get back to the hotel soon. If they find out |I've been wandering
around wi thout ny escort, they'll start to suspect."

"Good. Let themworry. \What can they do? Arrest me? Arrest you?"

"I have diplomatic imunity."

Avernus | aughed. "Ben, Ben, you always were so status-conscious. That's why |
left. I was just another thing you' d collected. A trophy, |ike your Porsche,
or your Picasso."



He didn't renenber.

"It wasn't a very good Picasso. One of his fakes-do you know t hat story?"

"I suppose | sold it."

The young woman in the green gown cane back. "A positive match," she said.
"Probability of a negative identity point oh oh one or less. But he is doped
up with i munosuppressants and testosterone.”

"The treatnent," 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 pharmfarns. They grow tobacco here, with hunan genes inserted to
make various imunogl obulins. They took away ny people, Ben, and replaced them
with spies. Ludmilia is one of nmy original team They put her to drilling new
agricultural tunnels.”

"We are alone here,” Ludnilia said.

"Or you woul d have made your own arrangenents.”

"I hate being dependent on people. Especially fromEarth, 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 | ooking forward to
your arrival in Tycho. The | aboratory is ready to be fitted out to your

speci fications."

"I swore |'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 |ike maggots."
The spy took her hands in his. Her skin was | oose on her bones, and dry and
cold despite the hum d heat of the hydroponic greenhouse. He said, "Are you
ready? Truly ready?"

She did not pull away. "l have said so. | will subnit to any test, if it makes
your masters happy. Ben, you are exactly as | remenber you. It is very
strange. "

"The treatnents are very good now. You nust use one."

"Don't think I haven't, although not as radical as yours. | like to show ny
age. You could shrivel up like a Struldbrugg, and | don't have to worry about
that, at least. That skin color, though. Is it a fashion?"

"I was Gthello, once. Don't you like it?" Under the red lights his skin

gl eaned with an ebony | uster.

"I always thought you'd nmake a good |ago, if only you bad been cl ever enough
| asked for sonmeone | knew, and they sent you. It al nmbst makes nme want to

di strust them"

"W were young, then." He was trying to renenber, searching her face. Well, it
was two hundred years ago. Still, he felt as if he trenbled at a great brink
and a trenendous feeling of nostalgia for what he could not renmenber swept
through him Tears grew like big | enses over his eyes and he brushed theminto
the air and apol ogi zed. "I amhere to do a job," he said, and said it as nuch
for his benefit as hers. Avernus said, "Be honest, Ben. You hardly remenber
anyt hi ng. "

"Well, it was a long tine ago." But he did not feel relieved at this
adm ssion. "Re past was gone. No nore than pictures, no |longer a part of him
Avernus said, "Wen we got narried, | was in love, and a fool. It was in the

Wayfarer's Chapel, do you renenber? Hot and dry, with a Santa Ana bl owi ng, and
Channel Five's news helicopter hovering overhead. You were already fanmous, and
two years later you were so famous | no | onger 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 sem-retirenent in the
upper house of the Pacific Conmmunity parlianment. It was a little like an
interrogation, but he didn't mnd it. At |east he knew this story well.

The tall young wonman, Ludnilla, took himback to the hotel. It seemed natura
that she should stay for a drink, and then that they should nake |l ove, with a
| anguor and then an urgency that surprised him although he had been told that
restoration of his testosterone |evels would sonetimes cause enotional or

physi cal cruxes that would require resolution. Ben Lo had made |l ove in



m crogravity many times, but never before with someone who had been born to
it. Afterward, Ludmlla rose up fromthe bed and noved 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 negoti ati ons resunmed, a puni shing schedul e taking up at |east twelve hours
a day. And there were the briefings and sunmary sessions with the other

del egates, as well as the other work the spy had to attend to when Maria

t hought he was asl eep. Fortunately, he had a kink that allowed himto build up
sl eep debt and get by on an hour a night. He'd sleep |l ong 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.

Anot her reception, this time in the little zoo hal fway up the Wst Side. The
El f hamers were running out of novel places to entertain the del egates. Most of
t he ani mal s | ooked vaguely unhappy in the mcrogravity and none were ve ry

| arge. Bushbabies, arnadillos, and mice; a pair of hippopotam no |arger than
donestic cats; a knee-high pink el ephant with some kind of skin probl em behind
its disproportionately |large ears.

Ludmi | I a brushed past Ben Lo as he came out of the rest room and said, "Wen
can she go?"

"Toni ght," the spy said.

Everyt hi ng had been ready for fourteen days now. He went to find sonething to
do now that he was committed to action

Marl a was feeding peanuts to the dwarf el ephant. Ben Lo said, "Aren't you
worried that the animals mght escape? You wouldn't want nice running around
your Shangri-la."

"They all have a kink in their netabolism An artificial am no acid they need.
That girl you talked with was once one of Avernus's assistants. She should not
be here.”

"She propositioned nme." Maria said nothing. He said, "There are no side deals.
I f sonmeone wants anything, they have to bring it to the table through the
proper channels."

"You are an oddity here, it is true. Too rmuch rnuscles. Many wormen woul d sl eep
with you, out of curiosity."

"But you have never asked, Marla. |'mashaned." He said it playfully, but he
saw t hat Marla suspected sonething. It didn't matter. Everything was in place.
They came for himthat night, but he was awake and dressed, counting off the
mnutes until his little bundle of surprises started to unpack itself. There
were two of them armed with tasers and sticky foam cani sters. The spy blinded
them wi th honmenade capsi cum spray (he'd stolen chilli pods fromone of the
hydr oponi ¢ farms and suspended a water extract in a perfume spray) and killed
them as they bl undered about, scream ng and pawi ng at their eyes. One of them
was Marla, another a well-ruscled policeman who nust have spent a good portion
of each day in a centrifuge gym The spy disabled the sprinkler system set
fire to his room Kkicked out the wi ndow, and ran

There were nore police waiting outside the main entrance of the hotel. The spy
ran right over the edge of the terrace and | anded two hundred neters down
anongst bl ue pines grown into bubbles of soft needles in the nmicrogravity.
Above, the fire touched off the homemade plastic expl osive, and a fan of
burni ng debris shot out above the spy's head, seenming to hover in the black
air for along tinme 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 del egates had al ways been expendabl e.

Hal f the lights were out in Elffiane, and all of the transportation systens,
t he phone system was crashing and resetting every five mnutes, and the braking
| asers were sending twenty-nmillisecond pul ses to a narrow wedge of the sky. It
was a dunb bug, only a thousand lines |long. The spy had | aboriously typed it
frommenory into the library system which connected with everything else. It
woul dn'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 unravel ed the | ength of mononol ecul ar di anond



wire coiled inside

In the distance, people called to each other over a backdrop of ringing bells
and sirens and kl axons. 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 seened to have brought the fire in the hotel under control. Then

t he branches of the pines started to doff as a wind cane up; the bug had
reached the air conditioning. In the darkness bel ow, waves grew hi gher on the
Skagerrak, sloshing and crashing together, as the wi nd drove waves toward the
beach at the North End and refl ected waves cl ashed with those coni ng onshore.
The nononol ecul ar fil mover the |ake's surface was not infinitely strong. The
wi nd began to tear spray fromthe tops of the towering waves, and filled the

| ower |evel of the canyon with flying foamflowers. Soon the waves woul d grow
so tall that they'd spill over the | ower |evels.

The spy counted out ten minutes, and then started to bound up the terraces,
putting all his strength into his thigh and back ruscles. Mst of the setbacks
bet ween each terrace were no nore than thirty nmeters high; for someone with
muscl es accustoned to one gee, it was easy enough to scale themwith a single
junp in the mcrogravity, even froma standing start.

He was hal fway there when the zoo's el ephant charged past himin the w ndy
sem darkness. Its trunk was rai sed above its head and it trunpeted a single
despairing cry as it ran over the edge of the narrow terrace. Its nomentum
carried it a long way out into the air before it began to fall, outsized ears
flapping as if trying to Iift it. H gher up, the plastic explosive charges the
spy had made from sugar, gelatin, and |ubricating grease bl ew out hectares of
pl astic sheeting and structural frames fromthe | ong greenhouses.

The spy's legs were |ike wood when he reached the high agricultural regions;
his heart was pounding and his lungs were burning as he tried to strain oxygen
fromthe thin air. He grabbed a fire extinguisher and m ngled with pani cked
staff, ricocheting down |long corridors and boundi ng across w ndbl owmn fields of
crops edged by shattered glass walls and lit by stuttering red emergency
lighting. He was only chall enged once, and he struck the woman with the butt
end of the fire extinguisher and ran on w thout bothering to check if she was
dead or not.

Marl a had shown himthe place where they stored genetic material on one of her
endl ess tours. Everything was kept in liquid nitrogen, and there was a wi de
sel ection of dewar flasks. He chose one about the size of a human head, filled
it, and clanped on the Iid.

Then through a set of double pressure doors, banging the switch that closed

t hem behind him setting down the flask and dropping the coil of dianond wire
beside it, stepping into a dressing frame, and finally pausing, breathing
hard, dry-nouthed and suddenly trenbling, as the vacuum suit was assenbl ed
around him As the gold-filmed bubble was | owered over his bead and clanped to
the neck seal, Ben Lo started, as if waking. Sonething was terribly wong.

What was be doi ng here?

Dry air hissed around his face; headup displays stuttered and scroll ed down.
The spy wal ked out of the frame, stowed the dianond wire in one of the suit's
utility pockets, picked up the flask of liquid nitrogen, and started the
airlock cycle, ignoring the conputer's contralto as it recited a series of
safety precautions while the roomrevol ved, 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-di anond roof |ike black sheet-ice: a |ong,
narrow | ake of ice curving away downhill, it seened, 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 sonme kind of
distillery or cracking plant, and saw the line of the railway arrow ng away
across a glaring white plain toward an horizon as close as the top of a hill
The railway was a single rail hung fromsnmart A-frames whose carbon fiber |egs
conpensated for novenents in the icy surface. Thirteen hundred kil oneters
long, it described a conplete circle around the little moon frompole to pole,
part of the infrastructure left over from El f hame's expansi oni st phase, when



it was planned to string sibling settlenents all the way around the noon.

The spy kangar oo- hopped al ong the sunward side of the railway, heading south
toward the rendezvous point they had agreed upon. In five mnutes, the canyon
and its associated donmes and industrial plant had di sappeared beneath the
hori zon behind him The ice was rippled and cracked and blistered, and
crunched under the cleats of his boots at each touchdown.

"That was sone diversion," a voice said over the open channel. "I hope no one
was killed."
"Just an elephant, | think. Although if it landed in the |lake, it night 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 nobots hadn't been allowed into
this area. The ice curved away to the east and south |ike a warped
checkerboard. There was a criss-cross pattern of ridges that nmarked out
regul ar squares about two hundred neters on each side, and each square was a
di fferent color. Vacuum organi sns. He'd reached the experinental 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
al ready signaled to the transport using the braking lasers. It'll be liere in

less than all hour. W're a little ahead of schedule."

The transport was a snmall gig with a brute of a nmotor taking up nost of its
hull, leaving roomfor only a single hibernation pod and a small storage
conpartnent. If everything went according to plan, that was all he woul d need.
He cane down and | eaped again, and then he saw her on the far side of the
curved checkerboard of the experinmental plots, a tiny figure in a transparent
vacuum suit sitting on a slope of black ice at what | ooked |ike the edge of
the worl d. He bounded across the fields toward her

The ridges were only a neter high and a couple of nmeters across, dirty water
and net hane ice fused snoboth as glass. It was easy to | eap over each of
thent he gravity was so light that the spy could probably get into orbit if he
wasn't careful. Each field held a different growmh. A corrugated grey nold
that gave like rubber under his boots. Flexible spikes the color of dried

bl ood, all different heights and thicknesses, but none higher than his knees.
More grey stuff, this tine nounded in discrete blisters each several neters
fromits nearest neighbors, with fat grey ropes running beneath the ice.
Irregul ar stacks of what |ooked like black plates that gave way, hal fway
across the field, to a blanket of black stuff |ike 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 nade the
final bound across the | ast of the experinental plots-nore of the black Stuff,
like a huge winkled 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 | think you'll find it does."

Avernus was sitting in her pressure suit on top of a ridge of upturned strata
at the rimof a huge crater. Her suit was transparent, after the fashion of
the losing side of the Quiet War. It was intended to minimze the barrier

bet ween t he human and the vacuum environnents. She night 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 hi dden beyond
the little noon's curvature. The bl ack stuff had overgrown the ridge, and
flowed down into the crater. Avernus was sitting in the only clear spot.

She said, "This is nmy nost successful strain. You can see how vigorous it is.
You didn't get that suit fromny lab, did you? |I suggest you keep noving
around. This stuff is thixotropic in the presence of foreign bodies, |ike
smart paint. It spreads out, flow ng under pressure, over the neighboring
organi sns, but doesn't overgrow itself."

The spy | ooked down, and saw that the big cleated boots of his pressure suit



had al ready sunken to the ankles in the black stuff. He Iifted one, then the
other; it was like walking in tar. He took a step toward her, and the ground
col | apsed 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
recogni zes its own self. You could say I'mlike a virus, fooling the immune
system | dug a trench, and that's what you stepped into. Were is the
transport ?"

"On its way, but you don't have to worry about it," the spy said, as he
struggled to free hinmself. "This silly little trap won't hold nme for |ong."
Avernus stepped back. She was four neters away, and the black stuff was thigh
deep around the spy now, sluggishly flow ng 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 nmade no difference
at all to the stuff's integrity.

A point of light began to grow brighter above the close horizon of the noon,
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 nore than a
poor copy. The original is back on Earth, alive or dead. If he's alive, no
doubt he'll claimthat this is all a trick of the outer alliance against the
El fhamers and their new allies, the Pacific Community."

He said, "There's still time, Barbara. W can do this together."

The wonman in the transparent pressure suit turned back to | ook at him Sun
flared on her bubble helnmet. "Ben, poor Ben. I'Il call you that for the sake
of conveni ence. Do you know what happened to you? Soneone used you. That body
isn'"t even yours. It isn't anyone's. Ch, it looks like you, and | suppose the
altered skin color disguises the rougher edges of the plastic surgery. The
skin mat ches your genotype, and so does the blood, but the skin was cl oned
fromyour original, and the bl ood must cone frommmarrow i npl ants. No wonder
there's so nmuch inmunosuppressant in your system If we had just trusted your
skin and bl ood, we would not hive known. But your spermit was all ferale. Not
a single Y chronpsone. | think you' re probably haploid, a construct from an
unfertilized blastula. You' re not even male, except somatically-you' re swanped
wi th testosterone, probably have been since gastrulation. You re a weapon,
Ben. They used things |ike you as assassins in the Quiet \War."

He was in a pressure suit, with dry air blowi ng around his head and headup

di spl ays blinking at the bottomof the clear helnmet. A black | andscape, and
stars hi gh above, with sonething bright pulsing, growing closer. A spaceship!
That was inmportant, but he couldn't renenber why. He tried to nove, and

di scovered that he was trapped in sonething like tar that cane to his waist.
He could feel it clanmping around his legs, a terrible pressure that was
conprom sing the heat exchange systemof his suit. Hs |l egs were freezing
cold, but his body was hot, and sweat prickled across his skin, collecting in
the folds of the suit's undergarnent.

"Don't nove," a woman's voice said. "It's like quicksand. It flows under
pressure. You'll last alittle longer if you keep still. Struggling only makes
it mre liquid."

Barbara. No, she called herself Avernus now. He had the strangest feeling that
someone el se was there, too, just out of sight. He tried to | ook around, but
it was terribly hard in the half-buried suit. He had been kidnapped. It was
the only explanation. He renmenbered running fromthe burning hotel ... He was
suddenly certain that the other menmbers of the trade del egati on were dead, and
cried out, "Help me!l"

Avernus squatted in front of him noving carefully and slowy in her
transparent pressure suit. He could just see the outline of her face through
the gold filmof her helmet's visor. "There are two personalities in there,



t hi nk. The domi nant one |let you back, Ben, so that you would plead with ne.
But don't plead, Ben. | don't want ny |last nenory of you to be so undignified,
and anyway, | won't listen. | won't deny you' ve been a great help. Elfhane

al ways was a soft target, and you punched just the right buttons, and then you
kindly provided the nmeans of getting where |I want to go. They'll think | was
ki dnapped." Avernus turned and pointed up at the sky. "Can you see? That's
your transport. Ludmlla is going to reprogramit."

"Take me with you, Barbara."

"Ch, Ben, Ben. But I'mnot going to Earth. | considered it, but when they sent
you, | knew that there was sonmething wong. |'mgoing out, Ben. Further out.
Beyond Pluto, in the Kuiper D sk, where there are nore than fifty thousand
objects with a dianeter of nore than a hundred kilonmeters, and a billion comet
nuclei ten kilometers or so across. And then there's the oort doud, and its
billions of comets. The fringes of that nmingle with the fringes of Al pha
Centauri's cometary cloud. Life spreads. That's its one rule. In ten thousand
years, my children will reach Al pha Centauri, not by starship, but sinmply

t hrough expansion of their territory."

"That's the way you used to talk when we were married. Al that sci-fi you
used to read!"

"You don't remenber it, Ben. Not really. It was fed to you. All nmy old

i nterviews, ny books and articles, all your old novies. 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"'mquite nyself. | don't understand what's happeni ng, but
perhaps it is sonmething to do with the treatment | had. | told you about
that."

"Hush, dear. There was no treatnent. That was when they fixed you in the brain
of this enpty vessel."

She was too close, and she had hal f-turned to watch the movi ng point of Iight
grow brighter. He wanted to warn her, but sonething clanped his Iips and he

al nrost swal |l owed his tongue. He watched as his left hand stealthily unfastened
a utility pocket and pulled out a length of glittering wire fine as a

spi der-thread. Mononol ecul ar di anond. Serrated along its |ength, 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

| ooked at himand said sharply, "Wat are you doing, Ben?"

And for that nonment, he was called back, and he nmade a fist around the thread
and plunged it into the black stuff. The spy screaned and reached behind his
hel met and dunped all oxygen fromhis main pack. It hissed for a long tine,

but the stuff gripping his legs and waist held firm

"It isn"t an anaerobe," Avernus said. She hadn't noved. "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 nmy head back with you-and what? Use a bush robot to strip ny
brai n neuron by neuron and read ny nenories into a conputer? How convenient to
have a genius captive in a bottle!"

"It's me, Barbara. | couldn't let himdo that to you." Hs left armwas buried
up to the el bow

"Then thank you, Ben. |I'min your debt."

"I"d ask you to take me with you, but | think there's only one hibernation pod
in the transport. You won't be able to take your friend, either.”

"Well, Ludnmilla has her fanmily here. She doesn't want to |leave. O not yet."

"I can't remenber 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 tel
stories like that."

"Then |'ve forgotten."

"It's about an art deal er 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
studi o. He spares the painting a brief glance and dismisses it as a fake."

"I had a Picasso, once. A bull's head. | renenber that, Barbara."

"You thought it was a necessary sign of your wealth. You were photographed
beside it several tinmes. | always preferred Georges Braque nyself. Do you want
to hear the rest of the story?"

"I"'mstill here."

"OfF course you are, as long as | stay out of reach. Wll, a few nonths |ater

t he deal er buys anot her canvas signed by Picasso. Again he travels to the
studi o; again Picasso spares it no nore 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.' "

H s breathing was beconing | abored. Was there sonething wong with the air
systen? The black tuff was clinbing his chest. He could al nost see it nove, a
creepi ng wave of black devouring himcentineter by centineter.

The star was very close to the horizon, now.

He said, "I know a story."

"There's no nore time for stories, dear. | can release you, if you want. You
only have your reserve air in any case."

“"No. | want to see you go."

"Il remenber you. I'Il tell your story far and w de."

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 himdown. There was nothing he
could do, after all. The woman was gone. He said, as if to hinself, "I know a
story. About a man who | ost hinself, and found hinself again, just in tinme.

Li sten. Once upon a tinme .. ."

Sonet hi ng bright rose above the horizon and dwi ndl ed away into the outer

dar kness.



