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On the day the assassin was programmed to kill him Colonel Faustino Malarte
woke as usual froma dreamof falling. He was alone in his sleeping niche. The
worman was gone, his phone was ringing, his heart and head were poundi ng, and
his legs were tangl ed i n bl oodstai ned spi dersil k sheet s—perhaps that was why,
in his dream he had been bound hand and foot as w th swooning sl owness he
tunmbl ed past the ice cliffs of Canel ot Chasma, the sun a chill dianond pi nned
to the center of the black sky, deep shadows far bel ow

H s nmot her, who had a reputation for riddling auguries and onmens from dreans,
said that dreans 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 nmoment, and your soul would be forever bound to your rotting corpse.
Amongst Faustino's scattered thoughts, as he tried to nmap the extent of his
hangover, with the sharp residue of snuff pricking the bridge of his nose and
t he 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 woul d be caught; his plan would succeed; he would buy back his

fam ly's honor and | eave this insignificant iceball forever.

“Take the nessage,” he told the house, certain that the call would be from
Todd Krough, but the house told himthat he was not being paged on its com
system and Faustino realized that the infernal racket was the high-pitched
war bl e of his own official stealth-proofed phone, which was sewn into the

| apel 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 nmeant 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 Mmas's mcrogravity, Faustino was still as clunmsy as
any incomer fresh off the nass nover. He |ost his bal ance when he swung out of
the sl eeping niche, tunbled 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 bl ades before he slamred 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 sinulation of a
predawn sky somewhere on Earth, and a carpet of green, half-life polyner grew
up the curved walls, giving himthe illusion that he was cupped in a deep
grassy hollow. A chill breeze wafting over his bare skin. Stars pricking a
purpl e sky in which the woman's scribbles were barely visible. The shril
chorus of his stealth phone. He hitched hinself across the floor like an
overgrown toddler, pulled the jacket into his lap, and ran his thunb down the
lunpy braid that edged its wi de | apel

“I't is done,” Todd Krough said.

“Christ's balls, man,” Faustino said, his blood suddenly fizzing with spiders
and amphet ami ne. “You shouldn't be using this channel!”

“I't is done,” Todd Krough said again.

“It's done?”

“Your problem it is disposed of. Perhaps you require the details, Col onel

Per haps you would like me to file a report.”

“OfF course | don't want the fucking details! Not over the phone, anyway. [|'l
talk to you face to face. | nean, it is safe for ne to go out now, isn't it?”



“I told you that your problemwas di sposed of. The trap worked exactly as
i nt ended. ”

“Then there really was—=

Even though he had turned his house into a fortress, Faustino had not unti
this nmoment quite believed that someone had set an assassin after him

“l have done my part, Colonel, as | said | would. | sent a nmessage through the
appropriate channel, and | have been waiting for you ever since.”
“Vi ting?”

Faustino | ooked at the watch tattooed on his wist. He should have been woken
nore than two hours ago. The bitch must have reset the house system again.

“l have been waiting,” Todd Krough's killingly patient voice said, “for
exactly one hour. You did not respond when, three hours ago, | sent a nmessage
with the good news and details of our rendezvous, but | charitably ascribed
that to the shocking | ack of good manners you so often exhibit. However, it is
now quite clear that you have no intention of attending this very inportant
nmeeting, at which I planned to seal our agreenent. | hope, Colonel, you have
not had second thoughts. | hope that this does not nean that you have no faith
or trust in ny nethods and nmy word of honor. Because if that is the case,

must say in all honesty that | would take the slur on nmy integrity very badly
i ndeed.”

“Of course | trust you.”

It was a good thing the bitch wasn't here, Faustino thought-he woul d have been
tempted to kill her, and although as head of security on Mmas he could easily
square the death of a convicted prisoner, it would have led to all kinds of
conpl i cati ons.

He said, “l've been incredibly busy, getting |oose ends tied up. There's stil
plenty of time before the shuttle |eaves. I'lIl be ready in an hour. You can—=
“I'f you are worried about your safety, Colonel, | suggest you |l ook at the
nmessage | sent to you. It will assure you that it is quite safe for you to

| eave your house.”

“Where should 1=

“Find somewhere discreet in the [ower |evels of the main donme, and nake
yoursel f confortable,” Todd Krough said. “One of ny men will bring you to ne
post haste.”

Fausti no asked the house if it had any nmessages for hiny it said that it had
recei ved one three hours ago.

“Why the fuck didn't you tell ne?”

“You instructed me not to disturb you.”

“l did no such—2 Then Faustino realized just how conprehensively the wonan had
meddl ed with the house's systenms. “That bitch. Gve nme the nessage.”

It was a conpilation of anodyne news clips from Geater 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 nontage of nismatched spycam shots, a hone-made snuff
nmovie. A mld-faced m ddl e-aged man shot with shark-like swiftness into a pod
sonewhere in one of Canelot's industrial levels, threw hinself at another man
trussed to a crosshrace and tore himapart with teeth and hands and feet,

mur der er and nurderee di sappearing in a fog of blood and bl oody fragnments. A
junp-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 |inp; another
junp-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 nust now neet at once.

When Faustino had first heard the runor that an assassin had been programmed
to kill him he had thought that it was nothing nore than a bit of black
propaganda, a crude effort to make himpanic, to fuck up his deal with Todd
Krough. The gangster's ruthless, nmeteoric rise after the Quiet War had nmade
himplenty of enemies on Mmas and the other nobons of the Saturn system and
Fausti no had enem es too, not all of themtweaks. But then, just two days ago,



Faustino's security force had confirmed that a dedi cated vat-grown assassin
had indeed infiltrated Canel ot; investigation of the |ast batch of inconers
had turned up an anomaly in the records of one man, who had vani shed after
scorching clean his capsule roomand | eaving a crude death's head and a

dat e—today' s date, the day Faustino was due to depart for Paris,

Di one—scraw ed in bl ood on the door. Faustino had | ocked hinself in his house
and surrounded it with a squad of troopers and several dozen drones, and Todd
Krough had called in a favor froma grey market gene w zard. Now the trap
baited with an innocent victimtreated to a crude cosnetic job and infected
with tailored bacteria that gave himan 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 sane nonent the stealth
phone rang.

This time it was Faustino's gl oony deputy, Gabriel Blanca. “Sri Hong- Onen
wants to talk with you, boss. | know you don't want to | eave your house, what
with the assassin, so | told her that you had to attend to sone very inportant
busi ness. But she said that she would send soneone to find you, and | thought
| had better warn you.”

“You're right about the business,” Faustino said. “As a matter of fact, | 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. | have to take a little trip, Gabriel.”
“Atrip, boss? Is that w se?”
“Atrip, Gabriel, to Paris, Dione. In six hours I'll have escaped fromthis

m serabl e ball of ice. So, she is your problem not mne.”

“She said that she has nade an inmportant discovery, boss. And she was serious
about sendi ng someone to find you. Perhaps you shoul d delay your trip, and
find out what she wants. You can stay in your house, and neanwhile we will
continue to search for the assassin.”

Fausti no, spraw ed naked on the pseudograss carpet, stinking of sex and booze,
could in his mnd s eye clearly see his deputy's mournful face—his cap of
curly black hair, the hyphen of his razor-trimred noustache, his reproachful
poached- egg eyes—and felt a squirmof unease in his gut, alittle blurt of
acid. He could never decide if Gabriel Blanca was a nodel of rectitude, and
too stupid or too uninmagi native to see what was goi ng on under his nose, or if
he chose to ignore it because he didn't want to get involved.

“I won't be at hone,” Faustino said, “and | won't be coming into the office,
except very briefly, when | expect you to keep everyone and anyone away from

me. After that, 1'll be on the shuttle to Dione. So you see that | don't have
any time for this nonsense, Gabriel. You'll just have to handle this
yoursel f.”

“She said that she wanted you to see what she had found. She was very clear
about that.”

Fausti no groaned. “This has to be about the cave full of vacuum organi sns.

W' ve both read her reports, Gabriel. W both know that she hasn't found
anything interesting.”

One of the Als nonitoring Mmas's comuni cation traffic had intercepted and
decrypted reports sent by Sri HongOmen's field crew to her |aboratory in orbit
above Titan. They had di scovered and mapped a vast underground conpl ex, and
had | ocated an entire ecosystem of vacuum organi snms desi gned by Avernus, who
had been the pre-em nent gene wizard in the solar systembefore the Quiet War
and was now its nmost wanted war crimnal. Faustino had paid a professor of
biology in the University of Brasilia a considerable fee to assess the tedious
detail s of vacuum organi sm netabolism only to be told that there was nothing
novel —that is, nothing that was not already patented. Faustino suspected that
t hese anodyne reports were a snokescreen, that Sri Hong- Onen was hol di ng back
the good stuff for herself, but she ran a notoriously tight crew that was

i npossible to infiltrate, and hiring black bag nmercenaries to stage a
hit-and-run job woul d have been horribly expensive. Besides, he was busy



enough with his own schenmes, and nost 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
want ed you to see sonething.”

“You didn't think to ask, of course.”

“I did not ask,” Gabriel Blanca said primy, “because we are not supposed to
know anyt hi ng about it.”

Fausti no was picking at a patch of dried bl ood—+he woman's bl ood—en his thigh
Bl ack flakes fell slowy into the wiry turf of half-life polynmer that would,
by and by, absorb them He said, “No doubt she's found something that she

thinks is inportant, but will anyone else care? Do | care? | think not. She's
an obsessive. Gve her just one monent of your attention, and she'll never |et
you go.”

“I only tell you what she said, boss,” Gabriel Blanca said stubbornly. “That
it was inportant, and that you had to see it for yourself. Perhaps you shoul d
go. At |least you would be safe fromthe 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 woul d

spray into the air like black mlk. He said, “I have business to attend to.
have a shuttle to catch. Stall the witch. Say anything you |like, but stal
her. | don't have time for her nonsense.”

He had to talk with Todd Krough, cal mthe 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 mddlemen to his anonynous
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
Di one. For a nonent,

contenmpl ati ng the extent of these interlocking tasks gave hima bad case of

cl aust r ophobi ¢ dread.

Gabriel Blanca was protesting that he didn't have the authority to deal with
Sri  Hong- Onen.

“I"'mgiving you the authority,” Faustino said. “lmagine that |I'm already on
Dione, that I'min Paris, strolling beside one of its famous rivers, in one of
its famobus parks. In gravity where you can actually wal k upright, as God

i ntended. You're in charge, Gabriel, so you will have to deal with the witch
Meanwhile, | will do you the favor of praying that she returns to Titan as
soon as she can.”

“I'"l1'l note your transfer of authority,” Gabriel Blanca said stiffly.

“You do that,” Faustino said, and switched off the phone and added, “Wite it
on a stick, Gabriel, and shove it up your ass.”

He called for light and coffee, and when the house told himin its soft
contralto that there was no coffee, renmenbered that in a nonent of careless
generosity last night he had allowed the woman to take it all in return for
fulfilling the lubricious prom ses she had whispered in his ear. Real coffee
was as good as Greater Brazilian dollars on the grey market.

“l can synthesize coffee,” the house said.

“I"d rather drink yeast shit.”

“As an alternative, | have chocol ate or seven types of tea,” the house said,
and Faustino told it chocol ate would be fine, remenbering how the wonman's

qui ck clever mouth had planted |ingering kisses on every centineter of his
skin, how she had | ooked at him across the hairy expanse of his torso with the
sull en contenpt that excited himso—even now his poor chafed penis grewin
wei ght at the thought, a tender throb

He' d managed to trick her into playing one of his little ganes |ast night—a
gane 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 enbellished war stories (he
really was rather good at concocting disgusting details; next tine, he should
ask the house to make a recording), her quivering outrage inspiring himto
even greater heights of invention, until at |ast, because it was the only way

”



she coul d make him stop, she had nade 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 condemmed 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 nade |legal. There were thousands of prisoners rotting in the
forced | abor canps. One dose of virus, a session of indoctrination, and every
trooper could have his own body servant.

Fausti no asked the house to turn up the lights, and saw that the wonan had
added another drawing to the involuted scraw s that now stretched hal fway
across the low, curved ceiling of the sleeping chanber. She slept far |ess
than he did: all tweaks seemed to need little sleep, surviving on strings of
snatched catnaps. Oten, after sex, she would swing into the day hammock and
lie there doodling with a stylus gripped in hand or foot. She had el aborated a
regul ar Sistine Chapel up there, although the sketches of flayed or bursting
bodi es and body parts skewered |ike grotesque flowers on branches or bits of
br oken machi nery were nore like a work by Goya that Faustino had once seen in
the Prado than M chael angel o' s great nurals. He remenbered his father pointing
out the gruesone details, telling himthat this was the necessary cost of war,
that this was what nen sonetinmes had to do to other nen. He renmenbered his
father's grave, gravelly voice, his conplex odor compounded of sweat, stale

t obacco, sherry fumes and the polish of his black boots, the weight of his
hand on his shoulder. Hs father had shot hinself at his desk two weeks |ater
his web of debts and deceit unraveling far and wi de, a court order
sequestering the famly estate spattered with his bl ood and brai ns.

Fausti no had once asked the wonman if these drawi ngs were the kind of thing she
had stenciled on pressure suits, and she'd given himone of her dark

cont enpt uous | ooks and said that it had been different before the war. This
new bit of work was a skull born aloft on dove's wi ngs that sprouted belowits
jaw, Faustino realized, as he pulled hinself toward the shower, that the bony
face was somehow his. Sublimation, that was what the brain doctors called it
The wonman wanted so badly to kill him and she couldn't, even with a charged
pistol in her hand: the loyalty virus sawto that. Al she could do was show
hi m how nmuch she wanted hi m dead, and that inspired himto greater cruelties,
whi ch made her hate himeven nore. Faustino liked to think that they were
exqui sitely mat ched.

In the shower capsul e, he discovered that she had taken all his special soap
beads again, the ones, delicately infused with franki ncense and berganot and
m nosa, he had shipped in fromthe three-hundred-year-old shop in the
exclusive arcade in Rio. Wat did she do with then? She certainly did not use
t hem—she al ways came to himsnelling of sour sweat, a calculated bit of

defiance that was actually illegal in this fastidious city. Al that was |eft
were sachets of the pink, gritty soap synthesized by the foodmaker. And there
was still black nold defining the edges of the capsule's door seal, even

t hough he had told her about it—-had shown her, pushing her face right up to
it. She hadn't bothered to programthe house mtes to take care of it,

al t hough she had reset the capsule's tenperature; it was so chilly his naked
hi de prickled with goose bunps, and he squeal ed when the shower's powerful
fans threw a dense cold nmist around him

Black nmold in the shower's airmask, too, he realized, as a nusty, acrid taste
filled his mouth. Well, it wouldn't kill him The woman had once tried to

poi son him but the virus had forced her to tell himall 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 hi mby
gradual l y increasing the carbon di oxide content of the air while he slept.
She'd had to wake himup so he could hear her strangl ed, weepy confession, and
afterward they'd had a truly rousing session that had put her in the hospita
for forty-eight hours.

Happy days.

Shower ed, shaven, nedicated with aspirin and a tiny cup of bitter hot

chocol ate sprinkled with sonething that passably initated ci nnanon, the trench



between his lower lip and teeth tingling with a dusting of snuff he'd dredged
fromthe bottomof the wap he'd consuned | ast night, Colonel Faustino Malarte
felt a good deal nore human when, after briefly talking to the Al in charge of
Canel ot'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 tine to finish his business.

The first thing he did was tell the sergeant in command of the squad guarding
hi s 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 nmesh when his phone rang. It was, of course, Gabriel

Bl anca.

“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 ny standing orders. Cancel them”

“You do renenber what day it is, boss.”

“Even | would hardly forget the day | am supposed to be killed, Gabriel. But
none of that matters now ”

“Cf course it matters.”

“I't doesn't matter because it isn't going to happen.”

“You don't know that, boss,” Gabriel Blanca said stubbornly. “If you insist on
goi ng out, you nust have an escort.”

“Leave the squad to watch the house if you want, but 1'll have your head if
anyone follows ne. And don't waste any nore time |ooking for the assassin, by
the way. | 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 shoul d
stay in your house until the matter is resolved.”

Poor Gabriel Blanca. His plodding mnd, 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

anbush that had caught the assassin.

Faustino, swollen with secret amusenent, said, “Assassins are terrible
weapons, yes, and that is w thout doubt why one of our enemi es hatched this
pernicious runor in the first place. Wisper that a rewired assassin is |oose,
then sit back and watch us go crazy as we chase around after a ghost. Trust ne
on this, Gabriel: there is no assassin. It's a trick. No doubt to divert us
from somet hi ng soneone doesn't want us to know about.”

“I't isn't atrick, boss. It's very real. A man di sappeared. He set off an

i ncendi ary charge in his roomto foil our forensics. He left a message witten
in bl ood—=

“Real ly, Gabriel. That was nothing nore than a bit of stage nanagenent to add
tothe lie.”

“But, boss, this is the day—=

“l have work to do, Gabriel. Don't call me again, don't have me followed, and

don't even bother trying to use the spycans to keep an eye on ne. |'ve already
had a word with the Al about that. 1'll be at headquarters in a couple of
hours.”

Faustino's house was one of the finest in Canelot, confiscated fromthe el dest
son of what had been, before the war, its richest fanmily. It sat at the top of
the leafiest of the little city's many dones, hidden fromits 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 haul ed hinself toward the nmain cordway, he felt
that he was swimming through a fantastic floral replica of a coral reef, the
spheres and bl unt-ended oval s of houses tucked away anongst hangi ng curtains
of foliage like the Easter eggs his nother used to hide in the garden of the
estate,

constel | ati ons of suspensor |anps burning overhead, and Saturn a swollen storm



cloud tilted beyond the spiderweb of the donme's fullerene struts and di anond
panes. A gang of gardeners were trimmng 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 nmpst of the inconers
couldn't tolerate the idea of vermn swarmng freely about their homes and
busi nesses, and the rats had been culled by a tailored plague. Faustino m ssed
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 themwith a wire gun
fromthe terrace of his new house. The bl oom of bl ood and flesh when an

expl osive needle hit one of the little fuckers! Ah, the good ol d days j ust
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
somet hi ng done, you arranged it directly. It was in its way a nore honest

ti me. Back then, Colonel Faustino Malarte could have arrested a crook like
Todd Krough, confiscated his business and had hi mshot for treason, and no
guesti ons woul d have been asked. Now, he was forced to nake deals with him
Bel ow t he busy cordways that girdled the equator of Canelot's nain done, the
lighting was dimrer, the air colder, the air conditioning noisier. Pipes

| eaked steamthat condensed into drifting clouds of cold droplets, sucked this
way and that by humming fans. The fat resin and plastic cylinders of studios
and wor kshops were suspended |i ke bowerbird nests anmpongst islands of dark
green foliage, conplex tangles of electrical and fiberoptic cables and service
pi pes strung between them Discreet hol ographic signs hung shimrering in dim
air that snelled of solvents, paint, and hot netal and plastic, and tingled
with the greedy hiss of suction punps and the stuttering blurt of power

t ool s.

Faustino found an open air café beside a fall of jasm ne and gol den ivy, and
ordered up a sticky pastry and a beaker of coffee, making sure the counternan
prepared the coffee with a triple helping of real ground beans. It went

wi t hout 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 inpertinent bluster nid-sentence, and then hooked hinself to a
sling chair, sipping coffee and watching the street scene |ike a benevol ent
enper or.

Canel ot was famous for its pressure suits, and this was where they were made,
along with sleds, air plants, reaction pistols, tethers, and a hundred

speci alist tools for vacuum work. Tweaks cane fromall over the Saturn system
to buy custom nade p-suits and accessories. They nade a big deal about

aut hentic 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 nerits of a single artisan. Another district,
in the dome west of this one, specialized in the gromh and qui ckening of suit
liners. Athird, devoted to the decoration of p-suits, was where the woman had
wor ked before the war, painting whatever it was she had pai nted before she had
started specializing in skulls and filleted corpses. Baal anbs and bl uebi rds
per haps. Prewar pastoral scenes. The only tinme Faustino had ever seen her | ook
interested in anything at all had been when he'd taken her to his office to
show of f his prize, a p-suit chestplate decorated with the third of Mink'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 nan al ready had
two of them three nore were in nmuseuns on Earth; only God knew what had
happened to the seventh. Faustino renmenbered the way the wonan's gaze had
noved over the painting—her |ook so dreanily intense that for the pleasure of
seeing it vanish he'd imediately switched off the lights and ordered the safe
to shut itself away. She'd told himthat he didn't deserve to own it, and had
pretended not to listen to the anmusing story of how the piece had conme into
Faustino's possession after its owner had committed ritual suicide at the end
of the Quiet War.

That new drawi ng she had left on the ceiling—was it really a death's-head
portrait of hin? Wiy had she done it? A warning? A nmalign joke? She knew about



t he assassin and the prom se he had scrawl ed in bl ood; Faustino had told

hi nsel f 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

i mpress soneone who had spent every second of the Quiet War's hundred and
twenty days wondering if a mssile or a chunk of rock was about to snmash her
city flat.

As Faustino perched in the sling chair, sweating into yesterday's slightly
soil ed uniformas 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
himfromthe nouth of one of the studios a hundred neters down the cordway.
Eyes big and dark in pale faces, sly whispers. How tweaks liked to stare at

i ncomers—especially at him one of the nost inportant people in their
mserable little city, which for all its vaunted ecol ogi cal design and

i ntegrated systens was really nothing nmore than a collection of fragile
bubbl es raised on stilts above a wastel and of ice colder than the inner circle
of Hell and pocked everywhere with ancient craters.

Maybe t hose fuckers up there, staring at himlike a bunch of affronted | enurs,
had heard about the assassi n—nraybe they were waiting for sonmething to happen
You coul d definitely sell tickets for that kind of show to the tweaks; they'd
pay any price to see one of their so-called oppressors reaned fromthroat to
balls. Faustino toyed with the notion of identifying themw th his phone and
calling in a squad of troopers and giving themthe roughest day of their
lives—and he woul d 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 neant
early retirenent, purchase of land to replace the estate his profligate father
had |l ost, and restoration of his famly's honor

A stick-thin young nman with a powder-white conplexion, in a plain black junper
and tights patterned with black and white di anonds, was hangi ng nonchal antly
on the other side of the street's skein of red and yell ow cords, and taking a
good long ook at him After a noment, Faustino realized that he knew the

t weak—he was one of Todd Krough's junior hoods, Joly or Josif or some other
dunb angl o name—and gave him a cool nod of recognition

The boy gangster |ooked 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, comnpafiero?”

The boy said, “Todd doesn't |ike public places. Todd told me to take you to
him”

H s bl ack eyes were set close together above the sharp bl ade of his nose; he
nmust have practiced for hours in front of the mrror to perfect that flat,
fuck-you stare. He was twice Faustino's height, but so thin that in Earth's
gravity he woul d have col |l apsed |ike a bundle of tw gs. Faustino could have
snapped one of his arms between thunmb and forefinger

“Suppose | want to talk to himhere, out in the open with God as our w tness.
What woul d Todd do about that?”

The boy shrugged. “Todd knows that you must |eave soon. Todd knows you have no
time to play ganmes. 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 himsuch grief. He was about to el aborate on this thene,
to explain to the boy exactly where he stood in the schenme of things, when
soneone cal | ed his nane.

Faustino turned—too quickly and with too nmuch force. He al nost tipped out of
the sling chair and had to grab the boy's shoul der to steady hinself. The
boy's collar bone nade a sharp edge under the slick material of his junper.
“Ch no,” Faustino said.

Comi ng down the cordway, snoboth and fast as any native, was Sri Hong-Ownen's
right-hand man, Yam | Chou. He saw Faustino staring at him smled, and cane
on.



“Who the fuck is that?” the boy said.

“I't isn't anything to do with you,” Faustino said. “It shouldn't be anything
to do with ne, either. Stay frosty, friend. Let me deal with it.”

But the boy reached for something under his junper as Yam | Chou swung down to
the net platform and Yam | Chou, quick as a striking snake, caught the boy's
thin wist and broke it with a crunching snap. Faustino wi nced; the boy turned
even pal er but sonmehow nanaged not to cry out. He had big balls, all right.
Yanm | Chou | ooked Faustino up and down, perfectly bal anced on the swayi ng net,
neat as a cat in white tunic junper and white tights, his startling green eyes
radiating a weird serenity. It was inpossible to read fromhis face or his
body | anguage his intentions or his state of m nd. Perhaps he didn't have a
state of mind. Perhaps he was some kind of tweak, too: a vat-grown zonbie. It

was entirely possible. After all, what was the point of being a gene w zard if
you couldn't make your servants exactly the way you wanted then®? Perhaps Yanil
Chou, with his porcelain perfect skin, his small still face and those

extraordi nary eyes, was what an assassin |ooked |ike before assuning a
temporary human di sgui se.

“Li eut enant - General Hong-Oaen is very anxious to show you what she has found,”
he told Faustino. He was still holding on to the gangster's broken wist, but
other than that he seemed to be paying the poor kid no attention

what soever.

“I't will have to wait,” Faustino said, trying to kindle sone anger fromthe
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 surveill ance systen? O had
that nmoron Gabriel Blanca sonehow overridden the spycam Al, traced him and

bl abbed?

“This is of extreme inportance,” Yam | Chou said.

“So is ny 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 nme who the fuck—=

And then he was tunbling away head over heels, arnms and legs flailing. He
slamed into the roof of a workshop a dozen neters bel ow the cordway, slid
down its tight curve, how ing when his broken wist knocked against a resin
spur, and managed to catch hold of a power cable with a prehensile foot. He
twi sted upsi de-down like a bat, his right hand going for his weapon and
finding it not there—+t was magically in Yam | Chou's hand, although the man
had barely nmoved, was still poised |ike a dancer on the net platform as if he
was able to violate the | aw of action/reaction everyone quickly |earnt about
in Mmas's microgravity. He | ooked at the thing he'd taken fromthe 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'mbusy,” Faustino told Yanm | Chou loudly, for the
benefit of the boy. “Anything she wants to disclose to the security force
should go directly to nmy deputy.”

“You nust cone with ne,” Yani| Chou said.

“The fuck I will, you freak,” Faustino said, and reached for his pistol and
tried to pull back when Yami| Chou grasped his wist. The freak's long, neatly
mani cured fingers were as strong as steel. H's cal mgreen eyes were scant
centinmeters from Faustino's.

“Col onel Faustino Malarte,” Yam | Chou said formally, “Lieutenant General Sri
Hong- Onen requests that you attend her at once. It is a matter of the gravest
i mportance, concerning the fugitive war crimninal known as Avernus. | nust tel
you now that | have been given the authority to carry out nmy duty in any way |
see fit.”

Yam | Chou let go of Faustino's wist and slapped his cheek, all in one snmooth
qui ck motion. Something stuck just bel ow 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 fl owering thickets revolve around each other as Yam | Chou towed
hi m away; he heard, snmall as the squeak of an ant, the boy gangster shouting
that Todd would kill himfor this. Then something |ike sleep clained him



* * %

Faustino was falling feet first past an endless cliff, with a denon riding his
chest and a crackling jellyfish pressed agai nst his nose and nouth. The
assassin! He was being nurdered! He tried to grab his pistol, but his arns
wer e bound, the denon rode himexpertly, and the nmovenment was too rmuch for his
gorge. H s stomach cl enched 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 |ike watery goggles. A second spasm brought up a weaker
surge of coffee and chynme, and he coughed and spat and snorted until he could
get his breath.

“Hold still,” the denon said. It was Yanm | Chou. He deftly w ped Faustino's
mouth and eyes with a tissue, flicked the tissue into the jellyfish, which
somehow had beconme a plastic bag, and pinched the neck of the bag shut.

“What did you do to ne?”

Faustino was strapped to an accel eration couch. His throat was raw, and his
headache had returned. Sunlight splintered in his eyes. Beyond his boots,
beyond a semireflective curve of clear dianond, a vast cliff was rushing past,
its pale glare printed with inky crescents and clefts. O 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

M mas. This close little hem sphere of air was the cabin of a gig falling in a
precise trajectory across the pockmarked face of the icy noon.

Yanm | Chou unsnapped the couch's straps. “It was necessary to give you a snall
dose of tranquilizer, Colonel. | regret the side-effects of the

count eragent.”

Those cold green eyes gave nothing away. Faustino realized now that their
color remnded himof the winter swells of the Atlantic breaking on the |ong,

| ong beach at the northern boundary of his famly's estate. His nostrils stung
and he sneezed; disgustingly, a little spray of vonmt shot fromhis nose.
Faustino swal |l owed hi s nausea, gathered what was left of his dignity, and
said, “You are going to have a lot to answer for, ny friend.”

Yanmi | Chou blotted at the wi dening constellation of opal escent globules with a
tissue. “Lieutenant General Hong Omen requested your presence, Colonel. | was
instructed to facilitate it.”

Faustino's fingers ever-so-casually brushed the flap of his holster. It was
enpty. O course it was enpty. He had a sudden horrible vision of Yam | Chou
tow ng his snoring self through the cordways of the city. Tweaks hangi ng
everywhere, tweaks |aughing at his shame, tweaks videoing him and not one
moving to help him Pictures of his shame all over the city's infoweb.
“Facilitate ny presence—+s that what you call it? You drugged me, you freak
You ki dnapped ne!”

“I was instructed to use any neans necessary, Col onel. Lieutenant-Cenera

Hong- Onen has made an inportant discovery, and it is necessary that you, as
senior officer of Mmas's security force, witness it. | was instructed to
bring you to her, and to show you this.”

Yami | Chou held a sheet of filmin front of Faustino's face.

Faustino said, “Wat the fuck is this?”

But he knew very well what it was. G easy gl obul es of panic sweat popped from
his arnmpits and his forehead as he studied the neat rows of black and red
nunbers. Some data m ner had reconstructed every scam and cl andesti ne deal

had even pierced the black ice encryption protecting his very private account
on the Bourse. It was all there. The bl ackbook enterprises, the placenent
bribes, the fees for expediting |licenses: everything.

Yam | Chou gave the filma short, sharp shake. Nunbers swarmed to its margin
and a little window opened in its center, a spycamview of Faustino in his
white uniformwth its scranbled egg trim talking head to head with Todd

Kr ough.

“...No one will know about it,” Faustino heard hinmsel f saying, “until the

gui dance notors 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 nistake in

t he gui dance systema deliberate m stake inserted by a rogue technician who
wi Il be executed for sabotage. | have already sel ected our scapegoat. She had
a cousin who was crewing a scow at the begi nning of the war. The scow was
taken out by an enp mine, and of course her cousin died—=

Yam | Chou shook the filmagain, and the tinny whi sper of Faustino's recorded
voi ce cut off.

“An outrageous fake,” Faustino said with trenbling defiance. “An evil tissue
of lies woven by some story machine.”

“We have nmuch nore, of course,” Yanmi| Chou told Faustino. “Mre than enough to
incrimnate both the senior officer who has agreed to help you, and the nman in
the traffic control center who has been paid to infect the ring fragnent's

gui dance Al with a virus, to alter its trajectory.”

“There is no such virus. | challenge you to ask for the guidance Al to be
conpl etely anal yzed. Nothing out of the ordinary will be found.”

“OfF course not, because the virus will be downl oaded into the guidance Al
tomorrow. That is why Lieutenant-General Sri Hong-Onen wishes to talk with
you.”

“And | certainly will talk with her. After | have arrested her, and taken her
back to Canelot.”

Yanm | Chou pulled on nmesh gloves with a brisk snap. “l suggest that you strap

yourself into your couch. W are alnpbst 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 Yanmi| Chou had turned away from him He waved his hands through a virtua
display, and the ice plain tilted away as the gig spun end for end. Faustino
felt weight ghost through himas 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 swol |l en just above the close, curved horizon

They must be near Herschel crater and the western edge of the sub-saturnian
hem sphere, Faustino thought, which nmeant that those |ong 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 inpact of the chunk
of carbonaceous-rich ice that had been culled from Saturn's B ring a year ago.
And if Sri Hong-Omen had gone to all this trouble to have himbrought to

Her schel crater, perhaps she really had found sonething after all.

Sri Hong- Onen had cone to M nas sixty-five days ago, after a survey team had
di scovered the entrance to a subsurface structure on the outer slope of
Herschel crater's rimavall. The entrance had been reveal ed by quakes caused by
the inpact of a sooty ring fragnment that had been intended to fertilize the
ice plain north of Canel ot Chasma, and turn it into vacuum organism farm and
that coul d support the grow ng popul ation of inconers. But instead of blow ng
into a cloud of fine dark dust a kil oneter above the surface, the fragnment had
smashed down intact, creating a new crater half a kilometer in dianeter
spattering debris over a quarter of the little noon's sub-saturnian

hem sphere, and causing violent |ocalized quakes and | andslides as the rigid
ice crust rang like a bell. Two of Canelot's donmes had ruptured; nore than

ei ghty peopl e had di ed because they had not been able to grab air nasks 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, alnost everyone had believed that this disaster had been caused by
sabot age—three technicians with questionable security records had been
arrested, tried, and executed within an hour of the inpact—but a detailed

i nqui ry had discovered that someone had entered a minus instead of a plus into
the programthat had controlled the explosive charges: they had been set to
detonate a kil oneter below the surface of Mnas instead of a kil oneter above
it.

Qut of this conprehensive disaster came a single stroke of luck. A landslide



reveal ed 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 chanbers and caves that
was the secret |aboratory of Avernus. The Three Powers Cccupation Force had
known that it was hi dden sonewhere in Herschel, but the gigantic crater was a
hundred and thirty kiloneters across, about one-third the dianeter of M nas,
and whol e cities could have been hidden in its junbled i cescapes. \Wen a
tourist had disappeared in the area a couple of years ago, a thorough grid
search of ten square kiloneters 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 fromthe tunnel, that the very disaster
that had given Faustino the idea for the schenme that would restore his
famly's fortune had al so reveal ed the treasure Sri Hong- Omen so badly

craved.

Chance. Fate. A bad cosm c joke.

Never tell anyone your plans, Faustino's mother |iked 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. Yam | Chou fluttered his gloved fingers, as if conducting a
delicate mnuet. Attitude jets thunped. The gig sl ewed sideways, dropping

bet ween two huge folds of ice toward silver-grey donmes that clung to a sheer
wal | they rem nded Faustino of the swallows’ nests under the eaves of the
red-tiled roof of the villa his famly had rented each year in the little
Portuguese village, in the happy sumrers before his father had | ost
everything. Two puffs of white vapor briefly flowered beneath the domes and
somet hi ng expl osively unfurled: a net of smart full erene nesh. The gig yawed
close to the ice wall, dropped. The net folded around it.

* * %

Sri Hong- Onen was the best gene wi zard on Earth; it was said that in all the
sol ar system she was second only to Avernus. She had designed nost of the

bi oweapons depl oyed by the Three Powers Alliance; she was a billionaire
several times over (she was runored to have bought outright the coorbital
satellites Janus and Epi met heus); she was utterly obsessed with the woman she
bel i eved to be her sworn eneny.

Faustino had nmet Sri Hong- Onen just once before, when she had first arrived on
Canel ot. 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 |ong and
flexible as fingers, the result of a famus sel f-experinent in postnata
honeobox nor phogensis. Her eyes, their pupils capped with silvery datal enses,
raked Faustino fromhead to toe, and she told himthat she was going to throw
a security zone with a radius of fifty kilonmeters around what she called the
nest, that all the supplies she required would be routed from Di one and sent
directly to her research station unopened and unt anpered, that he, Col one
Faustino Mal arte, could best help her by staying out of her way. Faustino had
been entirely agreeable. For one thing, he had no choi ce—she outranked him
and coul d have bought and sold his soul with her spare change. For another, he
want ed 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 wal kway
that tw sted 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 roomlined entirely with white fur where Sri Hong- Omen and her young
son, Alder, lounged at their ease like a pair of haughty cats.

The gene wi zard favored Faustino with a bright smle. “Thank you for com ng,”
she said. “Yanm |, 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 agai n? No, thank Christ.

The wonman and the boy were watching himw th barely conceal ed anusenent. Both
wor e bl ood-red skinthins, and their shaven scal ps gleaned in chilly Iight shed



by a single suspensor |anp. Both had the sanme intense, serious gaze, the sane
bright blue eyes with silver points instead of pupils, the sane knowing snile
crinmping the corners of their bloodless |ips. Faustino noticed that Sri

Hong- Onen was stroking her son's calf with one of her long-toed feet, and
renmenbered the runor that she had illegally cloned herself and sw tched the
enbryo's sex; certainly, no one knew who the father of her son had been, or
who was the father of the enbryo she was currently incubating in an artificial
wonb on the Titan station

Sri Hong- Onen said, “Do you believe in fate, Colonel? Do you believe that our
destinies are shaped by patterns and forces we cannot see? O do you think
that everything we do is shaped by nothing nore than chance and conti ngency?”
“l 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.”

“l understand that you have nade a di scovery,” Faustino said. He felt the sane
m xture of dread and inpatience that had settled over himwhile enduring the
mandat ory Sunday visit with his great-grandnmother in her dim stuffy suite,
its dusty shadows cluttered with two centuries’ worth of menentos and the
little medical machines that kept her alive.

Sri Hong- Onen studied himfor a nmonent, then said, “Wat do the citizens of
Canel ot have to say about Avernus, Col onel ?”

Faustino shrugged. “1've never asked them?”

“But you know that they think she's alive.”

“l suppose so,” Faustino said.

“I't doesn't nean that she is alive,” the little boy, A der, said, his piping
trebl e thickened by scorn

Sri Hong- Oaen ignored her son. “Do your spies keep you informed about the
runors concerni ng Avernus, Col onel ?”

The nention of spies nmade Faustino uneasy. He said stiffly, “I take little
notice of runors, Madam | prefer facts.”

“The citizens of Canelot think she is alive—that's a fact. They think she has
a secret l|laboratory. Not this one, which she has obviously abandoned, but one
hi dden somewhere far fromhere. In the rings, or in an asteroid whose orbit
crosses that of Saturn, or even further out. On Charon, or in one of the

Kui per 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 fromthe sun, that
when she returns, in a hundred or a thousand years, she will begin a war that
will free the colonies of the Quter System Ronmantic nonsense of course, but |
believe that it has been el aborated around a kernel of truth.”

“You cane here to | ook for her, Madam Have you found her?”

“OfF course not. She is hiding somewhere, but not here.” Sri Hong-Oaen's gaze
suddenly focused on sonet hi ng behind Faustino, and she said, “Thank you,
Yam | .”

The chief of staff had silently reappeared. Wth a nodest flourish he
presented to Faustino a beaker soothingly warmto the touch. The air of the
fur-lined tent was so cold that everyone's breath was visible; Faustino was
unconfortably aware the whole structure was pinned to an ice cliff, with
not hi ng 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

wat chful thought. It was if, somehow, he had becone trapped inside Sri

Hong- Onen' s skul I .

“The tea will help you,” Sri Hong-Omen said. “It is a fornmulation of mne.”
Faustino took a polite sip, and found that the tea was good: hot, green, and
shar pened wi th gi nger.

“When you see what | have found, you will understand why | took such
extraordi nary nmeasures to bring you here, Colonel Mlarte,” Sri Hong- Onen

sai d.

“lI am not sure whether | should congratul ate you or arrest you, Madam You may
have nade an inmportant discovery, but that is no justification for kidnapping
the head of Canelot's security force.”



“You woul d not conme voluntarily, Colonel. You were too busy with that silly
little ruffian....”

Sri Hong- Onen snapped her fingers inpatiently, and Yanil| Chou said, “Todd
Krough, Madam”

“That's the man. Please, Colonel, don't try to deny it. You know that | know
all about your little schene, but let me assure you that | did not bring you
here to condemm you. Quite the contrary.”

Faustino said, “Wo gave you perm ssion to pry into my business affairs?”

“I am operating within the paraneters of our agreenent, Col onel.”

“I remenber no such agreenent, Madam”

“OfF course you do. You waived all rights to oversee ny investigation, and gave
me carte blanche to proceed as | saw fit.”

“Your investigation into this facility, yes—=

“The scope of ny investigation includes all the activities of the war

crimnal, Avernus,” Sri Hong-Onen said. “That includes assessing runors,
stories, gossip, and hearsay circulating within the [ ocal population. As part
of that investigation, | turned up enough evidence of corruption to damm you
forever.”

Her cold, bright gaze pierced himthrough. The boy, Alder, was staring at him
t oo.

“However,” Sri Hong-Omen said, “I amnot at all interested in your petty
schenes, except that one of them nmakes you useful to ne.”

Faustino gave her his best smile. It was obvious that she needed sonething
fromhim He was acutely aware that the clock was ticking, but there was stil
enough tine to nake a deal with her, and to get back to Canel ot and catch the
shuttle to Dione. It was possible that he was not doomed after all.

He said, “I amin your hands, Madam What do you want of ne?”

* * %

“Even | was beginning to believe that Avernus had stripped everything out of
her nest,” Sri Hong-Oaen told Faustino. “But just as | was about to abandon
the search, | found what she had been forced to | eave behind.”

“She wanted you to find it,” Alder said, and told Faustino, “You'll have to
forgive my nother. Until now, she's been unable to brag about her discovery.”
The boy sat beside Sri Hong-Omen, facing Faustino and Yanmi|l Chou. They were
all cased in pressure suits and strapped into a cart that was traveling down a
rack-andpi nion track laid down a narrow, steeply sloping shaft driven through
four kiloneters of ice to the bottomof Avernus's secret facility. Ripples and
flaws within the opal escent walls of the shaft glowed in the cart's headlights
i ke seans of semniprecious stones, slipping past at a steady twenty kil oneters
per hour. Faustino thought that it was like sliding dowmn the throat of a

gi ant.

Sri Hong-Oaen said, “If she did mean me to find it, she set ne no easy task.
There are hundreds of chanbers and at |east a thousand kil oneters of corridors
and shafts. It is a labyrinth nore conplicated than any the pharaohs built to
nmenorialize their deaths.” (Al der whispered, “He won't know about them”™ Hs
nmot her ignored him) “But this is no nonunment; Avernus sinply turned on dozens
of mning machines and | eft themrunning. There are mazes in three di nensions
and chanbers as big as cathedrals. There is a shaft that runs for nore than
eighty kilometers to a system of deep fractures under the fl oor of Hersche
crater; that's where she vented water vapor fromthe nining. Mdst of the
chanmbers are enpty, but we had to nap everything using deep radar and then
explore it all with drones before we could conme in ourselves. The whol e pl ace
epitom zes the woman's approach to her work—o design, no plan, just blind
faith that chance will throw up something useful. A horribly wasteful

fumbling, like trying to build a nachine by repeatedly throwing its conponents
into the air. Gven an infinite anmount of time, you can of course derive every
possi bl e structure by chance, but it's hardly a useful strategy.”

“Perhaps you could give nme an idea of what you have found, Madam ™ Faustino
said. Pinched in the shell of the badly fitting p-suit, sitting

shoul der -t o- shoul der and thi gh-tothi gh beside Yanmi| Chou, he felt horribly



cranped and cl austrophobic. He hated p-suits; this was only the fourth tine
he'd worn one since he had taken up his post. It chafed his knees and el bows
and crotch, and snelt strongly and di sagreeably of soneone el se's stale sweat.
“Don't worry, Colonel,” Sri Hong-Oaen said, “l don't want you to mi Ss your
shuttle. As for what | found, | think you already know sonething about it.”
“I'f you were doing your duty by spying on ne, Madam” Faustino said, “then you
cannot bl ane ne for doing mne.”

“OfF course not. But you should know that those reports were nostly lies. | had
to tell the Three Powers Cccupation Force sonething, you see, or they would
have sent sonmeone to investigate.”

“This is all a waste of tine,” Alder said. “He won't understand a thing.”
Faustino smiled at the precoci ous nonster. “l can assure you, young man, that

I will try very hard to understand what your nother has discovered.”

“Even his lies are feeble,” the boy said contenptuously, “and lying is what he
does best.”

Faustino allowed hinself a warmlittle fantasy—the brat's hel met smashed open
his silent gaping screamas vacuumripped breath and bl oody froth fromhis

| ungs—and was startled when Yam | Chou laid a gloved hand on the crook of his
el bow.

“Yam | is very good at what he does,” Alder said, with a nasty smrk.

Faustino bel atedly worked out the trick; it was just what he woul d have done,
in the circunmstances. “My suit is nonitoring ne,” he said, “and your man is
snhoopi ng 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-Oaen told her son. “We nmust use what we can.”

“W woul d have done better with the gangster,” Al der said.

“Col onel Faustino not only has access to the general in charge of traffic
control,” Sri Hong-Owen said serenely, “he al so has what the general craves.”
Fausti no was begi nning to understand what she wanted fromhim He said, “W
need each other, it seens.”

“For the monent,” Sri Hong- Onen sai d.

The shaft's steep slope flattened out. The cart slowed, glided dreamly

t hrough a tunnel supported by hoops of adamantine fullerene into a chanber
lined with soft quilting that glowed a sickly yell ow green, and stopped with
eerie precision by an oval hatch

Yam | Chou kept his pincer-like grip on Faustino's el bow as they cycl ed

t hrough the double airlock. “Don't conpromi se 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 atnosphere.”

The airlock led into a rectangular, lowroofed, dinmy lit bunker

Hal f - di smant | ed nachi nes squatted |ike dead toads on the rubbery floor, and a
spherical tent of clear plastic furnished with sling chairs, |ockers, and a

f oodmaker stood in their midst |like the nucleus of a cell.

Sri Hong- Onen and Al der, their blood-red p-suits vivid in the crepuscul ar
light, glided through the gl oonmy junkyard to a wi de wi ndow at the far side.
Yam | Chou forced Faustino to follow The wi ndow was set in the waist of a
vast, spherical chanber lit by a pale point source hung at the apex of its icy
ceiling. Miuscul ar hunps of ice swept down in snooth arcs toward a fl attened
floor, streaked with frozen eddies and swirls the color of old, clotted bl ood.
Thi ngs the shiny black of beetles’ wi ngs grew where the ice was darkest: dense
copses of half-nelted candl es; phal anxes of tooth-Ilike spikes; heaps of
tangl ed wires; w de neadows of brittle hairs; gardens of paper-thin sheets and
curled scrolls like the bits of spun sugar the estate's pastry cook had
sonetines slipped to the young, sweet-toothed Faustino. Many of the neadows
and gardens had sickly white margi ns studded wi th what | ooked |ike giant
toadstool s, and a |large copse half a kil oneter downsl ope was clearly dying
fromthe inside out, its lunmpy spires crunbling into grey ash

“Surely these are nothing nore than vacuum organi sns,” Faustino said, unable
to hide his disappointnent.



He had been expecting a clone farmof exotically tweaked babies, a wonderl and
full of exotic plants and animals. These growths were little different from
the thick black carpets cultivated in the experinmental fields south and west
of Camelot, on ice fertilized with expensively inported tarry stuff mned from
car bonaceous chondrites.

“OfF course,” Sri Hong-Owaen said. “But they are not at all |ike vacuum

organi sns grown for CHON food, except that they use |light energy to convert
prinmordi al hydrocarbons and ami no acids to nore conplex fornms. Commerci al
vacuum or gani sns have a pseudocel l ul ar structure, and share the sanme DNA code
as every organismon Earth, although of course it is witten in artificial
pyranosylic anal ogs of the four fam liar nucleotide bases. In many ways, they
are simlar to terrestrial prokaryotes.”

“Bacteria,” Alder told Faustino. “M crobes. Bugs.”

H's mother did not seemto notice this interruption. She said liltingly, as if
wr appi ng herself in a confortable story, “These, though, are far nore
primtive. |If conmercial vacuum organi snms are synthetic anal ogs of
prokaryotes, these are anal ogs of the ancestors of prokaryotes. They have no
pseudocel | ul ar structure, and they have no genonme. They are not generated by
the systematic execution of a centralized set of encoded instructions, but are
net wor ks of self-catalyzing metabolic cycles derived fromthe interactions of
pseudopr ot ei naceous pol yners.”

Al der said, “He won't have understood a single word.”

Fausti no, eager to prove the brat wong, said, “These things are not alive.
They are |like carpets or suit-liners.”

The boy's high-pitched giggle filled Faustino's hel net.

Sri Hong-Oaen laid her gloved hand on the shoul der of her son's p-suit and
said, “Be quiet, Alder. The Colonel is quite right, and you know it.”

Al der shrugged off her grip, and told Faustino, “My nother believes that,

wi thout the ability to internally encode information essential to their
reproduction, these are no nore than nachines. | disagree. | believe that they
are alive. They use energy to transform sinple conmpounds to conpl ex conmpounds;
t hey reproduce; they even exchange information anong thensel ves, although that
information is entirely analog in form W are accustoned to thinking of

i nformati on as being encoded in the witten word, in the binary code at the
base of all conputer |anguages, or in the genome, witten in the four-letter
al phabet of DNA and RNA. Qut there—= Alder nmade an oddly grand gesture at the
i cescape that fell away beyond the wi de wi ndow—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 fal sehoods or
untruths, Colonel. Wat is, is. O course, | expect that you find the idea
quite alien.”

The brat was a nonster, all right.

“They are machi nes, Colonel,” Sri Hong-Omen said. “Selfassenbling nachines
made out of polyners that resenble proteins, but machi nes neverthel ess.
However, they respond to changes in their environment by obeying the sane

sel f organi zi ng principles exhibited by biol ogi cal systens. Like natural
proteins, their polymers have funnel -shaped energy | andscapes. Like proteins,
t he functional shapes they assume are reached by bunping down the contours of
those funnels until they conme to rest at the | owest energy configuration
Avernus did not provide assenbly instructions, but she made use of conponents
t hat obey self-organizing rules. By gaining a conplete understandi ng of those
rules, it will be possible to control them”

Al der said, “My nother believes that these organi sms can be manipulated to
produce predictable states. She believes that it is a kind of puzzle, a
chal l enge to her skill and intelligence. | disagree. Avernus's genius was to
sel ect rules that produced organi sms | acking any internal description, so that
it is inpossible to change themin any predictable way, or to predict how they
m ght evol ve. She has set up a kind of anal og conputer that generates unique
and unpredictable solutions to a single problem how to survive and grow.”

Sri Hong- Onen said, “You nust forgive nmy son, Colonel. He is young; he is



still infected with romanticism |If Avernus was possessed by a kind of genius,
it was a horribly selfindul gent genius, obsessed with playing ganes for the

sake of nothing nore than play itself. | will prove nyself her superior. |
wi Il show that by providing this systemw th the right information to process,
it will be possible to force it to produce predictable solutions.”

Al der said, “My nother believes in the supremacy of logic and order. She
bel i eves that science is our only salvation; that only science can nmake sense
of the world and of ourselves. She believes in control and determ nacy. These
organi sns, and their unique, unrepeatable beauty, are an affront to her. She
cannot believe that they are nothing nore than a ganme. She has to believe that
t hey have a purpose, and so she has no choice but to prove herself better than
her eneny by trying to control something that by its very nature cannot be
controll ed. Something that is nothing nore than an el aborate hoax, a beautiful
j oke, a system for cranking out random wonders.”

“Sometinmes | think | should have made you dunb and compliant,” Sri Hong- Onen
told her son.

“But then you would have had no one to talk to,” Alder said conplacently.

They were |ike squabbling | overs, Faustino thought.

“Ch, don't think you are irreplaceable,” Sri Hong-Omen said. “Avernus and

will have many things to tal k about, after | have found her. And then there's
your new brother, waiting to be born.”

“I know that you'll love himnore than ne,” Alder said, “but | don't care,
because | know that I'mthe only person in the whol e solar systemwho is your
equal .”

“OfF course you are,” Sri Hong-Oaen said indulgently, and turned to Fausti no.
“Despite our differences, Colonel, we both agree that if we want to dis