For Stephen and Asha

carenieval (k&r'n-vl) n.

[Italian carnevale, from Old Italian carnelevare: carne, meat (from Latin caro, carn-) + levare,
toremove (from Latin levare, toraise).]

lit. “farewdl to the flesh”
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BOOK ONE

The Festival of Meat

1

MICHELANGELO OSIRISLEARY KUSANAGI-JONES HAD BEEN drinking since fourteen
hundred. He didn’t plan on stopping soon.

He occupied a bubbleport on the current observation deck of Kaiwo Maru, where he had been since he
gtarted drinking, watching ayelow main-sequence star grow. The sun had the look of adancer swirling
inveils, aVan Gogh starscape. Eons before, it had blundered into acloud of interstellar gas and was il
devouring the remains. Persistent tatters glowed orange and blue against a backdrop of stars, avast,
doomed display of color and light. Kusanagi-Jones could glimpse part of the clean-swept dliptical path
that marked the orbit of New Amazonia: adarker streak like aworm tunnel in aleaf.

Breethtaking. Ridiculoudy named. And hisdegtination. Or rather, their destination. Which waswhy he
was drinking, and why he didn’t intend to stop.

Asif the destination—and the misson—weren’t bad enough, there wasthe little issue of Vincent to
contend with. Vincent Katherinessen, the Old Earth Colonid Coalition Cabinet’ svelvet-glovediron
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hand, far too fiel d-effective to be categorized as amere diplomatic envoy no matter how his passport
was coded. Vincent, whom K usanagi-Jones had managed to avoid for the duration of the voyage by first
taking to cryo—damn the nightmares—and then restricting himsdlf to the cramped comfortsof his
quarters...and whom he could avoid no longer.

Vincent was brilliant, unconventiona, amost protean in histhinking. Unless something remarkable had
changed, he wore spiky, kinky, sandy-auburn braids a shade darker than his freckled skin and a shade
paer than hislight-catching eyes. He wastdl, sarcastic, dender, bird-handed, generous with smiles as
breathtaking as the nebula outside the bubbleport.

And he was the man Michdangel o Kusanagi-Jones had loved for forty years, dthough he had not seen
him in seventeen—since the last time he had betrayed him.

Not that anybody was counting.

Kusanagi-Jones had anticipated their date by hours, until the gray and white lounge with itsgray and
white furniture retreated from his awareness like a painted backdrop. If Kusanagi-Jones captained a
garship, he'd licenseit in reds and golds, vivid prints, anything to combat the black boredom of space.

Another man might have snorted and shaken his head, but Kusanagi-Jones didn’t quite permit himself a
amile of sdlf-knowledge. He wastrying to distract himsdlf, because the liquor wasn't hel ping anymore.
Andin addition to his other qualities, Vincent was a so dmost pathologicaly punctud. He should be
along any tick—and, in fact, a shadow now moved across Kusanagi-Jones s fish-eye sensor,
accompanied by the rasp of shoes on carpet. “Michelangelo.”

Kusanagi-Jones finished hisdrink, set the glassin the dispensall, and turned. No, Vincent hadn’t
changed. Slightly softer, belly and chin not astight asin their youth, gray dulling hair he wastoo proud to
have meanized. But in the vigorous middle age of hissixties, Vincent was still—

“Mr. Katherinessen.” Kusanagi-Jones made his decision and extended his hand, ignoring Vincent's
consdering frown. Not a gesture one made to a business associate.

Through the resistance of their wardrobes, fingers brushed. Hands clasped. Vincent hadn’t changed his
program either.

They could il touch.

Kusanagi-Jones had thought he was ready. But if he hadn’t known, he would have thought he’ d been
jabbed, nano-infected. He' d have snatched his hand back and checked his readout, hoping his docs
could improvise a counteragent.

But it wasjust chemistry. The reason they’ d been separated. The reason they were here, together again,
on astarship making port in orbit around arenegade world. Old times, Kusanagi-Jones thought.

Vincent arched an eyebrow in silent agreement, asif they’ d never parted.

“Kill or bekilled,” Vincent said, next best thing to amantra. Kusanagi-Jones squeezed hisfingers and let
their handsfall apart, but it didn’t sever the connection. It was too practiced, too reflexive. Vincent' s gift,
the empathy, the sympathy that turned them from men into ateam. Vincent' s particular gift, complement
of Kusanagi-Jones's.

Vincent stared at him, tawny eyes bright. Kusanagi-Jones shrugged and turned his back, running his
fingers across the rainbow lights of his subdermal watch to order another martini, codes flickering across
neuro-morphed retinas. He stared out the bubble again, waiting while the drink was mixed, and retrieved



it from the dispensdll lessthan ameter away.

“Oh, good.” Vincent's Earth patois—his com-pat—was accentless. “Nothing makes afirst impresson
liketurning up shitfaced.”

“They think we' re animals anyway.” Kusanagi-Jones gestured to a crescent world resolving as Kaiwo
Maru entered the plane of the ecliptic and began changing to give her passengersthe best view. “Not like
we had a chance to make them like us. Look, crew’s modulating the ship.”

“Seen one reconfig, seen them dl.” Neverthdess, Vincent came up to him and they waited, silent, while
Kaiwo Maru reworked from a compact shape optimized for travel to something spidery and elegant,
designed to dock with the station and transfer cargo—alive and materia—as efficiently as possible.

“Behold,” Vincent teased. “New Amazonia”

Kusanagi-Jonestook asip of hismartini, rolling the wel come rawness over histongue. “ Stupid name for
aplanet.” Hedidn't mind when Vincent didn’t answer.

Bravado asde, Michdangelo did stop drinking with the onein his hand, and Vincent pretended not to
notice that he checked hiswatch and adjusted his blood chemistry. Meanwhile, Kaiwo Maru docked
without a shiver. Vincent didn’t even have to put his hand out to steady himself. He pretended, also, that
he was looking at the towering curve of the station beyond the bubble, but really, he was watching
Michdangd o' sreflection.

There had been timesin the last decade and a hdf when Vincent had been convinced he' d never exactly
remember that face. And there had been timeswhen he' d been just as convinced he' d never get it out of
his head. That he could fed Michelangel o standing beside him, glowering as he was glowering now.

Onewouldn't discern it casually; Angelo wouldn’t permit that much emotion reveded. His featureswere
broad and solemn, his eyes stern except when bright. He seemed stolid, wary, unassuming—a blocky
muscular man whose coloring facilitated histendency to fade into the shadows. But Vincent felt him
glowering, his displeasure like the weight of an angry hand.

Michelangelo glanced a hiswatch asif contemplating the colored lights. Vincent knew Michelangel o had
aheads-up; he wasn't checking the time. He was fidgeting.

Fidgeting was new.
“I don’'t love you anymore.” Michelangel o pressed his hand to the bubble and then raised it to his mouth.
“I' know. | can ill read your mind.”

Michelangelo snorted againgt the back of hisfingers. “I'maLiar, Vincent. You'll believe what | want you
to believe”

“How generous.”

“Just true.” Then theirony of his own statement seemed to strike him. He dropped his head and stared a
thetips of hisshoesasif hypnotized by the rainbows reflected across them. When he glanced back up,
Vincent could read laughter in the way the crinkles at the corners of his eyes had deepened.

Vincent chuckled. He touched hiswatch, keying hiswardrobe to something more formal, and stilled



momentarily while the program spread and the wardrobe rearranged itself. “Do you want me, at least?
That would make things easier.”

Michelangel o shrugged, impassive. Vincent turned, now watching him frankly, and wondered how much
of the attraction was—had aways been—that Michelangelo was one of the few people he' d met that he
couldn’t reed like afiche.

“They offered me a choice. Therapy or forced retirement.”

Michelangd o’ s coloring was too dark for hisface to pae, but the blood draining made him ashen. “Y ou
took therapy.”

Vincent stifled avindictiveimpulse. “|I took retirement. | don’t consder my sexuaity something that needs
to be fixed.”

“Sign of persstent pathology,” Michdangdo said lightly, but his hands trembled.

“So I’'ve been told. Thefunny thing is, they couldn’t makeit stick. | didn’'t even make it home before |
wasrecdled. Apparently I'm indispensable.”

Micheangel o’ sthumb moved across hisinner wrigt, giving Vincent asympathetic shiver at theimagined
texture of the skin. Another glass gppeared in the dispensdll, but from the smell, thisone wasfruit juice.

He sipped the juice and made aface. “1 heard.”
Vincent wondered if the licensewas off. “ And you?’

“Not asindispensable as Vincent Katherinessen.” He put the glass back and watched asit recycled: the
drink vaporizing, the glassfogging. A waste of energy; Vincent controlled the urge to lecture. If they got
what they needed on New Amazonia, it wouldn't be an issue—and anyway, they were on astarship, the
one placein the entire OECC where conserving energy wasn't acivic duty as mandated as community
sarvice. “I took the therapy.”

Vincent swallowed, wishing he could taste something other than the tang of atomizing juice. He picked a
nonexistent bit of lint off hisdeeve. “Oh.”

Micheangelo lifted his chin, turned, and gave Vincent a smile warm enough to melt hisimplants. He
glanced over his shoulder, asif ascertaining the lounge was empty, then leaned forward, did both hands
up Vincent's neck, and pulled Vincent' s head down to plant awet, tender kisson hislips.

It'salie, Vincent told himself, as his breath shortened and his body responded. Michelangelo was
substantial, al muscle under the draped knits his wardrobe counterfeited. They both knew he controlled
Vincent theingtant Vincent let him close.

Just as Vincent knew Michelangel o' s gpparent abandonment to the kiss was probably as counterfeit as
his“hand-knitted” swegter. It'sa lie. He took the therapy. It didn't help. Hisbody believed; hisintuition
trusted; the partnership breathed into the kiss and breathed out again. Sparkles of sensation followed
Michelangelo's hands as they cupped Vincent's skull and stroked his nape. He knew Michdangelo
wanted him, as he had dways known. As Micheangelo had always permitted him to know.

He wondered what the ship’s Governors made of the kiss, whether they had been ingtructed to turn a
blind eye on whatever illegdities proceeded between the diplomat and his attaché. Or if their interaction
had been logged and would be reported to the appropriate agencies within the Colonia Coalition when
Kaiwo Maru dispatched a packet bot.



The relationship between the Cabinet and the Governors was complex; the Cabinet did not carry out
death sentences, and the Governors did not answer to the Cabinet. But after the Great Cull, they had
begun performing some of their Assessmentsin accordance with planetary laws. There was déente; an
dliance, of sorts, by which the Cabinet maintained control and the Governors, with their own inhuman
logic and society, supported an administration that maintained ecological balance.

Once, there had been many governments on Old Earth. Industridized nation-states and aliances had
used more than their share of resources and produced more than their share of waste. But Assessment
had ended that, along with human life in the Northern Hemisphere. In the wake of an apocalypse, people
often become reactionary, and the survivors of Assessment were disproportionately Mudim and
Catholic. And in asociety where being granted permission to reproduce was idedized—even
fetishized—where every survivor meant that someone ese had not lived...those who were different were
not welcome.

Over aperiod of decades, in the face of necessity, resistance to the widespread use of reproductive
technology and genetic surgery waned. The Governors did not care about the morality of the
human-made laws they enforced. Or their irony ether.

So, throughout Coalition space, that kiss was the overture to acapital case. But just thisonce, itsillegality
didn’'t matter. That particular illegdity waswhy they were here.

Micheangelo leaned back, but his breath stayed warm on Vincent's cheek, and Vincent didn't pull away.
“They’ll just separate us again when thisisover.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. We were useful to them once.”
“Politicswere different then.”
“The politics are different now, too.”

Michelangelo disengaged, stepped back, and turned away. “ Can't honestly think we will be allowed
within three systems of each other. After New Earth”—Michelangel 0’ sweight shifted, aguilty tell
Vincent could have wasted haf aday on if he'd been in the mood to try to figure out how much of what
Micheangel o gave him was redl—"we re lucky the Cabinet thought us useful enough to keep dive.”

By Michdangelo’'s standards, it was a speech. Vincent stood blinking for amoment, wondering what else
had changed. And then he thought about therapy, and the chip concedled in—but isolated from—his
wardrobe. Don’t love you anymore.

That would make things easier, wouldn't it?

“If we pull this off”—Vincent folded his hands behind his head—" The Cabinet won't deny us much. We
could retireonit. | could finaly introduce you to my mother.”

A snort, but Michdangelo turned and leaned againgt the bubble, folding hisarms. *If we don’t wind up
Assessed.”

Vincent grinned, and Micheangd o grinned back reluctantly. The sour, sharp notein Michdangelo's
voice was ahomecoming. “If we bring home just the technology we' re to negotiate for—"

“Assuming it iseither portable or reproducible?’

“—we re unlikely to find ourselves surplused. | know what acheap, clean energy source will mean to the
Captaincy on Ur. And to appeasing the Governors. What will it mean on Old Earth?’



Michelangelo had that expression, the knitted brow and set musclein hisjaw that meant he agreed with
Vincent and wasn't happy about it. He had to be thinking about Old Earth’ stightly managed population
of fifty million, about biodiversity and environmenta load and Assessment. Culling.

“On Earth?” Michelangelo would never call it Old Earth, unless speaking to someone who wouldn't
know what he meant otherwise. “Might mean no cullsfor fifty, ahundred years.”

“That would pay for alot.” Michelangelo could do the math. Nonpolluting power meant that alarger
population could be supported before triggering the Governors' inexorable logic.

The Governorsdid not argue. They smply followed the programs of the radica environmentaistswho
had unleashed them, and reduced the load.

Assessmentswere typicaly small now. Nothing like the near-extermination of the years surrounding
Diagpora, because Old Earth' s popul ation had remained rdlatively stable since nine and ahdf billion
citizens had been reduced to organic compounds, their remains used to reclaim exhausted farmland,
reinvigorate desertified grasdand, enrich soil laid over the hulks of emptied cities—or smply seded up in
long-abandoned cod minesand oil wells.

Micheangelo’ s nod was curt, and dow in coming. Vincent wondered if he' d been mistaken in pushing for
it, but then Michelangelo made him alittle present of the smile they both knew tangled Vincent’ s breath
around hisheart. “ And if we manage to overthrow their government, steal or destroy their tech, and get a
picture of their prime minister in bed with a sheep in bondage gear?”’

A heartbeat, but Vincent didn’t even try to keep therdlief off hisface. “They’ll probably give you another
medal you' re not allowed to take home.”

Michelangdl o’ s laugh might have been mistaken for choking. He shook his head when he stopped, and
waved a hand out the bubble at the light over the docking bay, on Boadicca Station’sside. “Light's
green. Let’ s catch our bus.”

Pretoria household' s residence was already bannered and flowered and gilded to excesswhen Lesa
arrived home, but that was't limiting the ongoing application of gaud. The street-level entrance opened
onto awide veranda, and one of Pretoria household’ s foremothers had wheedled House into growing a
long, filigreed lattice from floor to roof around it. It was a pleasant, airy screen that normally created a
sense of privacy without disrupting sight lines, but currently it was burdened with enough garland to drift
scent for blocks, without congdering the sticks of incense thrust in among the flowers. Those would be lit
two evenings hence. In the meantime, misted water would keep the blooms fresh.

L esa climbed the steps aong with the household male who' d accompanied her on her errand. Xavier
carried adozen bottles of winein adivided wicker holder dung over his shoulder. He was a steadly,
careful sort; they didn’t clink.

Lesahersalf had two bags—the pick of fresh fruit and vegetables from the morning’ s markets—and two
live chickensin aflat-bottomed sack, dumbering through their last hoursin artificid darkness. It paid to
get there early, especidly near Carniva, and Elenawouldn’t trust the males or the servants with anything
asimportant as buying for aholiday med.

Besides, they were dl busy decorating.

Katya, Lesa s surviving daughter, supervised the activity on the veranda, her glossy black hair braided off



her neck, unhatted in the sun. “Melanoma,” Lesa said, kissing her on the back of the head as she went
by.

Kayawasfifteen Amazonian years—twenty-odd, in standard converson—and impatient with anything
that smacked of responsible adulthood. And she wouldn't wear her honor around the house; her hip was
naked even of aholster. Of course, Lesa—both hands full of groceries, unable to reach her honor
without dropping chickens or fruit—wasn’t much of an example, whatever her renown asadudist twenty
years and three children ago.

Katyablew her fringe out of her eyes. “ Sunblock.” She rubbed Lesa s cheek with agreasy finger. “Hats
aretoo hot.”

“Onthe contrary,” Lesasad. “Hats are supposed to keep you cool.” But it waslike arguing with afexa;
the girl just gave her an inscrutable look and went back to braiding a gardeneid garland, the sweet juice
from the crushed sems dicking her fingers. “Want hdp?’

“Loveit,” Katyasad, “but Claude sin there. The Codlition ship made orbit overnight. You'reon.”
“They got herefor Carnival? Typica maetiming.” Lesa stretched under her load.

“Seeyou a dinner.” Katya ducked from under her lapful of flowers and turned so she could lean forward
mockingly to kissthe ring her mother wore on the hand that was currently occupied by the sack of
chickens.

Inside the door, Lesa passed the groceries to one of the household staff and sent her off with Xavier
once he' d kicked his sandals at the catchall. Lesabaanced on each foot in turn and unzipped her boots
before hanging them on the caddy. In Penthesilea s equatorid heet, al sorts of unpleasant thingsgrew in
unaired shoes.

She dug her toesinto the cool carpetplant with asigh of rdlief and hung up her hat, grateful to House for
taking the edge off the sun. Claude and Elenawould be in the morning room at breakfast, which was il
being served. Lesa s tomach rumbled at the smell as she walked through seashell rooms and down an
arched corridor, enjoying the aviform song House brought in from the jungle along with filtered light.

Elena Pretoria was exactly where Lesa had imagined her, on the back verandawith her long hands
spread on the arms of arattan chair—red furniture, not provided by House—her silver-streaked hair
gripped into atail and her skin glowing dark gold against white lounging clothes. For dl theair of comfort
and grace she projected, however, Lesanoticed the white leather of her holster dung on her waist and
buckled down to her thigh. Elenahad a past asadudlist, too, and asapalitician. And she wasn't about
to let Claude Singaporeforget it, even if Claude s position as prime minister was enough rank to let her
enter another woman’ s household without surrendering her honor.

Claude wastdl and bony, abeautiful woman with blunt-cut hair that had been white as feathers since she
wasin her twenties, and some of the lightest eyes L esa had ever seen—which perhaps explained the
depth of the crow’ s-feet decorating her face. They couldn’t al be from smiling, though Lesawasn't sure
she' d ever seen Claude not smiling. She had an arsend of amiles, including amedancholy onefor funerds.

“Lesa,” Claude said, as Lesa greeted her mother with alittle bow. “1’m here—"
“I heard. The grapevine salight-minute ahead.”

Claude stood up anyway, extending her hand. Lesatook it. Claude had a politician’ s handshake, firm but
gentle. “1 don’'t know why we even have media on this planet.”



“It gives us someoneto blame for scandds,” Lesaanswered, and Claude laughed even though it hadn't
been funny. “I’m ready. When will they make landfdl?’

“Tomorrow. WEe re shuttling them down. Y ou'll come by this evening for abriefing?’

“Of course,” Lesasad. “Dinnertime?’

“Good for me.”

Claude stepped away from her chair, and Elenatook it asacueto stand. “Leaving us aready?’

“The Republic never deeps. And | can hear Lesal s somach rumbling from here. | imagine she d enjoy a
quiet breskfast with her family before the madness begins.”

“Claude, | don’t mean to chase you out of your chair,” Lesasaid, but Claude was turning to shake
Elend shand.

“Nonsense.” Claude stepped back, and adjusted her holster. It wasa Y -style, and they had atendency
to pinch when one stood. “I'll see you tonight. | can show mysdlf out—"

“Good-bye.” Lesadid wak afew steps toward the door with the guest, so as not to give offense. When
Claude was safely gone, shetilted her head at Elena. “Why did she come hersdf?’

“Probably a subtle message not to try anything tricky. She hasn't forgiven mefor getting her wife ousted
from the Export Board, and she till thinks the Coalition can be gppeased.” The twist of her mouth
revealed what she thought of that idea. It made Lesarestrain asmile: it was dso Katya s moue, and
Lesa s son Julian made the same face when he was concentrating.

Lesa used that image of Julian to keep her voice under control. “ As soon as they have what they want,
the Codlition will scorch us off the surface. They’ re distracting uswhile they set up thekill.”

“They’' d haveto justify the ecologica damage from an orbital attack to the Governors, and that would
be...hard to get gpprova for, | imagine. They might convince the Governors that we need to be
Assessed, however, and brought under control. We' d fight.”

Lesacaught the glint of Elena ssmile. “Y ou heard from Katherine L exasdaughter.”
“Coded. A packet concedled in the Kaiwo Maru’ slogburst as she made orbit.”

Lesa could imagine the resources required to arrange for treason and insurrection to be transmitted in a
ship’ sidentification codes on agoverned channel. Katherine was head of the Captain’s Council on Ur,
and held achair in the Colonid Cabinet on the strength of it.

“He'scoming.” Lesa s chest lightened and tightened both at once. Elenamight think she wasthe
sdtspider at the center of the web, but Lesa couldn’t alow her to recognize dl the layers of machinations
here. Elenawas not going to be happy with Lesawhen things shook out.

Elena s smile wastight with guarded triumph. “1 hate hanging our hopes on aman, evenif heisboth
gentle and his mother’ s son. But he came.”

2
BOADICCA WASN'T THE LEAST CIVILIZED STATION Kusanagi-Jones had seen, but its status



asacargo transfer point rather than a passenger termina was evident. New Amazonia strade waswith
other Diasporaworlds, aragtag disorganization of colonies beyond the reach of Codlition growth—for
now, anyway. (Kusanagi-Jones occasionaly wondered if the Governors' long-dead progenitors had
understood that in their creation, they had delivered unto Earth’ s survivors a powerful impetusto

expansion.)

Boadiccareflected that isolation. The curved passageways were devoid of decoration, creature
comforts, carpeting, kiosks, and shops. The only color was vivid stripes of contack, which scanned the
watches of nearby pedestriansto provide helpful arrows and schematics. Kusanagi-Jones paused to
study the patterns, and frowned. “ Security risk,” he said, when Vincent looked a question. “Too easy for
athird party to match up destination with traveler. Must be short on saboteurs and terrorists here.”

Vincent smiled, and K usanagi-Jones read the comment in the air between them. Not anymore.

“Good old Earth,” Kusanagi-Jones agreed, lapsing out of common-pat and into alanguage that wasn't
taught in any schoal. “If you can't bring it home, blow it up.”

Secrets within secrets, the way the game was always played. If they couldn’t find away to bring New
Amazonia under OECC hegemony with at least the pretense of consent—the way Vincent’s homeworld
Ur had falen—they would weaken the loca government through any means necessary, until the colonias
came crawling to Earth for help.

Colonies were fragile, short on population and resources. On Ur, for example, there had been theissue
of sustainable agriculture, of alimited gene pool further damaged by the exigencies of |ong-distance space
travel, of the need for trade and communication with other worlds. Where Ur maintained a pretense of
sovereignty and had significant representation on the OECC’ s Cabinet, successful sabotage leading to a
falure of strength would result in aworse outcome for New Amazoniain the long run. And if Vincent and
Kusanagi-Jones did their jobs as ordered, that was the plan, just asit had been on New Earth.

And just as on New Earth, Kusanagi-Jones didn’t intend to alow the plan to cometo fruition. He dso
wasn't foolish enough to think that a second act of salf-sabotage would evade his superiors notice,

Vincent defocused as he checked hiswatch. “I' d kill for acoffee. But our luggage ison the lighter.”

“I hopeit waswell packed.” Luggage was an inadequate term; the cargo pod that Vincent had
shepherded dl the way from Earth under diplomatic sedl carried what their documents euphemistically
identified as samples. Those samplesincluded, among other objects, Fionha Dubhai’ s holographic
sculpture Ice Age and an origina pastdl by the Impressionist Berthe Morisot. Irreplaceable didn’t even
begin to cover it. And bargaining chip was only the beginning of the story. There was more back on
Earth; this shipment was only to prove goodwill—to show willing, as Vincent would say. Whatever their
history, the OECC wasn't stinting on the toolsto do itsjob, either by bargaining or by blowing things up.

Vincent put ahand on Kusanagi-Jones s elbow as they drew up before aloading bay, oneidentical
among many. Two green lights blinking beside the archway indicated their destination. “ Thisisthe end of
theline”

“Yousadit.” They waked forward, side by side, to link their documentsinto the lighter’ s system so the
pilot could tell them where to go.

The long New Amazonian day was inconvenient for crestures whose biorhythms were geared toward a
twenty-four-hour cycle. Lag became a problem in more temperate climes, but Penthesileawas fortunate



in that high heet provided a supremey adequate excuse for amidafternoon sesta. During more than
two-thirds of the year, it was followed by the afternoon rains, which signaled the city’ s reawakening for
the evening round of business.

Lesacheated and let Julian stay with her while she napped. Walter, the big khir that usualy dept in her
rooms, was nowhere in evidence—probably off with Katya—and Julian at six and ahalf loca yearswas
of the age when naps were an abomination before the god of men. He sat up at Lesa stermina while she
flopped across the bed and closed her eyes. She' d seen the problem he wasworking. He said it was a
minor modification of House' s program, though Lesadidn’t have the skillsto even read it, let done solve
it, but Julian was s0 thoroughly engaged that she let him keep tapping away as she dozed, lulled by the
ticking of theinterface.

That sound blended into the patter of the rain on her balcony so that she didn’t rouse until House pinged
her. She opened her eyes on yellow walls shifting with violent sunlight—entirely unlike the gray skies
outsde—and winced. “House, did it down, please.”

Thelight dimmed, thewadlsand ceiling filling with theimages of wind-rustled leaves and vines. She
sretched and rubbed her eyes. “Hello, Mom,” Julian said without |ooking up from the monitors. “Did you
degpwdl?

She rubbed at her eyes and padded across the carpetplant to the wardrobe. “Too well,” shesaid. “I'm
late. Save your work, Julian, and go eat.”

1] M m]_”

She paused, afistful of patterned sylk drawn out into the light, and turned to Stare at the back of his head.
“Y ou know you can't stay down herewhile I’ m gone.”

His shoulders drooped, but his hand passed quickly over the save light, and he powered the terminal
down before diding, monkeylike, out of the chair. It was alittle too tal for him, so he had hooked his
toes over abrace while he worked, and the disentangling turned him into astudy in conflicted angles. “ All
right,” he said, and came to hug her before vanishing through the door, gone before it had entirely irised

open.

Lesadressed for businessin the warmth of the evening; the rain would be over before she left. She chose
atailored wrap skirt and the sylk blouse, and belted her honor over the skirt. Claude could take offense
a anything, even if Lesawere of amind to show up anywhere public unarmed. And the skirt would be
cool enough; she couldn’t face trousers after the rain, with the hottest part of the year beginning.

Downgtairs, she passed Xavier in the foyer, coming in from the decorating. Lesa had taken her own turn
earlier intheday. At least it was better than pulling the flowers down, which was the part she truly hated.

Shetold House she wasleaving, and asked it to summon acar. The vehicle was waiting by the time she
reached the end of the aley that fronted Pretoria house; a diplomatic groundcar with amale driver, his
treet license prominently displayed on his shoulder—marking agentle mae, rather than astud like
Xavier. Heamiled as shedid in. “ Government center?’

“Singgpore house,” shesaid. “I have adinner invitation.”

Hedrove carefully, politely, through the rain-flooded Streets. Water peeled away under the groundcar’s
tires on long plumes, but the only people outside during cloudover were one or two employed stud males
with street licenses hurrying back to their households or dormitories for dinner, and the householders on
their porches under umbrela-covered tables, Spping drinks and enjoying the brief cooling.



The household Claude Singapore shared with her wife, Maiju Montevideo, was on the seaward side of
the city, overlooking the broad, smooth bay. By the time Lesa arrived, the clouds had pedled back from
the tops of Penthesileal s storied towers. Therays of the westering sun penetrated, sparking color off the
ocean, brightening it from gray to the usua ided blue.

LesaPretoriawas not Claude Singapore, and her own rank as adeputy chief of Security Directorate did
not entitle her to carry her honor ingde another woman’ s house. She paused at the top of the stepsto
Singapore house' s door and surrendered it to the woman who waited there, along with her boots. Both
were hung neatly on arack, and Lesa smiled athanks. There was amale servant present, too, but he
could not touch firearms,

She must come armed, to show her willingnessto use her strength in defense of Pretoria household's
dliance with Singapore, and she must be willing to lay that strength aside to meet with Claude. There
wereforms, and to ignore them wasto give offense.

Lesawas't particularly concerned about offending, however prickly Claude might be. Lesacould
outduel her. But it was aso polite. She gave the mae servant her overcoat and followed the woman
insde

Although the rains were barely breaking, Lesawasthelast to arrive. Claude and Maiju and the other
guests were gathered around atable under a pavilion in the courtyard, sitting on low carpet-covered
stoolsto keep the dampness off their clothes.

In addition to the prime minigter, there was Miss Ouagadougou, the art expert who would be working
directly with the Codition diplomat. She wasjoined by her male confidential secretary, Stefan—a striking
near-blond, dmost unscarred, though Lesaknew he' d had areputation during histimeinthe Trids.
Beside them sat Lesa s superior, Elder Kyoto, the head of Security Directorate.

Claude stood as L esa emerged from the passageway, disentangling her long legs from the bench, and
ushered L esato a seat—one Strategically between Maiju and Stefan, Lesa noticed with agrin. Maiju was
separatist; she'd as soon see dl the males—stud and gentle—on New Amazonia culled down to the
bare minimum and confined to agulag. Or better yet, the widespread acceptance of reproductive gene

slicng.

It would take arevolution to make that happen. Lesawasn’t the only Penthesilean woman who honestly
enjoyed the company—and the physica affection—of males. And artificia insemination and genetic
tampering were banned under the New Amazonian congtitution. On Old Earth, before the Diaspora,
there had been extensive genetic research, and it had led to the birth of people who would be considered

abominationsin Lesa s culture. Human clones, genetically manipulated people—their descendents might
gill be dive on Old Earth today.

One of the representatives the Coalition Cabinet was sending was an Old Earth native. Lesatried not to
think too much about that, about what could be lurking in his ancestry.

Maijuwasaradical. But her wife was prime minister, and so she kept her opinionsto herself.

“Good evening, Elder Montevideo, Elder Kyoto, Stefan,” Lesasaid, as she helped herself to a glosd edf
to useasaplate. Thedining wasinforma, and Stefan served her without being asked, gracioudy playing
host.

The dark green leaf curled up at the edges, aconvenient lip to pinch her food against. She was hungrier
than she had redlized, and once Claude resumed her place and began eating, Lesajoined in, rinsing her
fingersin the bowl of water by her place to keep them from growing sticky with the sauce. The winewas



served in short-stemmed cups, and she kept her left hand dry for drinking with.

At amoreforma mea there would have been utensils, but thiswas family style, intended to inform those
assembled that they might speak fredly and conduct business with candor. Nevertheess, Lesawaited
until Claude pushed her glosseaf away before she spoke. “Tell me about the delegates,” she said.

“Y ou know the senior diplomat is Vincent Katherinessen, the son of the Captain of Ur.”

“Reclaimed peacefully by the Old Earth Colonid Codition some fifty-seven standard years ago,” Lesa
said, “and, though there are Governors on-planet, generally granted unprecedented freedoms by the
Cabinet because they keep their own population down, accept Old Earth immigrants, and practicea
religion that encourages ecological respongbility. Katherinessen isasuperperceiver, which iswhy he'll be
my especid problem.”

“Yes” Claude sad. “We requested him. He' sthe only admitted gentle mae in the Codlition’ s diplomatic
sarvice. There was a scandad—"

“Something on New Earth, wasn't it?’

Stefan stood as the women talked and began whisking used glosdedfs off the table, piling them to one
gdefor the convenience of the service staff. Meanwhile, Maiju did them al the honor of serving the
swest, an herb-flavored ice presented in capacious bowls, with fluted spoons, and accompanied by red
shade-grown Old Earth coffee—a shrub that flourished in the New Amazonian climate.

“A Cadition warship, the Skidbladnir, was destroyed by sabotage during a diplomatic mission headed
by Katherinessen. Thelack of military assets alowed New Earth to walk away with its sovereignty intact.
Another mission was sent, but by thetimeit arrived, New Earth had managed to scramble enough of a
military operation to make the cost of retaking the world excessive, and the Governors would not permit
afull-scale use of force because of the ecological impact. New Earth ismarginally habitable at best—it's
cold and has alow oxygen rating and not alot of water, which made it a poor investment from the
Governors point of view, asthey will not permit Terraforming. During theinvestigation it came out that
Katherinessen had what they would call animproper relationship with his attaché.” Claude s habitua
smile drifted wider as her left hand crept out to take Maiju’ s possessvely. “I don’'t know why they
weren't culled for the... crime.’”

“And hereheis,” Lesasaid, and then dipped her spoon into her mouth and let theice melt over her
tongue, spreading flavorsthat shimmered and changed asit warmed.

“Guesswho they sent dong with him?’
Lesa' s spoon clicked on the bowl. “The attaché?’

“Amusing, isn't it?" Claude steepled her fingers behind her untouched dessert. “ They seem to have taken
usat our word when we said we would only accept women, or gentle males.”

Lesashook her head, and drank two swallows of scalding coffeetoo rapidly, to clear her palate before
she spoke. “It’sgot to be atrick.”

“Of courseitis,” Claude said. “No smart woman would expect the Codlition to dedl in goodwill.”

“We're not either,” Miss Ouagadougou said, who had been so quiet. “We can't give them what they’re
trading for. It's unexportable.”

“Don'tworry,” Claude said. “We have that covered. We re not going to give them anything at all.



Anything they want, in any case”

The meeting continued long past midnight. Afterward, Lesareturned home, changed clothes, and rode
thelift dmost to the top of the towering spire of Pretoria house. She dipped past Agnes and into the Blue
Rooms, saying she was going to check on Julian. She stopped, though, and crossed to the outside wall,
where she climbed into an archway and watched the snarled sky turn toward sunrise. Lesd s hair was
tangled, leached to streaked black and gray in the nebulalight. The Gorgon stretched overheed, afrail
twist of color likewatered slk, far too permeable a barrier to hold anything at bay for long. Pinprick
glowsdid againg it, red and green, and she wondered if the cargo lighter descending across the dying
nebula carried the Colonid diplomats.

Lesahugged hersdlf despite her nightshirt sticking to her skin, despite the jungle beyond the city wals il
steaming from afternoon rains. It wasn't safe to stand here haf clothed, her honor left with Agnes outside
and nothing between her and amessy death except her reflexes and a haf-kilometer of space.

But she needed the air, and she needed the warmth. And she could hear the stud maes deeping, their
snores and soft breeth soothing enough that she almost thought about lying down to deep beside them.
Her mother would have her hide for aholster in the morning, of course, but it might be worth it. Elena
Pretoriawas dmost sixty; shewas still sharp and stubborn and undeniably in charge, but Lesawas more
than capable of giving her achdlenge, and they both knew it.

And the men knew which member of the household looked out for them, and they knew there were
gentles and armed women beyond the door. Some women were frightened of men—hopelessly
old-fashioned, in Lesa s estimation. Stud males might be emotiond, temperamenta, and developmentally
stunted, at the mercy of their androgens, but that didn’t make them incapable of generosty, friendship,
cleverness, or credtivity.

It wasn't their fault that they weren’'t women. And Lesaknew better than to provoke them, anyway. Like
any anima—like the house khir that had been Lesa sresponshility before Katyatook over—they could
be managed. Even befriended. They smply demanded caution and respect.

Which was something many women were not willing to offer to stud maes, or even gentle ones, but Lesa
found she preferred their honesty to the politics of women. An eccentricity—but that eccentricity was one
reason why she would be the one to meet the Colonials when they came.

The reason besides K atherinessen. She was looking forward to that. She stroked the archway and felt
House shiver its pleasure at the touch.

Some people couldn’t sense the city’ s awareness of their presence and its affection. Lesafound it
comforting. Especially as she considered the thorniness of the problem she faced.

Her mother believed in the process. No matter what, no matter how much wrangling went on between
Elenaand Claude, Elenabdieved in the process. In the New Amazonian philosophy.

And Lesano longer did.

She stepped back. The wall stayed open and awarm breeze chased her, bringing jungle scents and the
cdlsof anight-flyer. She'd worry about the Colonias tomorrow. Tonight, she picked her way past the
degping men, brushing afinger across her lipswhen her favorite, Robert, lifted his head from hisarm and
watched her go by. He winked; she smiled.



Theboys quarters were at the back of the Blue Rooms. She pushed past the curtain and held her palm
to the sensor so House could recognize her and let her pass. The boys dept even more soundly than the
men.

None of them woke. Not even Julian, when she climbed over him and the yearling khir curled againg his
chest, did between hisbody and the wall, and pushed her faceinto his hair asif she could breathe his
rag-doll relaxation into her bones.

Timeslip. Cold currents on unreal skin. The flesh-adapted brain interpretsthisas air on scales, air
tickling feathers.

Kii had wings once. Eyes, fingers, tongue. No more. Now, Kii watches the aliens through
ghost-eyes, tastes their heat and scents and sounds through ghost-organs. No skin-brush,
tongue-flicker, swing of muzzle to inhale warmth through labial pits.

The aliens are that. Alien. Unscaled, unfeathered. Tool userswith their soft polydactyl hands.
They totter on legs, bipedal, hair patchy as if with parasites. But after Kii has seen a few, Kii
under stands they are supposed to look that way.

Sudden creatures, and so strange, with their hierarchies and their false Consent that |eaves them
unhappy, untribed.

But they know combat for honor, and the care of young, and they keep the khir. And they know
art for its own sake.

They are esthelich, cognizant of order. And that is new.

The ghost-others think Kii’ s fascination strange. But Kii is explorer-caste, a few still
remaining—still needed even among the ghosts—and Kii is not content with experiment,
manipulation, analysis. The others may engage with cosmoclines, programming, reordering the
infrastructure of their vast and artificial universe. They may manipulate wormholes, link branes,
enhance control. They have mistressed power enough to manufacture entire branes—objects
similar to a naturally occurring four-dimensional universe—and learned finesse enough to
program them. They have aspired to leave their shells and embrace immortality.

Nothing they are or desire cannot be made or remade on a whim. They are beyond challenge.
They no longer evolve.

And yet Kii watches the alien curl around its cub as the cub curls around the khir, and Kii sees
something new. Perhaps Kii isin need of a programming adjustment, but it is not violating
Consent to wonder.

And things that are new are things that Kii’ s casteisfor.

On fourteen worlds, Vincent Katherinessen had never seen acity like Penthesilea.

Thelimousne they’ d transferred into after the lighter’ s splashdown camein low, skimming over the
wind-ruffled bay and the densdly verdant forests that grew againgt the seashell walls of the ancient, aien
city. The pilot was giving the emissaries the view; she brought the craft up on an arcing spird that showed
off three 9des of the skyline.



Vincent leaned againgt the window shamelessy and stared. The structures—if they were individua
structures, given how they flowed and merged together, liketal colonies of some seaanimd with
calcified exoskel etons—were earth-shades and jewe -shades, reflecting adark oily iridescence like black
opd or treated titanium. Vincent wondered if they were solar. The colors were suggestive, but could be
decorative—though he couldn’t think of ahuman culture that would choose that color scheme or the
chaotic, dmost fractd architecture that put him in mind of something arranged by colony insects,
Ur-hornets or Old Earth termites.

No oneredly knew. Asthe OECC had reconstructed from itsincomplete access to New Amazonian
records, Penthesileallooked more or less as it had when the New Amazonians arrived—the only
evidence of nonhuman intelligence that had been found on any explored world. There were four other
cities, each miraculoudy undamaged and thrumming after centuries of abandonment, each apparently
designed by anintelligence with little physica resemblance to humans. And each cheerfully polymorphous
and ready to adapt to the needs of new occupants who, in the hard, early days of the colony, had
determined convenient shelter to be the better part of caution, and who had not been proven wrong in the
decades since. Arguments about their nature and design possessed the OECC scientific community and
proved largely masturbatory. New Amazoniawasn't about to allow ateam in to research their
congtruction, their design, their archaeology, or—most interesting of al to the OECC—their gpparently
clean and limitless power source.

So Vincent and Michelangel o were hereto stedl it. And if they couldn’t stedl it—
There were always falback options.

Vincent glanced at his partner. Michelangelo sat passive, inward-turned, asif he were reading something
on his heads-up. He wasn't; he was aware, observing, thinking, albeit in that state where he seemed to
have become just another fixture. Vincent nudged him—not physically, exactly, more a pressure of his
attention—and Michelangel o turned and cleared histhroat.

Vincent gestured to the window. “Change your clothes. It'stimeto go to work.”

Michelangelo ran fingers across his watch without looking, and stilled for amoment asthefogletsin his
wardrobe arranged themsdlves into amandarin-collared suit of more conservative cut than Vincent's,
ivory and ghost-silver, astaid complement to Vincent' s eye-catching colors. “Kill or bekilled,” he
murmured, his mouth barely shaping the words so neither the pilot nor the limousine would hear them.

Vincent smiled. That’ swhat I’ m afraid of.

Michelangelo nodded, curtly, asthough he had spoken.

Thefirg thing Kusanagi-Jones noticed as he stepped down from the limousine was that the pavement
wasn't exactly pavement. The second thing was that there were no plants, no flowers except the freshly
dead garlands twined with ribbon or contack that hung from every facade. No landscaping, no
songbirds—or the New Amazonian equivaent—just the seemingly wind-scul pted architecture, buildings
like pueblos and weethered sandstone spires and wind-pocked cliff faces. He stood, tropical humidity
prickling sweat across his brow, and arched his neck back to look up at the legendary Haunted City of
New Amazonia

Hedidn’t see any ghodts.

He' d done histhreat assessment before the door of the limousine ever glided open, and he reconsidered



it now, as hiswardrobe wicked sweat off his skin so quickly he barely felt damp and histoiletries
combated the frizz springing up in his hair. He blocked the door of the limousine, covering Vincent with
his body, and turned like a shadow across asundial to scan roofs and the assembled women with his
naked eyes and an assortment of augments.

The Penthesilean security forces stood about where he would have stationed them, and that was good. It
was good also that the women in the greeting party stayed back and let him make sure of the
surroundings rather than rushing in. He hated crowds.

Especidly when he was with Vincent.

He moved away, and amoment later Vincent stood beside him. Kusanagi-Jones s skin prickled, but
there was nothing but the dark opalescent something under hisfeet, the punishing equatoria sun, and the
three women who detached themsalves from the dignitaries and started forward. The oneinthe middie
was the important one; older, with what K usanagi-Jones identified—with abit of wonder—as
sun-creases decorating the edges of long black eyes distinguished by epicanthic folds. Her hair was
straight and shoulder length, undercut, the top layer dyed in stained-glass colors, shifting to reved glossy
black. She wore dark vibrant red, what Kusanagi-Jones thought was ared cloth suit—a blatant display
of consumption.

The two behind her were security, he thought; broad-shouldered young women in dark plain wardrobes
or clothing, with the glow of animd hedlth and stern expressions cd culated to give nothing away. All three
of them were openly armed.

Kusanagi-Jones knew how to use asidearm. He d received training in all theillegd arts, athough he' d
never been asoldier. And he' d been on planets raw enough that citizens were till issued permitsfor long
weapons. But he' d never been in the presence of people—especialy women—who wore their warcraft
onther deeves.

Hewondered if they could shoot.

It made him unhappy, but he stepped to one side and alowed Vincent to take point. The older woman
stepped forward, too. “1I’m Lesa Pretoria,” she said in accented com-pat, tendering a hand.

Vincent reached to take it asif touching strangers were something he did every day. He shook it while
Kusanagi-Jones hurried to adjust hisfilters so he could follow suit. “Vincent Katherinessen.”

“That’ snot aCodition name,” Miss Pretoriasaid.

“I was born on Ur, arepatriated world. Thisismy partner, Michelangelo Osiris Leary Kusanagi-Jones.
Heisfrom Old Earth.”

“Ah.” A world of complexity in that syllable. Vincent had answered in nearly flawless New Amazonian
argot, which owed less to Spanish and Arabic and more to Afrikaans than com-pat did. She extended
her hand to Kusanagi-Jones. “I’ll be your guide and interpreter.”

Warden, Kusanagi-Jones trandated, taking her hand and bowing over it, painfully aware of her
condderation as hiswardrobe considered her and et them touch. “ Thefox.”

She blinked at him, reclaiming her gppendage. “ Beg pardon?’
“Lesa” hesad. “Means the fox.”
Her lipsquirked. “What'safox, Miss Kusanagi-Jones?’



The Amazonian patois had no honorific for unmarried men, and his satus herewas at least diplomatically
speaking better than that of a Mister. So being cdled Miss rdlaxed him, dthough he caught Vincent's
sharp amusement, an undertone flavored with mockery.

Just another mission, just another foreign land. Just another dien culture to be navigated with tact. He
smiled at Vincent past Miss Pretoria s shoulder and bowed deeper before he straightened. “An Old
Earth animd. Beautiful. Very clever.”

“Likewhat we cdl afexa, then? A hunting omnivore?’ she continued as he nodded. “All gone now, |
Suppose?’

“Not at al. Seven hundred and fourteen genotypes preserved, of four species or subspecies. Breeding
nicely on reintroduction.” He gave her a substandard copy of Vincent’ s smile number seven, charming
but not sexudly threatening. “ Featured in legends of Asia, Europe, and North America”

“Fascinating,” she said, but she obvioudy had absolutely no idea where those places were, and less
interest in their history. “ Those are nations?’

“Continents,” he said, and left it at that, before Vincent’s mirth could bubble the hide off hisboneslike
lye. He stepped back, and Miss Pretoriamoved to fill the space as smoothly asif he' d gestured her into
it—no hesitation, no double-checking. They fdl into step, Vincent flanking Pretoriaand himsalf flanking
Vincent, her security detail aweighty absence on either sde: aert, dangerous, and imperturbable.
Pretoriaignored them like her bregath.

Kusanagi-Jones caught Vincent’ s eye as they headed for the reception line. Your reputation precedes
you, Vincent. She' s like you. Neither an empath nor atelepath; nothing so esoteric. Just somebody born
with agreater than usua gift for interpreting body language, spotting alie, amisdirection, an unexpected
truth.

A superperceiver: that was the technical term used in the programs they’ d been sdlected for as students,
where Michdlangel o was classified as controlled kinesthetic, but the few with the clearance to know his
giftcdledhimalLiar.

Heamog heard Vincent Sghin answer. Irritation: do something, Angelo. Not words, of course—just
knowing what Vincent would have said.

Kusanagi-Jones took his cue asthey entered the receiving line and tried for a conversation with Miss
Pretoria between the archaic handshakes and watch-assi sted memorization of each name and rank. He
knew as soon as he thought it that he shouldn't say it, but it was hisjob to be the brash one, Vincent'sto
play the diplomat.

He leaned over and murmured in Miss Pretoria s ear, “How does aplanet cometo be called New
Amazonig?’

Her lip curled off asmile more wolf than fox. “ Miss Kusanagi-Jones,” she said, the drynessinforming her
voicethefirst evidence of persondity she' d shown, “surely you don’t think we' re entirely without a
sense of humor.”

He shook another stranger’ s hand over murmured pleasantries. There wasarhythmto it, and it wasn't
unpleasant, once you got the hang of it. The New Amazonians had firm grips, Swegty with the scorching
heat. He wished he’d worn ahat, as most of the women had.

Hedecided torisk it. “1 admit to having worried—"



Shedidn’t laugh, but her lip flickered up &t the corner, asif she almost thought it wasfunny. “You'll be
pleasantly surprised, | think. You'rejust intimefor Carnival.”

3

THEY HAD NOT BEEN LIED TO. THE MEN WERE GENTLE; when one |leaned, moved, spoke,
the other one mirrored. She sensed it in the energy between them, their cam failure to react on any
viscerd level to her amile, the swell of her breasts, the curve of her hips—or to the more youthful charms
of her security detail. She knew it as surely as she would have known fear or hunger. Not only were they
gentle, they were together .

She' d been afraid the Codlition would try to send stud males, to pass them off—even to replace
Katherinessen with an impostor. These weren't quite like the gentle males of her acquaintance, though.
They werewary, ferd, watching the rooflines, eyesflickering to her honor and to the weapons of the
other women. She shouldn’t have been surprised. Without women in a position to protect them, gentle
males would find rough going in asociety dominated by stud males and hormondly driven aggression.
Sheliked the way they backed each other, the dark one and the tawny one, shoulder to shoulder like
sster khir againgt a stranger pack. She wondered how old they were, with their strange smooth faces and
dlken skin, and the muscled hands that didn’t match their educated voices.

They survived the recaiving line without a diplomatic incident, but both men seemed relieved when she
ushered them insde. Even filtered by the nebula—invisible in daytime—the sun wasintense a the
equator, and they weren't accustomed to it. She' d read that on Old Earth the citieswere small, widely
gpaced, and densaly packed, the population strictly limited—through culling and fetal murder, when
necessary—and the regenerated ecosystems were gtrictly off-limitswithout travel permits.

She shuddered, thinking of that circumscribed existence, locked away from the jungle for her own
protection and the world’ s—unable to pick up along arm, ding it over her back with adaypack and a
satphone, and vanish into the bush for aday or aweek, free to range asfar as her daring would support.
She could have been like these men, she redlized: coddled, blinking in the bright sunlight—or worse,
because awoman wouldn't rise to their position in the OECC. They’ d probably never been outsde a
filter fiddintheir lives

Good. That was an advantage. One she’ d need, given what Claude had told her about K atherinessen.
The legendary Vincent Katherinessen, and his legendary ability to know what one thought before one
knew it onesdif.

She collected herself and focused on the dedl a hand—which was, after dl, adedl like any dedl.
Something to be negotiated from the position of strength that she was fortunate to have inherited. “We've
arranged a reception before we st down to dinner. And some entertainment first. If you' re not too tired
fromtravding.”

Katherinessen’ s gaze flicked to his partner; Kusanagi-Jonestipped his head in something that wasn't
quite anod. The communication between them was interesting, almost transparent. Most people
wouldn’'t have even seen it; she couldn’t quite read it, but she thought she might learn. In the meantime, it
was good to know that it was going on, that the dynamic between the two men was not quite the
leader-and-subordinate hierarchy they projected. Something €l se developed for navigating a

mal e-dominated space, no doubt.

“I think we' re acceptably fresh,” Katherinessen said, “aslong as our licenses hold out. We both got alot



of degp on the ship. But it would be nice to have afew momentsto reax.”

Lesawanted to ask if he meant cryo, but wasn’t sureif it would bein poor taste, so she nodded. “Come
with me. The prime minister is eager to greet you, but she can wait half atick.”

“Shethought it best not to overdignify our arrival with her presence?’ Katherinessen asked. A sharp,
forward question; Lesa glanced at him twice, but hisface stayed bland.

“I’ve negotiating authority, Miss Katherinessen. Parliament, of course, will haveto ratify whatever we
@r%.”

“Onour end, too. I'm assured it' saformality.” His shrug continued, but so are we always assured, are
we not? The raised eyebrow was anice touch, including her in the conspiracy of those who labor at the
unreasoning whim of the sate. “Am | supposed to inquire asto the nature of the entertainment?’

She amiled back, playing the game. “It’ sthe day before Carniva. We thought you might like ared
frontier experience, and the Tridsbegan a first light today. If that meets with your approval.”

His smile broadened cautioudy. He wasredly a striking man, with hisfreckles and hisauburn hair. Pity
he' s gentle, she thought, and then mocked hersdf for thinking it. If hewasn't, after al, hewouldn’t be
here. And she shouldn’t be anywhere near him, honor on her hip and security detail or not.

“We are at your disposal, Miss Pretoria,” he said, and gestured her gracioudy ahead. The security detail
followed.

One reason Kusanagi-Jones trained as rigoroudly as he did was because it speeded adaptation. He could
have taken augmentation to increase or maintain his strength, but doing the work himself gave additiona
benefitsin confidence, balance, and reflex integration. His brain knew what his body was capable of, and
that could be the edge that kept him, or Vincent, dive.

That never changed the fact that for the first day or two in achanged environment, he struggled asif
finding his sealegs. But asfar as he was concerned, the lesstime spent tripping over invisble, immaterid
objects, the better.

So it was amixed blessing to discover that wherever Miss Pretoria was taking them, they were walking.
It would help with acclimation, but it also left Vincent exposed. Kusanagi-Jones clung to hisside, only
half an ear on the conversation, and kept an eye on the windows and the rooftops. To say that he didn’t
trust the Penthesilean security was an understatement.

“Tel me about these Trias,” Vincent was saying. “ And about Carnival.”

Lesagave Vincent an arch look—over Kusanagi-Jones' s shoulder—but he pretended oblivion. “Y our
briefingsdidn’t cover that?’

“You aremyserious,” Vincent answered diplomaticdly. “ Intentiondly so, | might add. Arethey a
gporting event?’

“A competition,” Lesaanswered. “You' |l see. We'rein timefor afew rounds before high heet.”

Around them, the atmosphere had textures with which Kusanagi-Jones was unfamiliar. The heat was no
worse than Cairo, but the air felt dense and wet, even filtered by hiswardrobe, and it carried acharge.
Expectant.



“It gets hotter than this?” Vincent asked.
Lesaflipped her hair behind her ear. “Thisisjust morning. Early afternoon isthe worst.”

They crossed another broad square that would have had K usanagi-Jones breaking out in a cold swest if
the heat wasn't dready stressing hiswardrobe. Here, there were onlookers—mostly armed women,
some of them going about their business and some not even pretending to, but al obvioudy interested in
the delegates from Earth. Kusanagi-Jones was grateful that Vincent knew how the game was played and
stuck closeto him, using his body as protection.

Smooth asif they had never been apart.

Miss Pretorialed them under cover at last, into the shade of an archway broad enough for two
groundcars abreast. The path they followed descended, and women in small, chatting groups emerged
from bel ow—settling hats and draping scarves againgt the climbing sun—or fell in behind, following them
down.

This place was cooler, and the air now carried not just electric expectation, but the scent of an arena.
Chak dust, sweat, and cooking oil tickled Kusanagi-Jones s sinuses. He sneezed, and Miss Pretoria
smiled a him. He spared her afrown; shelooked away quickly.

“Downthisway,” sheingructed, stepping out of the flow of traffic and gesturing them through a door that
irised open when she passed her hand across it. Kusanagi-Jones stepped through second, because the
taller of the two security agents beat him to first place.

Thiswasasmdler passageway, well lit without being uncomfortably bright. With asigh, helet his
wardrobe drop itsinadequate compensations for the equatoria sun.

“Private passage,” Miss Pretoriasaid. “Would you rather st in my household' sbox, or the one reserved
by Parliament for dignitaries?”

Vincent hesitated, searching her facefor acue. “Isyoursnicer?’ he asked.
Her mouth thinned. “Itis,” shesaid. “ And closer to the action.”

K usanagi-Jones caught the shift in Vincent’ sweight, the sideways glance, as he was meant to. Miss
Pretoriadidn’t gpprove of them, or perhaps she didn’t approve of the “action.”

Kusanagi-Jones stepped aside to let her take the lead again. It wasn't far: afew dozen yards and they
could hear cheering, jeering, the dmost inorganic noise of acrowd.

There must have been other concedl ed side passages, because this one led them directly to the Pretoria
house box. They emerged through another irising door and among comfortable seats hafway up thewall
of an oblong arena. The galleries were severdly raked, vertiginous, and one of the security agents reached
out asif to steady him when he marched up to the edge. He stepped away from her hand, and shelet it
fal.

When heleaned out, he looked down on the heads of the group seated immediately below. And Vincent
was just as unprotected from anybody watching from the next tier above.

While the immediate security concerns distracted K usanagi-Jones, Vincent touched hiselbow. He didn't
need to betold to follow Vincent' sline of Sght; he did it autometically, his derted interest becoming a
gartle and areflexive step closer as another cheer went up.



Thefloor of the arenawas divided into long ovals, each one bounded by white wals that were thick, but
not higher than aman’swast. And in each of the pitswere men.

Y oung men, judging from the distance, paired off and engaged in contests of martid arts, each pair
attended by an older man and awoman—referees or adjutants. Kusanagi-Jones, his hands tightening on
therailing, had the expertise to know what he was seeing. These were men trained in asort of barbaric
amalgam of styles, and they were not fighting for points. He saw blood on the white walls, saw at least
oneindividua fal and try to rise while his opponent continued kicking him, saw another absorb a
punishing roundhouse and go down like adropped handkerchief.

Beside him, Miss Pretoriacleared her throat. “ There are screens,” she said, and touched thewall he
leaned againg. “Please Sit.”

Vincent did, back to the wall, and Kusanagi-Jones was comforted when he saw Vincent surreptitiousy
dia hiswardrobe higher. Kusanagi-Jones wasn't the only one feding exposed.

Miss Pretoria continued fussing with thewall, and images blossomed under her hands. These were the
same combats being carried out below, close-up, in real time. Nothing here was faked, or even as
ritualized as the pre-Diaspora bloodsports that had masgqueraded as contests of athletic prowess.

It was a public display of barbarism that K usanagi-Jones should have found shocking if hewere at all
well socidized.

Vincent shifted dightly, leaning back in his chair, but Kusanagi-Jones wouldn't alow himsdif to give away
so much. Instead, he placed himself in the seat before Vincent, beside Miss Pretoria, and leaned forward
to speak into her ear as another roar went up from the galleries and—on the sand, on the
monitors—another man fell. Medics came to him, capable women checking his airway and securing him
to aback board, and the view on the monitor shifted to the weary champion feted by the referees.
Around them, Kusanagi-Jones saw women consulting datacarts and bending in close conversation.

“What' sthe prize?’

Miss Pretoria considered him for amoment. “ Status. To the victors go a choice of contracts; households
with more status will bid for preferred maes. Which benefits both them, and their mothers and ssters—"

Kusanagi-Jones didn’t need to turn to see Vincent' s expression. He hadn't |et hisfisheye drop since they
st foot planetside.

Vincent reached past him, leaning forward, and indicated the monitor. “Y ou’ re selecting for aggressive
men?’

Miss Pretoria showed her teeth. “We re not docile, Miss Katherinessen. And we' re not interested in
forcing malesto conform to standards that ignore what nature intended for them.”

Shesad it easily, without gpparent irony. But the ook Vincent shot the back of Kusanagi-Jones' s head
had enough of that for al three of them and the sdlf-effacing security agents, too.

They lingered at the arenafor an hour or so longer than Vincent redlly wanted to be there, dthough he
supposed it was beneficia in terms of information gathered—both regarding the society they found
themsel ves contending with, and what Miss Pretoria chose to show them about it. Angelo, of course,
watched the bloodsport with as much appearance of interest as he might have mustered for aparticularly
tiresome political gpeech. Even Vincent wasn't certain if he was andlyzing the technique of the dudlists



and finding it wanting, musing on theironies of this open display of artsthat on Old Earth would be
consdered illegd, or degping with his eyes open.

Vincent, by contrast, let himsdf wince whenever hefdt likeit. Which wasfairly frequently. Eventudly,
Miss Pretoria chose to take note of her guest’ s discomfort, and suggested she show them their quarters
so that they could take advantage of sestato get ready for the reception and dinner.

Thewalk back was quiet and uneventful, though the still-increasing heet | eft Vincent feding unwell enough
that hewas grateful it wasn't long. He recognized the courtyard where they’ d first emerged from the
limousine by its colors and layout. The particular building they approached—if any given portion of the
city could be cdled a separate building—had along sensua single-story arch risng into asender tower
with adimpled curvelike that of ahip into a high-kicked leg. The tower was even shaped like ahuman
leg—a strong, shapely one, with a pointed toe and a smooth swell of calf near the peak. An ova window
or door opened into that small valley; Vincent would have liked to see a garden there, pots and orchids,
maybe. On Ur, on Old Earth, there would have been flowers, great waterfalls of them growing up the
wall. The swags and garlands of dead, cut flowers were another dien grace note, afunereal touch. They
even smelled dead, swest rot, dthough if you ignored the fact that they were corpses they were pretty.

Miss Pretoriasmiled aquiet professiona smile. “Wethink the Dragonswerefliers. That’sone of the
reasons we call them Dragons; haf the access pointsto the dwellings are above ground level, some of
them at thetips of spires. It used to be more like four-fifths of them, but now that people have been living
here for ahundred years, things have changed.”

A hundred New Amazonian years, 150, give or take, of Earth’s. “1 was noticing the lack of plants.”

“Oh,” shesad. “Wedon't redly—well, I'll show you.” She gestured them inside, through a curtain of
cool air that ruffled the fine hairs on Vincent’ s neck. The doorway was Smply open to the outside, air
exchange permitted asif it cost nothing in resourcesto heet or cool. He bit hislip—and then lost his
suppressed comment totally asthey walked through the dim entryway and he got hisfirst glimpse of the
interior.

For amoment, he forgot hewasingde abuilding at al. The walls seemed to vanish; he had the eerie
sensation of standing in the center of abroad, gently rolling meadow bordered on three sides by jungle
and on the fourth by the sunlit curve of the bay. A dark blue sky overhead poured sunlight, but less
brilliantly. Vincent’ s headache eased as his squint relaxed. He no longer had to fight the urge to shade his
eyeswith his hand; thiswaslike the sunlight he was accustomed to, the tame sunlight of Ur or Old Earth.

“Better?’ Pretoriaasked, pulling off her shoe.

“Very much s0.” He glanced around, aware of Michelangelo’ s solid presence on hisleft sde, and
pressed hisfoot into the flooring. It was soft, living. Not grass, of course, or the tough broad-turf of
home, but a carpet of multiple-leaved, short-ssemmed plants sprinkled with bluish-gray trefoils. He
gestured at the calling and walls. “Thisis...awesome.”

He adjusted hiswardrobe so he, too, was barefoot. Michelangelo did the same, without seeming to have
noticed anyone e s sactions.

Miss Pretoria placed her shoes on arack by the door, and Vincent stole alook at them. He couldn’t
identify the materid. The security detail kept their boots, custom bowing to practicaity.

“Thisisthe guests quarters of government center. Thelobby isyoursto make use of asyou please. For
your safety, we ask that you do not venture out unescorted.”



“Is Penthesilea so dangerous for tourists?” Vincent asked. It had seemed tame enough on their two brief
jaunts, and he was interested by how casudly the local dignitaries ventured out in public. The culture, in
that way, reminded him of pre-Repatriation Ur, a small-town society in which everybody knew
everybody ese. He craned his neck, looking through the dmost-invisible ceiling, and watched some small
winged animd dart overhead.

“Dangerous enough,” Miss Pretoriasaid, with asmile that might amost have been flirting, before she
beckoned them on.

Somewhere between shaking Miss Pretoria s hand and being shown to their quarters so they could get
ready for dinner, Vincent started to wonder if he was ever going to hit hisstride. Normdly, he would
havefelt it happen, fdt it fal into place with an amost audible click. Still, he had some advantages.
Pretoriadidn’t know how to respond to his relentless good humor. He didn’t rise to her provocation, and
it set her back on her heels. Which was al to the good, because he needed her off-balance and
guestioning her assumptions. If nothing else, it would make it easier to keep up appearances for
Michelangelo, who needed to see Vincent doing what they had come here to do: the job. The damned
job, so important it took adefinite article.

Angelo was restless again, fidgeting as he pretended to examine documentsin the hours they were given
to themsalves. Vincent pretended to nap, his eyes closed, and listened first to the silence of heavy heat
and then to the patter of rain on the sill of the windowless frame that looked out over Penthesilea.

For amoment, Vincent felt apang at the necessity of that deceit. And then he remembered the Kaiwo
Maru, the trangparency of Michelangelo’ s desire to bloody him. | took the therapy.

It explained, at least, why Michelangel o had never tried to contact him, even through their private
channels. They were spies, for the Christ’s sake. They’ d kept their affair secret for thirty years,
Michelangelo could have passed a note without getting caught. If he' d wanted to. If the job and the
goddamned Codlition hadn’t been more important than Vincent. Probably the job, frankly. Michdangelo
had never cared for politics, for al he'd been willing to sacrifice just about anything to them.

That wasfine. There were things that were more important to Vincent than the Codlition, too.
Such ashringing it down.

He sat up, rolled off the bed, and—without looking at Angelo—began to putter around their quarters.
The suite was hafway up one of the asymmetrical towers. A single bedroom, with abed big enough for
four; arecreation area; and afresher so primitive it used running water. Vincent had never actudly seen
one, apart from in antique records. The walls had the same smulated trangparency asthe “lobby” of the
building, athough now they showed the dark jungle and the phosphorescent sea. Overheed, blurred stars
glowing through the dying nebula. Vincent paused for amoment to wonder at that—how the city itsdlf
vanished, except the bit he could see through the open window frame, and was replaced by the sensation
of being alonein areaching space.

The New Amazonians must have adapted, but he found it disconcerting. It wasn't something ahuman
architect would design for aliving space. There was no coziness here, no safety of wallsand den. This
wasalair for abeast with wings, whose domain and comfort were the open sky.

Vincent grinned at Michelangel o, and nodded to the bed. “ Do you want anap before dinner?’

Michelangd o tapped hiswatch. “1’'m on chemistry. And three months of cryo. I’ll befine” Asif cryo



wererest.
“Do you suppose the mattress squeaks?’

“Wel find out, won't we?” The smoke in Angelo’ s voice was enough to curl Vincent’ stoes. All lies.
“Begdes, | need to do my forms. Do you want first turn in the fresher?’

Vincent knew when he was besaten. He shrugged and switched hiswardrobe off, pretending he didn’t
notice Michelangel o’ s lingering, to-all-appearances-appreciative glance as the foglets swvarmed into
amaospheric suspension, misty streaks across his body before they left him naked. “If | can figure out
how to work it,” he said, and walked through the arch into the antechamber, Michelangelo’s eyes on

every step.

The fresher was primitive but the controls were obvious, the combined bath and shower a deep tub with
diasonthewall, handles marked blue and red, anozzle overhead. A washbasin and a commode
completed the accommodations, and Vincent had the technology worked out in threeticks.

He stepped down into the tub—there were airs, very convenient—and set the did for hot.

Lesadidn’t have time to go home and change before dinner. Fortunately, the government center was al
smart suites, and she' d had the foresight to stash achange of clothesin her office. She wouldn't even
have to commandeer one of the roomsfor vigting dignitaries.

She ordered the door locked and stripped out of her suit, leaving it tossed across the back of her chair.
She placed her honor on the edge of the desk, avoiding the blotter so she wouldn't trigger her system,
and turned to face the wall. “House, | need a shower, please.”

There had been no trace of adoorway in the transparent wall before her, but an aperture appeared as
she spoke and irised wide. She passed through it, petting the city’ s soap-textured wall as she went by. It
shivered acknowledgment and she smiled. Lights brightened as she entered, soothing shades of blue and
white, and one wall smoothed to amirror gloss.

House was il constructing the shower. She ingpected her hair for split ends and her nose for
black-heads as she waited, but it didn’t take long. The floor underfoot roughened. The archway closed
behind her and warm rain coursed from overhead. Lesasighed and closed her eyes, turning her faceinto
the spray. Her shoulders and back ached; she arched, spread her arms, lifted them overhead and
gretched into abow, then bent double and let her arms hang, pressing her face against her knees, waiting
for the discomfort to ease.

Thewater smelled of seaweed and sweet flowers; it lathered when she rubbed her hands against her
skin. She could have stayed in there dl night, but she had thingsto do. “ Conditioner and rinse, please,”
she said, and House poured firgt oily and then clean hot water on her, leaving behind only afaint, lingering
scent asit drained into the floor.

Her comb and toiletrieswerein her desk. She dried hersalf on afluffy towel—which House provided in a
cubbyhole, and which she gave back when she was done—and sat naked at her desk, wrinkling the dirty
suit on her chair, to comb through her tangles and spy on her guests while she planned her attack.

“Show methe Colonid diplomats” There was dwaysatwinge of guilt involved inthis, but it was her job,
and shewas good at it. Her blotter cleared, revealing the guest suite.

Miss Kusanagi-Jones stood in the center of the floor, balanced and grounded on resilient carpetplant, his



feet widdly spaced in some martid-arts stance. Eyes closed, hishands and feet moved in time with his
breath as he did sideways and Lesaleaned forward, fascinated. She’ d suspected he was afighter. He
held himsdlf right, collected, confident, but without the swaggering she was used to seeing on successful
males. Asif hedidn’'t fed the need to constantly claim his space and assert his presence.

She wondered if thiswaswhat combat training looked like on agentle mae, one whose strength wasn't
bent on reproduction and dominance. It suited him, she thought, watching his stocky, barrel-chested
body glide from form to form without rising or falling from aleve line. Hefinished as she waiched, then
paused, a sheen of sweat making his dark skin seem to glow in comparison with hisloose white trousers.
Then he bowed formally and dropped into dow-motion push-ups, dternating arms.

Mae arm strength. Which madeit no lessimpressive,

K atherinessen came from the shower amoment later, naked and dripping dightly. Wisps of mist hung
around him, and green, gold, and blue lights glowed through the tawny skin in the hollow of hisleft wrist.
He touched them; the mist drifted in spirals about hisbody, and hishair and skin were dry. Even the
water droplets on the leaves of the carpetplant ended abruptly, five steps from the shower door.

He was older than she' d thought, Lesarealized. He was aropy man, long and lean, the fibers of his
muscles clearly visble under the skin, but that skin had a soft, lived-in look. He moved in hisbody
unsdf-conscioudy. She thought he might be showing himsdlf off to hislover alittle, which made her amile,

He could be anywhere from thirty-five New Amazonian yearsto fifty; if he were anative she would have
guessed thirty from the sparse gray in hishair and hisrdlatively unlined face, but the Colonias stayed out
of the sun; he might be much older.

And that was without accounting for the OECC’ s medica technology. She' d heard they could liveinto
their second century in vigorous hedth. It worried her; these men were the equivaents of Elders, if men
had Elders, and if the Colonia Codlition had any sense at dl, they would be aswily and problematic as
anyonein the New Amazonian Parliament.

And they were men. Men with education and resources and the power of amultiworld organization
behind them. But men, haf crazy with evolutionary pressures half the time. The OECC couldn’t conquer
New Amazonig; they’ d proven that to everyone' s satisfaction. But if it ever decided that what New
Amazonia had to offer wasn't worth the trouble and loss of face its existence created—and if they could
find enough reasonsto justify their actionsto the Governors—they could destroy it.

Bang. Aseasly asLesacould lay down her comb, open the closet door with aword to House, and pull
out her formal dress.

Lesadidn’t believe her mother’ s confident prediction that the Governors would protect them. For one
thing, aslong as they remained an ungoverned world, they weren't under the OECC' s ecological
hegemony. The Governors might easily decideit was better to shoot first and reconstruct later, and they
might be willing to destroy the Dragons' legacy to doit.

She dressed and found her evening holster on the hanger. It was supple red leather, detailed in gold, and
it stood out against the sea-snake sequins of her flowing trousers.

Kusanagi-Jones was finishing his push-ups when she turned back to theimage in her blotter. He came up
on his knees and rose with casud power, standing in time to hook Katherinessen around the waist as
Katherinessen went by, and pulled him close.

Lesaflicked the desk off and reached for her honor in the same gesture. Bonding the pistol into her



holster, she frowned.

All right, they were cute. But she couldn’t afford to start thinking of them as human.

Angelo’sbody waswarm and firm through his gi. His hair tickled Vincent’ s cheek and the crook of his
neck smelled of clean swest, quickly fading into the sametoiletry licenses he' d been using for the last
thirty years. Vincent wondered what he' d do if they ever took that particular cedar note off the market. It
was a known sméll, viscerdly, and Vincent’ s body responded. “Go get clean. It’ s pleasant. Decadent.
You'll likeit.”

Michelangdlo stepped back, hisgi vanishing into curls of foglets. His body was still hard under it, blocky,
the pattern of moles and tight-spiraled curls on his chest at once familiar and dien, like coming hometo a
place where you used to live.

“Figures. We have to cometo the last outposts of civilization for our decadence.” Tendonsflexed as he
glanced a hiswatch. “Beout in afew ticks. I ve given you access to my licenses. Figure out whét |
should wear, won't you?’

Vincent smiled to hide the twisting sensation. Dressing Angelo had always been Vincent' sjob. Left to his
own devices, Michelangelo would probably walk around naked most of the time. Not that most people
would object—

Mind on your job, Vincent reprimanded himself, and set about trying to figure out what the New
Amazonianswould consder “forma.”

Uncertain what cultural conditionswould apply, their offices had issued each of them afull suite of
licenses, which, of course, did not include any hats. Forma fashions on Old Earth tended to be more
elaborate than those on colonia planets, which cleared about half the database, but Michelangelo had the
advantage of his complexion and looked wonderful in colorsthat Vincent couldn’t remotely carry off.

Vincent chose awrap jacket and trousersin rusty oranges and reds, smple linesto offset the pattern, the
shoulders flashing with antique-looking mirrors and bouillon embroidery. That should dazzle afew
eyes—and hearts, if Vincent was reading Miss Pretoria s admiring glances accurately. He had absolutely
no objectionsto using his partner’ s brooding charismaas aweapon.

For himsdlf, he chose awinter-white dinner jacket and trousers instead of tights, because he didn’t want
to risk dippery feet if they were expected to go barefoot again. The jacket was plain, amost severe, with
understated shaded green patterning on the lapels.

He' d wear ashirt and cravat to dressit up. Let them stare at Michelangelo's chest; it was prettier than
Vincent's, anyway.

Hewas dready dressed, toiletries arranging his hair and moisturizing hisface, when Michdangelo
emerged from the fresher. He flicked hiswatch, sending Micheangelo the appropriate license key.
Michelangelo' s wardrobe assembled the suit in moments; he glanced a himsalf in the mirrored wal and
nodded dightly, asif forced, unwilling to admit that Vincent had made him handsome. “1 look likea
Hindu bride” he said, fiddling with his cuffs.

“I don't think we have alicense for bangles,” Vincent answered. “If we' d known how conspicuoudy the
New Amazonians consume, | would have requisitioned some.”

Michelangelo's disapprova creased the corners of his eyes. When he spoke, it wasin their own private



code, the half-intelligible pidgin of one of Ur’'smost backwater diaects and arandom smattering of other
languages that they’ d devel oped in training and elaborated in years since. It had started as ajoke,
Vincent teaching Michelangd o to speak one of hislanguages, and Michelangel o eaborating with
ridiculous congtructionsin Greek, Swahili, Hindi, and fifteen others. It was haf-verba and haf-carier,
tightbeamed between their watches—practiced until, haf thetime, dl they had needed was aglance and
ahand gesture and afragment of a sentence.

It had saved their lives more than once.

“A planet likethis” Michelangelo said, “ and they’ re wearing nonrenewabl es and doing who-knows-what
to the ecosystem. Haven't seen forests like that—"

—outside of old 2-D movies and documentaries about pre-Change, pre-Diaspora Old Earth. Vincent
knew, and sympathized. The frusiration in Michelangel o’ s voice couldn’t quite cover the awe. Ur didn't
have forests like that, and neither did Le Pré, Arcadia, or Cristalia. Never mind New Earth, which was
about asdissmilar to Old Earth asit could be, without being agas giant.

“Seethelogging scars when we camein?’ Michelangelo continued. “Bet you bal cony passesto the
Sydney Bolshoi that those outgoing lighters are exporting wood.”

“Not to Old Earth. Not legally.”

They’ d dedt with their fair share of environmenta criminasin the past, though. And it wasn't even
necessaily illegd trade; there were other colonies, not under OECC oversight—and there areidiotson
every planet who considered possession more important than mordity.

Michdangdo knew it, too, and knew his denid wasreflexive. “ So smuggling happens. More to the point,
what do you expect from abunch of women? Short-term thinking; profit now, deal with the
consequences later.”

Vincent shrugged. “ They can be educated. Assisted.”
“Perhaps. Y ou saw her shoes, right?’
Vincent nodded. “Pretoria s? | didn’t recogni ze the fiber. What about them?’

“Leather, Vincent.” Michdangdo’'s stagy shudder ran ascintillaof light across the mirrors on the yoke of
hisjacket. “I’m trying very hard not to think about dinner.”

4

FOR THE THIRTIETH TIME, KUSANAGI-JONES WISHED THEIR downloads on New
Amazonian customs had been morein depth. Although, given thiswasthefirst physical contact between
the New Amazonians and a Codlition representative since the Six-Weeks-War dmost twenty years ago,
hewas lucky to get anything.

He' d guessed right about the food, and he hadn’t even had to wait until dinner to proveit. There were
crudités—familiar vegetablesin unusud cultivars, and some unfamiliar onesthat must beloca produce
amenable to human biochemistry. But he didn’t trust anything else, even if he' d been rude enough to
wardrobe up an ingrument and stick it in asample.

Usualy mission nerveskilled his appetite and he struggled with the diplomatic requirements of eating what



was &t before him. Asthe gods of Civil Servicewould have it, though, when the optionsincluded things
he was unwilling to consume even in the name of détente, he was practicdly dizzy with hunger.

And the wine the New Amazonians served at the reception was potent. So he crunched finger-length
dices of some sweet root or stem that reminded him of burgundy-colored jicamaand stuck a Vincent's
elbow like atrophy wife, keeping aweather eye on the crowd.

Penthesileawas the planetary capita, and there were dignitaries from Medea, Aminatu, Hippolyta, and
Lakshmi Bal in atendance, in addition to the entire New Amazonian Parliament, the prime minister, and
the person whom Kusanagi-Jones understood to be her wife. There was a'so a security presence, though
he was not entirely certain of its utility in the company of so many armed and obvioudy capable women.

Even that assembly—at least three hundred individudss, perhaps 95 percent femde—didn’t sufficeto
make the ballroom seem crowded. They moved barefoot over the cool living carpets, dancing and
laughing and conversing in whispers, with ducked heads, while the musicians sawed gamely avay ona
raised and recessed stage, and handsome men in sharp white coats bore trays laden with what
Kusanagi-Jones could only assume were delicacies to the guests. It could have been an embassy party
on any of adozen planets, if he crossed hiseyes.

But that wasn't what provoked Kusanagi-Jones s awe. What kept distracting him every time helifted his
eyesfrom hisplate, or the conversation taking place between Vincent and Prime Minister Claude
Singapore—while Singapore s wife and Miss Pretoria hovered like attendant crows—was the way the
wallsfaded from warm browns and golds through tortoiseshell trand ucence before vanishing overhead to
reved acrescent moon and the bannered light of the nebula called the Gorgon. The nebularotated dowly
enough that the motion was unnerving, but not precisely apparent.

When the slver-haired prime minister was distracted by a murmured comment or question from an aide,
Kusanagi-Jones tapped Vincent on the arm, offered him the plate, and—when Vincent ducked to
examine what was on offer—whispered in his partner’ s ear, “ Suppose they often fed like specimensona
dide?’

“I suppose you adapt,” Vincent answered. He selected a curved flake of something greenish and crispy,
and hed it up to ingpect it. Light radiated from the walls—a flattering, ambient glow that did not distract
from the view overhead.

“Areyou admiring our starscape, Miss Kusanagi-Jones?’

He glanced at the prime minigter, hiding hisblink of guilt, but it wasn't Singapore who had spoken.
Rather, her wife, Maiju Montevideo.

“Spectacular. Do | understand correctly that Penthesileaiis entirely remnant architecture?’

Montevideo was a Rubenesgque woman of medium stature. Regardless of his earlier comment regarding
Hindu brides, Kusanagi-Jones was minded to compare her to the goddess Shakti grown grandmotherly.
Her eyes narrowed with her smile as she gestured to the domed, three-lobed chamber. “All this,” she
sad. Sheled with her wrist; Kusanagi-Jones wondered if New Amazonia had the sort of expensive girls
schools where they trained apparently hel pless young women to draw blood with their deportment.
These women would probably consider that beneath them, but they certainly had mastered the sKills.

Her eyes widened; hetried to decideif it was calculated or not. From the shift of Vincent’ sweight, he
thought so. “Miss Pretoria hasn’t taken you to seethe frieze yet?’

“There hasn't beentime.” Miss Pretoriadid between them, awarning in the furrow between her eyes.



Interesting.

“No,” Vincent said. Vincent didn’t look up, apparently distracted by the vegetables, but he wouldn't
have missed anything Kusanagi-Jones caught. His nimble fingers turned and discarded one or two more
dices before he abandoned the plate untasted on aside table.

Elder Montevideo showed her teeth. Kusanagi-Jones couldn’t fault New Amazonian dentistry. Or
perhapsit was the gpparent lack of sweetsintheloca diet.

“After dinner?’ sheasked, alittletoo gently.

Kusanagi-Jones could il fed it happen. Vincent’s chin came up and his spine eongated. It wasn't
enough motion to have served as atell to a poker player, but Kusanagi-Jones noticed. His own tension
eased.

Vincent had just clicked. Hewas on thejob and he’ d found his angle. Everything was going to be just
fine

Vincent tasted hislips. “ Perhaps instead of dinner?” he said lightly, aquip, beautiful handsballedin his
pockets.

“Thefood ign't to your liking, Miss Katherinessen?’

Vincent's shrug answered her, and aso fiel ded Kusanagi-Jones s sideways glance without ever breaking
contact with Singapore. “Wedon't eat animas,” he said negligently. “We consider murder barbaric,
whether it sfor food or not.”

Perfect. Cam, disgusted, alittle bored. A teacher’ sdisapprova, asif what he said should be evident to a
backward child. He might aswell have said, We don't play in shit.

Micheangel0's chest was S0 tight he thought his control might crack and leave him gasping for breeth.

“Strange,” Montevideo said. The prime minister—Singapore—towered over her, but Elder Montevideo
dominated their corner. “I hear some on Codition worldswill pay handsomely for mest.”

“Areyou suggesting you support illegd trade with Codition worlds?’ Vincent’s smile was athing of
legend. Hackles up, Montevideo took a haf-step forward, and he was only using a quarter of his usua
wattage. “ There' sachild sex trade, too. | don’t suppose you condone that.”

Montevideo’ s mouth was haf open to answer before she redlized she' d been dapped. “ That’ sthe
opinion of somebody whose government encourages feta murder and contract davery?’

“Itis” Vincent said. He pulled his hand from his pocket and studied the nails. Montevideo didn’t drop
her gaze.

Kusanagi-Jones steadied his own breathing and stretched each sense. Every hdf-aert ear in the room
was pricked, every courtier, lobbyist, and spy breath-held. Elder Montevideo's hand was not the only
one resting on aweapon, but it was hers that Kusanagi-Jones assessed. Eleven-millimeter casaless, he
thought, with along barrel for accuracy. Better to take Vincent down, if it cametoit, risk the bullet on his
own wardrobe and trust that the worried, level ook Miss Pretoriawas giving him meant she' d back his
play if the gunscame out.

He wondered about the New Amazonian rules of honor and if it mattered that Vincent was male and that
hedidn’'t seem armed.



And then Vincent looked up, asif hisdistraction had been acasua thing, and gave her afew more watts.
He murmured, almost wistfully, “Now that we ve established that we think each other monsters, do you
suppose we can get back to business?’

She blinked firgt, but Kusanagi-Jones didn’t let himsalf stop counting breaths until Claude Singapore
nudged her, and started to laugh. “He amost got you,” Singapore said, and Montevideo tipped her head,
acknowledging the touch.

Just a couple of fairies. He gritted histeeth into an answering smile. Apparently, it would have been
thought avictory for Vincent if he provoked the woman enough to make her draw. A Pyrrhic victory, for
most men in their shoes—

Singapore glanced a her watch—an old-fashioned wristwatch with a band, externa—and then laced her
right hand through Montevideo' sarm. “WEe Il be wanted upstairs.”

Vincent fell in beside her and Kusanagi-Jones assumed his habitua place. He didn’t think Singapore was
used to looking up to anybody, and she had to, to Vincent. “What I’ d like to do instead of dinner isget a
look at your power plant.”

“Unfortunately,” Singapore said, “we can't arrange that.”

“Officia secrets?’ Vincent asked, not too archly. “We |l haveto talk about it eventudly, if we re going to
work out an equitable trade arrangement.”

Kusanagi-Jones could have cut himself on Singapore’ ssmile. “ Are you suggesting that the Cabinet will
resort to extortion, Miss Katherinessen? Because | assure you, the restoration of our appropriated
culturd treasuresisacondition of negotiation, not abargaining chip.”

She ushered them through the door. A half-dozen people around the room disengaged themselves from
their conversations and followed them into the hall.

“It would make anice gesture of goodwill,” said Vincent.
And Elder Singapore amiled. “It might. But you can't get there from here.”

The route to the dining room wound up aflight of stairs and across an open footbridge, dmost a catwalk.
Kusanagi-Jones breathed shalowly; his chemistry was mostly coping with the dien pollen, but he didn’t
want to tax it. Heleaned on Vincent’ sarm lightly as Vincent fell back beside him. “Why arewe
antagonizing the peoplein charge?’

“Did you see Montevideo glance at her wife?’
Kusanagi-Jones didn't bother to hide his shrug.

“They're not the onesin charge. Maybe alittle firewill draw the redl negotiators out.” Vincent paused
and smiled tightly. “Also, aren’t you curious why they wanted usto see these friezes and Miss Pretoria
was dl a-prickle about it? Because | know | am.”

Kusanagi-Jones s hands wanted to shake, but he wouldn't let them. They entered a banquet room, and
he saw Vincent sested on the prime minister’ sleft and took his own seat next to Miss Pretoria, touching
the glossy wood of the chairs and table asif he were used to handling such things. He sat, and discussed
his dietary needs with Pretoria, then alowed her to serve him—uwhich she did adroitly. The food was
presented family style, rather than on elaborately arranged and garnished plates, whisked from some
mysterious otherworld to grace the incredible solid wooden table.



There were vegetarian options, dthough most of them seemed to contain some sort of animal
byproducts. But the scent of charred flesh made eating anything—even the sdlad and the bread with ail
and vinegar that Miss Pretoria assured him was safe—an exercise in diplomatic self-discipline. It smelled
like acombat zone; al that was missing was the reek of scorched hair and the ozone tang of burned-out

utility fogs

The cheese and butter and sour cream were set on the table between plates |aden with dices of roasted
animd flesh, like some scene out of atavistic history—the sort of thing you expected to find in galleries
next to paintings of beheading and bailing in oil and other barbaric commonplaces. Michelangelo brushed
his deeve up and touched hiswatch again, adjusting his blood chemistry to compensate for cregping
nausea, and kept his eyes on hisown plate until he finished esting.

He shouldn’t be huddled in his shell. He should be talking with Miss Pretoria and the assembled
dignitaries, walking the thin line between interest and flirting. He should be watching the
women—especialy Elena Pretoria, agrande dameif he' d ever met one, and most likely LesaPretoria' s
mother—and the two reserved, quiet men at the table, picking out what he could about the socia order,
trying to understand the aliances and enmities so he could exploit them later.

The women seemed interested in Vincent and himsel f—by which he meant, attracted to—and aglance at
Vincent confirmed he thought so, too. Elders Singapore and M ontevideo were the obvious exceptions to
therule. They had eyes only for each other, and K usanagi-Jones might have found it sweet if he hadn’t
suspected they’ d cheerfully have him shot the instant he wasn't conforming to their agenda

The more he watched M ontevideo, the more he thought—despite her apparent spunk—that she waslike
politicians wives everywhere: intelligent, intent, and ready to defer—at least publicly—to her mate's
judgment. Vincent was right; shelooked a Singapore every time she said something.

Kusanagi-Jones bit hislip on apained laugh; he recognized no little bit of himsdf in her behavior.

It didn’t hurt that VVincent was now paying an outrageous and obvioudy insncere court to the prime
minister that gill seemed to entertain her enormoudy. She had switched to treeting them like indulged
children; Kusanagi-Jonesfound it distasteful, but Vincent seemed willing to play the fool. The women
were asking interested questions about the Colonia Codition, seeming shocked by thingsin absolute
disproportion to their importance.

Montevideo was particularly fascinated by eugenics and population-control legidation, and kept asking
pointed questions, which Vincent answered mildly. Kusanagi-Jones pushed his plate away, unable to face
another mouthful of red-leef lettuce and crispy native fruit mixed with imported walnuts. It wasn't so bad
when he wasn't trying to est, and it was amusing to eavesdrop as Montevideo tried to get arise out of
Vincent.

“Wall, of coursethe Cabinet triesto limit abortions,” Vincent was saying. “Idedlly, you control population
through more proactive means—" He shrugged, and speared a piece of some juicy vegetable that
Kusanagi-Jones couldn’t identify with a perfectly norma Earth-standard fork—except Kusanagi-Jones
would bet the forks were actud metal, mined and refined, and not fogs. “But even medical botsfail, or
can be madeto fail. Biology’ s apowerful force; people have areproductive drive.”

“You don't think. .. people can be trusted to make their own decisions, Miss Katherinessen?” Arch, ill
sharp.

Kusanagi-Jones didn’t need to look at Vincent to know he would be smiling that wry, gentle smile. He
looked anyway, and didn’t regret it, athough Vincent’ s expression made it hard to bresthe. Again.
Dammit.



He could not afford to care, to trust Vincent. He was here to destroy him. New Earth, al over again.
Only worsethistime.

“No,” Vincent said, as Kusanagi-Jones picked the remainder of his bread gpart. “We evolved for much
more dangerous times, and memory is short. Just because Old Earth survived pandemics and famines
and Assessments during the Diasporato achieve afew modern ideas about stewardship doesn’t mean
that enlightenment trickles down to everybody. And it’s very hard for most people to postpone an
immediate want for apayoff they won't see, and neither will their grandchildren.”

“Thusthe Governors,” Elder Montevideo said, folding plump, ddlicate hands. The prime minister
watched, slently, and so did Elder Pretoria, who was seated at the far end of the table.

“The Codlition,” Kusanagi-Jones said, to demonstrate solidarity. He would not show pain. “ So the
Governorsdon’t intervene again on alarge scale. They are ill watching.”

He knew better than to attempt Vincent' strick of speaking asif to anidiot child, but it was tempting.

“The Coditionisn’t dlied with the Governors, then?’ asked one of the other women at the table, an
olive-skinned matron with cool hazel eyeswho never sopped smiling. Elder Kyoto, if Kusanagi-Jones
had the name right. He' d logged it; he could check hiswatch if needed.

“The Caodition isinterested in...minimizing the impact the Governors have on human life. And the
Governors permit the Codlition Cabinet thet latitude.”

“And the Governors must be prevented from intervening?’
“If you know your history.” Vincent smiled right back. 1t kegps us on our toes.”

Elder Singapore covered her partner’ s hand with her own. “If it wasn't for Diaspora, New Amazonia
wouldn’t be here. And we would be robbed of the pleasure of each other’s company. Which would be a
great pity indeed.”

Vincent asked, “Was yours one of the private ships?’
“The Colony craft? Yes. Ur wasaso, wasn't it?’

Heturned hisfork over asif fascinated by the gleams of light on the tines. “My great-grandmother was
disgustingly rich. It was an experimenta society, too. The colonists were al pregnant women. No men.
And there was ardigious dement.”

Elder Montevideo leaned forward, although she wasn't quite overcome enough to rest her elbows on the
table. “What was the purpose of the experiment?’

“To prove apoint of philosophy. To establish an egditarian matriarchy based on Gnostic Chrigtian
principles” He glanced up, twinkling. “My mather isthe only woman on the Colonid Codlition Cabinet.
We're not so different.”

She sat back, picked up her silver knife, and gave minute attention to buttering arall. “ Our founding
mothers believed that it was possible to live in balance with nature,” she said. “And by baance, they did
not mean stasis. They meant an evolving dynamic whereby both the planet’s Gaian principle and her
population would benefit. Not exploitation, asit was practiced on Old Earth: women do not exploit. We
take care when we practice forestry, for example, to leave renewal niches, and we practice sustainable
agriculture and humane anima husbandry.” The knife went down with a clink. “ Of course, theimpact of
our activitiesis attenuated because we didn’t need to bootstrap through afossil-fuel economy. We' ve



been fortunate.”
At least they know it, Kusanagi-Jones thought. He sipped his wine and watched her est.
“I'm curious,” Vincent said. “ Something you said earlier hinted to methat you find eugenics distasteful.”

Miss Pretorialaughed out loud and glanced at the prime minister for permission to continue.
Kusanagi-Jones saw the elder Pretorialean forward, but she till held her tongue. A watcher.
Dangerous, if the mind was as sharp asthe eyes. “If Old Earth gave women reproductive autonomy, |
don't believe you' d have a population problem. We don’'t—"

“You have an undamaged ecosystemn,” Kusanagi-Jones said. Vincent might have been the one to guess
that a bold-faced refusal to temporize was one way to earn their respect, but Kusanagi-Jones wasn't too
shy to capitdize on it. Vincent didn’t quite smile, but the gpprova was there between them, warm and
dive. “For now, at least, until you overrunit.”

Kusanagi-Jones, who had been about to continue, closed his mouth tightly as Elder Montevideo spoke.
“One of the reasons our foremothers chose to emigrate was because of Earth’s eugenics practices. They
did not fed that achild’ s genetic hedlth or sexud orientation determined itsvalue. Do you, Miss
Kusanagi-Jones? Miss Katherinessen? Because | assure you, the mothers at this table would disagree.”

Vincent's eyes were on Montevideo, but Kusanagi-Jones could tell that his attention was focused on
Miss Pretoria. And even Kusanagi-Jones could fed her discomfort; shewas buzzing withit. “I think,”
Vincent said, carefully, “the hedth of asystem outweighs the needs of acomponent. | think prioritizing
resources is more important than individud well-being.”

“Even your own?’ Miss Pretoria asked, laying down her fork.
Vincent glanced at her, but K usanagi-Jones answered.
“Oh, yes” hesad, directing asmile at his partner.

HewasalL.iar; neither hisvoice nor his expresson betrayed the venom he' d have liked to inject into
them. He projected pride, praise, admiration. It didn’t matter. Vincent would know the truth. 1t might
even ging. “Especidly hisown.”

Lesashouldn’t have been taking so much pleasure in watching Katherinessen bait Maiju and Claude, but
her self-control wasweak. And a small gloat never hurt anyone, she thought. Besides, even if the
enemy of Lesa senemy wasn't necessarily Lesa sdly, the prime minister richly deserved to be
provoked—and in front of Elena. Lesasaw what Katherinessen was playing at. He lured them to
underestimate and patroni ze, while picking out tidbits of persona and cultura information, assembling a
pattern he could read aswell as Lesa could have.

He was dso staking out space, while getting them to treat him like a headstrong male. Clever, though
confrontationd. Lesa often used the same tactic to manipulate people into self-incrimination.

Just when she thought she had their system plotted, though, Kusanagi-Jones turned and sank histeeth
into Katherinessen, hard. And Lesablinked, reassessing. A quick glance around the table confirmed that
only she had caught the subtext. And that was even more interesting—achint of tenson, achink in their
unity. Thekind of place where you could get alever in, and pry.

She wondered if Kusanagi-Joneswas aware of Katherinessen’ sduplicity, and if hewas, if



Katherinessen knew he was aware, or if there was a different stress on the relationship. They’d been
gpart for along time, hadn’t they? Since New Earth. Things changed in seventeen years.

Then asfast asit had been revealed the flash of anger was gone, and Lesawas |eft wondering again.
Because it was possible she' d been intended to seeit, that it was more misdirection. They were good
enough to keep her guessing, especially when Katherinessen smiled fondly acrossthe table at
Kusanagi-Jones, not a al like aman acknowledging ahit.

Lesawas aware of the other dynamics playing out around the table. They were transparent to her, the
background of motivations and relationships that she read and manipulated as part of her work, every
day. But none of them were asinteresting as Katherinessen and Kusanagi-Jones. Their opacities, their
complexities. She could make astudy just of the two of them.

And something till kept picking at the edge of her consciousness, like Katherinessen picking at Maiju,
likeabird picking for agrub, though she didn’t quite know whét to cal it. She wondered if they could
have fooled her, if perhapsthey weren't gentle after al. Theidea gave her acold moment, as much for
fear of her own capabilities eroding asfor the idea of a couple of stud males running around loose.

Even the best of them—even Robert, whom she loved—uwere predators. Biologicaly programmed, asa
reproductive strategy. Uncounted years of human history were the proof. In previous societies—in all
recorded societies, other than the New Amazonian—when awoman died by violence, the perpetrator
was admost dways mae. And amost dwaysamember of the woman'simmediate family, often with the
complicity of society. The Codition was atypical example of what men did to women when given half an
excuse: petty redrictions, self-congratulatory patronization, and adew of judtifications that amounted to
men asserting thelr property rights.

Two stud maes—if they were, and she honestly didn’t think so—on the loose and unlicensed in
Penthesileawere unlikely to bring down society. But by the same token, Lesawouldn't let atame fexa
run loose in the city. There was away's the chance somebody would get bitten.

Theirony of that concern, compared to the gender treason she was plotting, made her smile bitterly.

“MissPretoria,” Katherinessen said, asthe waiter removed his plate, “you're staring at me.” He hadn’t
looked up.

“ Are there circumstances under which the well-being of aminority does matter? Circumstances of gross
injustice?’
“Oppression? Such as the satus of men on New Amazonia?’

Elder Kyoto, the minister of security, waved her fork. “ There are sound behavioral—"

“Just s0,” Claude said. The other guests went quiet. “Or what the Coalition would like to do to New
Amazonia, to bring it under hegemony. Setting al that aside for the moment—as civilized people should
be able to do’—and it seemed to Lesathat Claude reserved a particularly bland smile for
Kusanagi-Jones—"“isit till an interesting question on its own mexits?’

Katherinessen steepled long fingers. Dessert was being served. He declined a pastry just as Lesawarned
them that there was most likely butter in the crust, but both maes accepted coffee without cream.

K atherinessen tasted the coffee as soon as it was set before him, buying afew more moments to consider
his answer and unconcerned with histransparency. “Whichever group isin ascension at a given moment
is, higtorically speaking, both unlikely to acknowledge even the existence of abuses or bias, and dso to



judtify the bias on any grounds they can—socid, biological, what have you. May we agree on that?’
Claude samiledid from bland toward predatory. “Mostly.”

“Then let meraise acounterquestion. Do you believe an egditarian society is possible?’

“Define egalitarian.”

“ Advancement based solely on merit.” Katherinessen smiled at his partner, who was stolidly tirring his
coffee over and over again. “As Angdo isfond of pointing out to me, | have certain advantages of birth.
My family iswell regarded in society on Ur. By comparison, on Old Earth before Assessment, any of us
would have been disadvantaged due to our skin tone—if welived in theindustridized world.”

“Protected by it, later,” Kusanagi-Jones said under his breath. He was leaning on the arm of hischair,
toward Lesa; she thought she was the only one who heard it.

Claude didn’t answer immediately. She nodded around the excuse of abite of pastry, forked up in haste,
asif ingpecting Katherinessen’ swords for the trap. “ So even Assessment wasn't an equaizer. Not a
fresh sart.”

“It was the opposite of an equdizer.” Katherinessen shrugged. “Each round of Assessed were chosen on
the grounds of arbitrary standards programmed into the Governors before they were released. It wasthe
epitome of unnatura selection, for an dite. Agriculturigts, scientists, engineers, programmers, diplomets,
artisans, and none of them Caucasian—what more arbitrary set of criteriacould you imaginefor
urvivd?’

Lesalad her fork down. “1 don’'t believe equdlity exists.”
Elder Kyoto glanced around. “Why not?’

“Because Miss Katherinessen isright, but doesn’t takeit far enough. Not only will whoever’ s on top fight
to Say there, but if you reset everyoneto equality, whoever winsthe scramble for power will design the
rulesto stay there.”

Katherinessen nodded. “ So what do you think is possible?”
“If | were the oppressed?’
A short pause, with eyebrow. “Sure.”

Lesawondered if she could artle him. The Colonids did think everybody on New Amazoniawas an
idiot, or at least naive. That much was plain. “Conquest. Revolution. Dynamic change would ensure that
nobody ever wound up holding too much power. Fortunately for me, asamember of the ruling class,
people tend to prefer the status quo to unrest unlessthey’ re very unhappy. Which iswhy the Codition
in't entirdly welcome here.”

She picked her fork up again and began flaking apart the buttery layers of pastry, not so much eating as
pushing them around on the plate to cover the gilding. Katherinessen sighed. She thought it was
satisfaction. She didn’t want to fed the answering glow in hersdf, asif she'd just donewell on atest.

“You are so very right.” Katherinessen glanced at Kusanagi-Jones, who had stopped stirring his coffee,
but wasn't drinking.

“Y ou know what they say,” Kusanagi-Jones quipped. “ Détente is achieved when everybody’ s unhappy.”



The bipeds communicate. There are the new ones, the malesin their dual-gender system. Kii
supposes one biologically convenient system for randomizing genetic material isas good as
another, but the bipeds also use theirs as a basis for an arcane system of taboos and restrictions.
At first Kii thinks this is adaptively obligated, that the child-bearing sex was responsible for the
protection of the offspring, and the society was structured around that need. There are local
animals with similar adaptations—unlike the Consent, unlike the khir—where the greatest danger
to cubsis posed by unrelated males, which prey on the offspring of other males.

Kii is startled to find an intelligent species retaining such atavistic tendencies. But then, Kii isalso
startled to find an intelligent species evolve without also evolving the Consent, or something like
it. And since the territorial dispute, Kii is forced to acknowledge that no matter how devel oped
their technology and aesthetics, the bipeds have no Consent.

Kii wondersif the other population of bipeds, encroaching again on the ones Kii thinks of asKii’s
bipeds, intend another territorial dispute. The timedlip is threads that converge and threads that
part; patterns of interference. It is a wave that has not collapsed. The nonlocal population may
transgress, driven, Kii thinks, by outstripping its habitat. There may be another dispute. The
probability is not insignificant that the local population of alienswill be overrun. Kii is possessive
of the aliens, and Kii’ s possessiveness informs the Consent.

If the other population encroaches, Kii wishes to intervene again, more strongly than before. The
Consent is not so sanguine.

Yet.

5

EVEN VINCENT WAS RELIEVED WHEN DINNER ENDED, though it segued without hesitation
into another endless reception. Thisone at least had more the air of aparty, and findly therewerea
number of other men present.

As soon asthey |eft the table, the elder Pretoria cut Michelangel o off Vincent’sarm as neetly as
impoverished nobility albsconding with an heiress at a debutante’ sbal. Despite Micheangelo's

long-suffering eyerall, he went, flirting gamely.

Vincent took thisas a sign that the business portion of the evening had ended, and availed himsdlf of the
bar. Hewasn't going to get drunk—nhiswatch would see to that—but he would examine the options. It
would give him something to do with his hands while consdering the evening' shaul.

He accepted the drink he'd pointed to in amoment of bravado—something greenish-gold and dightly
cloudy, aspirit infused with dien herbs, if hisnose didn’t midead him—and leaned into aquiet corner, for
the moment observed by no one except the security detail, who appeared to be making sure he didn’'t
wander off.

It wasareversal of hisand Michelangelo’ s usud roles, but not an unpracticed one. Michelangelo could
pretend to charisma as effectively as anything e se, and dominate aroom with ease. And the dynamics of
an assembly such asthis could be reveding. It was like watching a dance that was dso combat and a
game of chess.



Miss Pretoria, for example, was leaving a conversationd cluster that included the person Vincent had
tentatively identified asthe minister of the militia—of Security, he corrected himsdf, whichwasa
sgnificant choice of title on its own—and crossing to the group that encompassed Michelangelo and
ElenaPretoria, and atal, beautifully dressed, dark-skinned man with a shaved-dick scalp. With whom,
Vincent noticed, Michdangelo was now flirting. Vincent' sfingers curled on hisglass, and he pressed his
shoulders againg thewarm, dightly vibrating wal of the building, feding it conform to hisbody.

The prime minister and her entourage occupied a space that was more or less on the | eft center of the
ballroom, and somehow managed to give theimpression of being off in a corner—and one diametricaly
opposed to the Pretoria household at that. And there was something else interesting: asLesa crossed the
room, nobody wanted to catch her eye, despite her occasiona nods and words she shared with those
she passed. Unobtrusively, a path opened before her, but it wasn't the standing aside of respect. It wasa
withdrawd. | wonder what she is when she's not a tour guide and turnkey.

He dug histoesinto the groundcover and watched. People could give themselves away in the oddest
manners. Even smply by the waysin which they made sure of their guard. For example, thefaint
discomfort with which Lesaresponded to a broad-shouldered, bronzed man who entrapped her afew
steps from the relative haven of her mother’ senclave. He had long hair cut blunt a his shoulders, thefair,
blondish-brown color and coarse wavy texture even more unusua than Vincent’ s auburn, and his hands
were knotted whitely with old scars. He spoke softly, eyes averted, and Lesareached out and tucked a
strand of that wonderful hair behind his ear in agood counterfeit of flirtation before excusing hersdlf to
join her family.

Vincent was just findly getting around to paying some attention to his drink when the minister of
Security—the one who had been about to bring biology into the dinner argument until Singapore shut her
down—appeared at hiselbow. “Miss Katherinessen,” she said, mispronouncing his name
kath-er-in-ES-sen, “I’m sorry to see you' ve been abandoned.”

She held out her hand and he took it gingerly. The wine on her bresth bridged the distance between them
eadly. The New Amazonian disregard for persond space, but also something more.

He would have stepped back, but he was dready againgt thewall. “I’'m sdf-amusing,” he said, and met
her gaze directly, the way Penthesilean men did not.

She edged closer, oozing confidence. She expected him to be intimidated and perhaps flattered as she
laid her hand on hisarm. He' d seen the expression on her face on enough old warhorses cornering sweet

young things at embassy parties: a predator gloating over trapped prey.

He was supposed to blush and look down, and maybe sidle away. Instead, he pictured Michelangelo
standing where he was standing now, and burst out laughing.

She stepped back, abruptly, covering her discomfiture with ascowl. “I wasn't aware | was so amusing.”

“Actudly,” Vincent said, stepping around her now that he' d bought himself room, “I find the corner by
the door’ sthe best place to be. Are you attending the ceremony tomorrow, Elder?’

He turned to face her, which put his own back to the room—but that wasn't too unsettling when
Michelangelo had it covered. And now she was the one trapped againgt the wall, which was atactical

gain.

“I wouldn't missit,” she said. “We ve arranged ameeting with some technica specidists afterward, who
can explain what we' re prepared to offer for our part of the dedl. I'm sure Lesa’ s made sure you have a
copy of the schedule.”



“Shefunctions as asecretary, too?” Vincent asked with athickly insincere smile. He stepped back as
Kyoto stepped forward. Miss Pretoria was coming up behind him, and he sidestepped, asif accidentally,
opening the téte-a-téte. One, two, three, four— “A multitdented individud.”

“Why, thank you, Miss Katherinessen,” Pretoriasaid, and then let her eyesrest on the minister of
Security. “Oh, Elder. | didn’t see you back there, behind this great wall of aman. I’m sorry to interrupt,
but his partner asked meto fetch him—"

She smiled, and Vincent wondered if the venom was as gpparent to Kyoto as to him. Perhaps not,
because Kyoto excused hersdf and brushed past them with every indication of calm.

Vincent tilted the glass againgt his mouth, inhaling redolence that stung his eyes, and smiled at the warden
ashelicked adroplet off the cleft of hislips. The liquor, now that he finally tasted it, was good, warm on
the tongue. And if hewasn’t mistaken, it had enough kick to shift amoon in orbit.

He shifted the glassto hisleft hand to extend the right. He was adapting to that local quirk, at least. Her
clasp was ill warm and firm. “I am indebted beyond words.”

“She'sgood a her job,” Pretoriasaid.

“Did Angdlo redlly send you to the rescue?’ Vincent would have expected Michelangdlo to take a specia
kind of lingering pleasurein watching him twist, actually, but he would take pity if it was on offer.

“| suggested to him that he—and you—might want to snesk downgtairsand indulgein alittle touriam. ...1
mean, inspect the gallery space. What do you say?’

Vincent finished hisdrink. So Pretoriawas avoiding the fair-haired man, and Vincent's own presumed
desireto avoid Elder Kyoto was a convenient excuse. “Grab your security and let’ sgo.”

Kusanagi-Jones glanced up as Vincent laid agentle hand on hisarm and insinuated himsdf into the
conversationa circle. “We're escaping,” Vincent murmured againgt his ear, and Kusanagi-Jones nodded
while Miss Pretoriamade excuses to her mother involving long trips and early risng.

“Whatever the warden wants,” Kusanagi-Jonesreplied, using Vincent’ s body to cover the shape of the
words. Vincent steered him out of the group as he made his farewells. There was a scent of liquor and
herbs on Vincent' s breath, and Kusanagi-Jones sighed wistfully. “Don’t suppose you saved me any of
that.”

“Sorry. WeE Il get room servicelater.”
“They overchargefor the licensesin hotels”

Vincent laughed under his bresth and gave Kusanagi-Jones s arm a squeeze. “Miss Pretoriawants to
show usthe gdlery.”

“That's the warden to you,” she said, faling into step. She met Kusanagi-Jones s guilty look with atoss
of her rainbow hair, but she grinned. “Oh, yes, | heard that.”

“Just aswdll,” Vincent said, releasing Kusanagi-Jones s arm after one more caress. “What do you do
when you' re not shepherding visiting dignitaries, Warden?’

She shrugged. “ Y ou just met my boss. I’'m security directorate. | review licensing for gentle males and



others”

“Politica officer,” Vincent said. Shewasn't tal, but she moved with direction and strength. If she had
been wearing boots, they would have been thumping on the groundcover. Even the security detall was
hustling to keep up.

Sheflipped her hair behind her ear again. It kept escaping in ways agrooming license would not permit.
“Y ou could say that.”

The curved corridor opened into a bell-shaped chamber. She selected a side corridor. Kusanagi-Jones
noticed she was running thetips of her fingers down the left-hand wall. “ Just here—"

Another room, this onelong and narrow like agdlery. The wals were the faux-transparent type, the
ceiling view of aperfect, cloudiess night sky.

“Thisisthe museum?’ Kusanagi-Jones asked. “Where sthe art? Doesn't the sunlight damage it?’

Miss Pretoria smiled, seeming pleased that he' d broken his slence, but she addressed them both as she
waved them forward. “It' sdowndtairs,” she said. “Underground. Come aong.”

Penthesilealooked smdl on the surface, but Kusanagi-Jones had gained a hard-won appreciation for
how rarely appearances matched actudlity. After the arena, he wasn't surprised by the scale of the
underground city.

They stepped from alift into a cavernous space. The air here was cool, theillumination indirect, bright but
soothing, with long splashes of light reflecting from scrollworked eggshell-white walls. Vincent cleared his
throat. After glancing a Miss Pretoriafor permisson, Vincent reached out and softly ran his hand over
the decorations, if that was what they were. Kusanagi-Jones resisted the urge, despite the tactile charm.

Vincent sad, “If the origind inhabitants—"
“The Dragons”

“The Dragons. If they could fly, why thelift?’
“It' snew.”

“Do you understand the technology that well?” And Vincent made it sound casud, startled. Naturd.
Kusanagi-Jones wondered if Pretoriawas fooled.

Truthfully, though, he listened with only haf an ear to the conversation. His attention was on the security
detail, the multidimensiona echoes caused by the cavern’s organic shapes, the possibility of an attack. He
was surprised by how fredly they were permitted to move; on Earth, there would have been an
entourage, press, agaggle of functionaries. Here, there was just the three of them, and the guards.

Convenient. And indicative of even more societd differencesthat would be positively treacherousto
navigate. Asif the openly armed women hadn’t been enough of ahint.

“...thisseemslikeavery finefacility,” Vincent said. He moved casudly, hishandsin his pockets ashe
leaned down to Miss Pretoria, diminishing her disadvantage in height. “ Controlled humidity and
temperature, of course.”

“Yes. These are the galleries that were emptied by the OECC robbersin the Six-Weeks-War,” she said.
Her body language gave no hint that she considered any potentia to offend in her phrasing. It was



matter-of-fact, impersondl.

And thisis a diplomat, Kusanagi-Jones thought. He trailed one hand dong the wall; the texture was
sogpy, dmost oft. Heimagined afaint vibration again, as before, but when he tuned to it, he thought it
might just be the wind swaying the fluted towers so far overhead. They’ ve been alone out here a very
long time. Long enough that awareness of ethnocentrismis a historical curiosity.

He stroked the wall again, trying to identify the materid. It didn’t come off on hisfingers, but it felt like it
should. Like graphite or sogpstone—dlick without actualy being greasy. Therewasageologist’sterm,
but he couldn’t remember it.

“Thee gdleries?” Vincent said. “ Thisiswhere the Codition troops...”

“Werekilled, yes” This subject, Miss Pretoria seemed to understand might be touchy. “The oneswho
cameto repatriate the art. And New Amazonia. Seven hundred. Give or take.”

“A ghip'scomplement of marines”
“We warned them to withdraw. They attempted to disarm us.”

Kusanagi-Jones glanced over in timeto catch that predatory flash of her teeth once more. Vincent was
watching her, hishands ill in his pockets, hisface cam.

“There sheen alot of practica experiment on what happens after the occupiers disarm thelocas. Just
because we' ve disavowed Old Earth history doesn’t mean wefail to study it. Y ou can file that one with
sense of humor, if you like”

Kusanagi-Jones fdt the thrum between them, Vincent and Pretoria. Her chin was up, defiant. Vincent
stood there, breathing, smiling, for her to bash herself against. For amoment, Kusanagi-Jones pitied her;
shedidn’t stand achance. Vincent’ s silences were even more devadtating than his sarcasm.

He ended this one with asoft, beckoning gesture, something that invited Miss Pretoriainto the circle of
his confidences. “I don’t suppose you' d consent to tell me how you managed to herd or lure an entire
ship’s complement into these chambers, Miss Pretoria? Just as agoodwill gesture, something to get
negotiations off on acongenid foot?’

Shetilted her head. *'Y ou never know when we might need it again. And spesking of goodwill gestures,
do you havealist of the art treasures you' re returning?’

“Onewasn't sent ahead?”’

“Onewas,” she answered. She started walking again. Vincent accompanied her and K usanagi-Jonesfell
in closer to the security detail. “ But since we' ve planned that repatriation ceremony for tomorrow, it
doesn't hurt to make sure we' re dl working from the same assumptions.”

Her tone made it plain she knew they weren’t, but was willing to play the game. Kusanagi-Jones found
himself admiring her alittle. More than alittle; she had sangfroid, an old-fashioned haggler’ snerve.
Maybe she' d known exactly what she was doing with that too-sharp word robbers.

Her next comment clinched it. “If you'll follow me,” shesaid, “I’ll show you somethingsthat weren't
golen.”

Vincent, surprising everyone except Kusanagi-Jones, laughed likeit wasthe funniest thinghe dheardina
week. Kusanagi-Jones laughed, too. But he was laughing at the startled expression on Pretoria sface.



“About that sense of humor—"

She grinned, and he remembered the sharpness with which she d returned the volley after overhearing the
unflattering nickname. *'Y ou' re not going to tell me men have one, too?’

Vincent shot him alook; Kusanagi-Jones answered with ashrug. They passed through three chambers,
each one with soft full-spectrum light and stairs ascending to agdlery, each with whitewalls bare and
smooth asthe walls of achak cave.

“How much did they take?’ Vincent asked. Even hushed, his voice echoed into many-layered resonance.
“All this?”

“You don't know?’

“I know what we brought. Theligts| transferred.”
She amiled. “That' s maybe atwentieth of it—"
“The Christ.”

“Mmm. These vaults were on the surface then, public galleries. A museum. We brought what we could
from Old Earth—"

“Women'sart,” Kusanagi-Jones said, but he was thinking On the surface? All this?

She stopped and turned, her shoulders square and her chin lifted. Shefolded her hands behind her back.
“Do you have a problem with that?’

“I wondered why your ancestorslimited the collection.”
She gave him that smile again, the toothy one. “ Somebody else wastaking care of therest.”
“Y ou're content with the bias?’

She turned and kept walking. Another haf of one of the big roomsin silence, until she paused besde a
wall like any other. She lifted her hand and pressed the padm against the surface. “ Are you content with
yours?’

Before he could answer, the wall scrolled open and adoor created itself where there hadn’t been adoor
amoment before. She stepped through before the edges had finished collgpsing seamlesdy into
themsdlves, and Kusanagi-Jones had an awful moment of clarity. It cameto him, lead-crysta sharp, that
he needed to be thinking of this city not as static structures, but as the biggest damned fog thisside of a
gtarship. But Vincent didn’t look worried, so Kusanagi-Jones made sure he didn’t look worried either
and followed Pretoria through the gap. He stopped so fast that Vincent ran into him.

The contents of thisroom were intact. It was ahundred meterslong, with three gdlleried levels of
well-hung walls, plinths and stands scattered about the floor. He had taken three steps forward, diding
out from under Vincent’ s steadying hand on his shoulder, before he even thought to turn and ask thelr
warden for permission. Still smiling, she waved him forward. Vincent dogged him, and he couldn’t even
be bothered to be offended when Pretoria caled after him, “Don’t touch!” athough he did growl
something about being housebroken, under his breeth.

Hefolded his hands ostentatioudly in the smal of hisback, and tried to remember not to hold his breeth.
There were pieces here Michelangelo couldn’t even name, athough he had—many years snce—taken a



classin the treasures that had been lost during Diaspora, and he' d chipped all the relevant records before
heleft Earth.

Vincent leaned over his shoulder, breath warm on his ear, resting a hand on his shoulder where the skin
of hisfingers could brush Michelangel o’ s neck. It was scarcdly adistraction. He paused in front of acase
with along, chain-linked silver necklace, as much sculpture asit was jewdry, hung on adisplay rack like
abarren branch. His chip told him the name.

“Matthesen,” he said, pointing with his chin so as not to give Pretoria an excuse to shoot him. “ Fear
Death by Water . Supposed to belost.” He knew the white marble miniature of anude and pensive
woman besdeit without help. “Vinnie Ream Hoxi€ s The Spirit of the Carnival. Thesemust dl be
North American. That's Jana Sterbak’ s The Dress—’

Vincent didn’t even comment on the power required to keep the lights that shimmered wordsin archaic
English burning acrossthe wirework form. “ That' sart?’

“Heathen,” Michelangdo said, more fondly than heintended. “Yes, it'sart. And oh...”

It caught his eye from acrossthe room, aswirl of colorsthat seemed at first an amorphousformon a
garry field, anebulain dank earthen green and mahogany. A heavy tentacled brown arm reached from
the upper |eft-hand corner of the canvas, shoving at the sky like an oppressive hand. Michelangelo
gasped with the power of it, the vault, the weight, the mass. Just paint on canvas, and after he practicaly
ran across the roomtoit, it shoved him back astep.

Vincent, who had followed him, swallowed but didn’t spesk.

“The Lawrence Tree,” Michelangdo said. Hedidn’t need to look at the plaque. “ Georgia O’ K eeffe.”
“I've heard of her,” Vincent said. He dmost sounded surprised. “What' s this one?’

Michelangelo didn’t know. He waved aquestion at Pretoria.

Thewarden cameto them, asif reluctant to shout now that they werethick in the spell of the gdlery.
“Sade Audinistheartist,” she said, and Michelangelo took a moment to appreciate theirony of a
woman named after acity named after aman. “It's cdled Jinga Mbande.”

It was wood, Michelangelo thought, darkly polished, theimage of awell-armed woman with upthrust
breasts pointed like weapons, the strong curve of her belly hinting at fecundity. She held aprimitive
firearm in one hand, a spear in the other, and had the sort of classically African featuresthat were rarely
even seen on Earth anymore. “ An Amazon heroine?’

“A freedom fighter,” Pretoriasaid. She stood silent on hisleft hand as Vincent waited on hisright, and
they all breethed in the silence of the rich gleam of light on polished wood. The air was cool and smelled
fantly of lemonail.

“Old Earth history,” she said then, and stepped away asif she needed to cut the camaraderie that had
amost grown between them. “Follow me, and I’ [l show you the friezes.”

They went. Up aspiral stair—neck-breaking-type, Vincent mouthed at him asthey climbed—to the
third and find gdlery. Asthey reached the landing, Miss Pretoria about a dozen steps ahead of them,
Kusanagi-Jones leaned forward and whispered in Vincent' s ear, “If thisis where the marineswerekilled,
was Montevideo's comment aveiled threat?”’

Vincent coughed. “ Pretty well-cursed veiled.” And then he looked up and fdll slent.



Kusanagi-Jones hadn’t been prepared to be struck dumb again. You' d think you'd run out of awe
eventually. And perhaps one would. But not right away.

Thefriezes, as Montevideo had so blithely called them, were asingle long strip about three meterstall
that ran the entire perimeter of the room. They had subtle detail and deep refractive color that washed to
white when you weren't looking at them directly, so they faded out as one glanced adong their length,
ghosts emerging and vanishing. At first hewas't sureif the images actualy moved, but he occasondly
stopped and stared at one detail or another, and became aware that the scene shifted, playing itself out in
dow animation.

And he understood why the New Amazonians cdled the long-lost native diens Dragons.

The pictured creatures were feathered d most-serpents, four-limbed counting the wings and the legs that
helped anchor the flight membranes. The wings were bony and double-jointed, shaped for waking on
and manipulating things aswell asflight. The vane was stretched skin over an eongated pinkie finger that
formed the longest part of the leading edge of the wing, five more fingers making agrasping appendage at
the front of the joint. They were neither bat-wings nor bird-wings, despite the hairy feathers—or feathery
fur—that covered the creatures backs and napes and heads.

The Dragons flocked through the spires of what must be one of the other cities of New Amazonia,
because it wasfar taller and more towered than Penthesilea, and they raced cloudsin jewe-bright colors.
The onesin the foreground were as detailed as Audubon paintings. The onesin the background were
movement itself. In among them were wingless animals, four legged, like lean reptilian jackals. They
reminded Michelangelo of some kind of feathered dinosaur, what atheropod would ook likeif it ran on
al fours

A stientis—an anthropologist or biologist—might have cautioned him against jumping to conclusions.
But to Michdlangd o, it was breathtakingly obvious that the winged animaswere the city builders, the
native inhabitants. Even if severd of them did not hold objectsin their handsthat he tentatively identified
asalight-pen, apaintbrush, achisd, the eyeswould have given them away. They weredl iris, shot
through with threads of gold or green—hbut even in the thing the New Amazoniansinadequately cdled a
frieze, they were aware.

The Dragonstowered three or four feet taller than he, even with their long necks ducked to fit into the
frieze. They moved in the animation, the three humans the focus of their predatory attention. Michelangelo
felt them watching, and it took the gallery railing across his lower back to make him redize that he had
backed the entire width of the catwalk away.

6

AFTER THEY RETURNED TO THEIR ROOMS, MICHELANGEL O took histimefinishing his
report to Kaiwo Maru and getting ready for bed. Vincent waited until he ordered the lights off and did in
beside him. He turned under the covers, cloth brushing his skin, and pressed himsdf againgt his partner’s
back, draping an arm around Angelo’' swaist. Michelangelo stiffened in the darkness.

“Thisistwice now,” Vincent said. “ Areyou going to tell mewhy you' reangry?’ Againin their own
private language, needlesdy complicated, half implied and haf tight-beamed, the parts of speech
haphazardly switched and vocabulary and syntax swiped from every language either one of them had
encountered.

For amoment, he thought Michelangelo wouldn’t answer. But his hand covered Vincent's, and he said,



“Twice?

“On Kaiwo Maru and at dinner. | can’t think what | said to anger you, but it must be something.” He
kissed Angelo’s neck.

Michelangelo didn’t respond. Not even ashiver, and thistime helet the Slence drag. Vincent wasjust
about to retrest to his own side of the bed when Michelangel o stretched, turning so their eyes could
mest, the tranamitted light of the nebulareveaing his expression. Which, as usud, admitted nothing.

“If we' re going to work together—" —you have to talk to me. It was more than talking, though. He
wanted what they had once had, the trust and the knowledge that Michelangelo would be where he was
needed. And it was unfair to ask.

Vincent was the one keeping secrets that could get them both killed. The betraya had aready happened,
and Angelo inevitably was going to find out about it and have to live with the consequences. How many
times are you going to make his choices for him?

Whatever lies Michdangel o wasimplying, they were for the job; he had made that plain on Kaiwo
Maru. The smallest dignity Vincent could do in return was not to lie to Michelangelo about Vincent's
honorable intentions.

So Vincent leaned forward, instead, and kissed his partner. There was amoment of resistance astheir
wardrobes analyzed the situation, but as he’ d suspected after Kaiwo Maru, they were sill keyed to each
other. Vincent had never changed his program, and apparently Michelangelo hadn’t either. The resstance
faded, and Angelo took Vincent into hisarms.

Sounds drifted into the room from outside, attenuated by height. Music, laughter. A woman singing, the
nauseating reek of scorched flesh from some restaurant, people getting the jump on Carniva. The
colored sky shone through the false skylights, filling the room with afaint glow. Michdangelo's mouth
opened. He kissed hard, well, fluently, his hands soft and warm on Vincent’ s back. And
Vincent...wished he believed.

Lesaundressed hersdf and hung her clothes up to air without bothering House to raise the lights. The
night was cloudless and there was enough illumination through the ceiling that she had no problem
maneuvering in her own bedroom. But it was dark enough that she was surprised to find the bed aready
occupied when she tugged the covers back.

Surprised, but not terribly so. “Hello, Robert.”

Hewas awake. He propped himsdf on his ebows, the sheets gliding down his chest, reveding curly hair.
Glossy scars contrasted with the oiled smoothness of his scalp. Histeeth flashed in the darkness. “I
thought you' d be longer.”

She shrugged, and did into bed beside him, rolling onto her somach, voice muffled in the pillow. “Let me
guess. | forgot to tell Agnesthat | wanted you tonight?’

“She said to check in with her in the morning, because she thought you' d be late, too, and didn't fed like
waiting up. Arms down by your sides, please?’

His hands were strong; he dicked them down with the oil from the bedstand while she shrugged her
nightshirt off, and started work on her shouldersfirst. Maybe not safe to give him so much autonomy, so
much freedom. Maybe not wise to be as permissive with him as she was. But this was Robert, after dl,



and he was as much hers as he could be without atransfer and amarriage, and she trusted him more than
any woman she knew.

Shedidn’t doubt histemper, or his capacity for violence. They were marked on his body, and his status
as maesfigured such thingswas significant. But he' d never directed ether of those thingsat her, or any
woman.

Not gentle, no. But smart.
“Thank you,” he said.

Her spine cracked under hisweight. “Mmph.” It might have stood a better chance of being aword if she
hadn’t had amouthful of pillow. Robert pulled the cushion out of the way, straightening her neck, and ran
his thumbs down her spine, triggering adizzying release of endorphins. “Y ou heard something? Or isthis
asocid cdl?

“Would that it were, my lady.”
She laughed at his pretend formdity. “It can beasocid cdl, too.”

“Businessfirg.” But the kiss he planted between her shoulder blades promised pleasant business, at least.
He stayed bent down, nuzzling through her hair to brush hislips across her ear. “Did you meet the
Colonids?’

“Yes. Andyes, it' sthem. Well, ’'m assureas| can be.”
“And what do you think? Can we trust Katherinessen?’

His hands forestalled her shrug. FHinty, dangerous hands, the gnarled scar across the palm of the left one
rough when it caught on her skin. “Do we have another choice? | can’t tell, Robert. | don’t know.
Claude won't risk it. There€' s no guarantee about Katherinessen. Kusanagi-Jonesis hard-line Old Earth,
though | don’t understand it and it makes me sick to think about, and Claude' s bound to think placating
the Codlition is safer than open opposition, especidly if it means dlying oursel ves with Codlition worldsin
open revolt.”

“ Appeasement has such aglorious history.”

“Thisisn't about glory. And it worked for Ur. Sort of.”

“Whichiswhy they’' re so eager to berid of the Governors now?’
Histonewas arch and dry. She matched it. “Keep it in your pants, Robert.”
“I'm not wearing any pants,” he said reasonably.

Somewhere, she found the energy to snort. “ Anyway, if Mother finds out I’ ve been letting you read
history, she' ll—"

“Have your hidefor aholster. | know.” His caresses became more persona and she rolled over, looking
up through the dark. He touched the tip of her nose. “What are you going to do?’

She shrugged, and sighed. “1’ll know tomorrow. If we missthe mesting, it’ snot like we' Il get another
chance—"

“No.” Hekissed her. “Not intime for Julian, anyway.”



Kusanagi-Jones was long past feding guilt about lying. Conscience was one of thefirst thingsto go. If

he’ d ever had much of oneto begin with, the job had burned it out. So it was with a certain amount of
amusement that he identified the emotion he was feding over telling the truth—as guilt. Well, alimited sort
of truth, with the limitations carefully obscured, but ill. Unmistakably the truth.

Thefact that hewas doing it sdfishly didn’t enter into it, he told himself. The fact that Vincent wasright,
and what he redlly wanted was to punish—

Of course, Vincent only knew that because Kusanagi-Jones wasn't bothering to hide it. Pretoria had
probably picked up onit, too, but with luck she' d think it was jealousy, mae games.

On, hell.

Anomissonwas asgood asalie, and he had told Vincent he' d chosen the therapy. He wasjustifying.
Judtifying, becauseif Vincent didn’t think Kusanagi-Jones cared for him anymore, that was one less way
Vincent could hurt him. Jugtifying, becauseif he hadn’t cared, if he was doing hisjob, then hewasa
much better actor than this. Justifying because he, Kusanagi-Jones, deserved Vincent' sloathing and
anger for other reasons entirel y—reasons K usanagi-Jones was too good a Liar for Vincent to suspect,
even years|ater.

Justifying, and it was the sort of thing, the sort of salf-delusion, that got you killed. He knew it.

And so did Vincent, gpparently, because Vincent pushed against his hand and looked up, leaving an arc
of moisture cooling on Kusanagi-Jones s skin. “ Something’ swrong,” he said. “Or else I’m more out of
practice than | thought.”

Thedry tone, brittle enough to break an edge and cut yoursdlf on. It still worked, too; K usanagi-Jones
laughed, an honest laugh. Startled into it, though nothing Vincent said was surprising. It wasjust very
Vincent, and Kusanagi-Jones had been so deep in his own bout of salf-pity that he’ d forgotten.

“Tired,” he said, not bothering to hide the fact that it was alie.

Warm hands stroked his thighs. “Mmm. Y ou were the one who said you didn’t need rest; you had
chemidry.”

“Rubitin.” It could only befraught if helet it. Hewas aprofessond. And Earth needed what they had
come for. The Codlition needed it; the Governors were ruthless in balancing population and consumption
againg their programmed limits. Even wind farms and geothermad caused impact. Action, reaction, as
incontrovertible as thermodynamics. And—seemingly abrogeating those lawvs—clean, limitlessNew
Amazonian energy could change the fate of two dozen worlds.

And Kusanagi-Jones needed their misson to fail. Or more precisdy, he needed awin—because he
wasn't Vincent Katherinessen, and he wasn't getting any younger, and accepting therapy had kept him
hisjob, but it hadn’t done enough to lift the cloud after their last awful failure, the mess on New Earth.
Kusanagi-Jones needed awin.

And meanwhile, ethics and—sod it, humanity—demanded he take afal. Just like New Earth. But awin
here was the only way he could count on staying dive. The only way he might be alowed to stay with
Vincent. It left him cold from throat to groin to think of losing that again.

Vincent had always been worth paying attention to in bed. And Vincent had noticed that he still wasn't
doing s0. “Angelo,” he complained, “you're thinking.”



“And that' s supposed to be your job?” Not quite Vincent’ s dry snap, but enough. “ Redlly want to
know?’

Vincent nodded, his depilated cheek smooth on Kusanagi-Jones s skin. “I’ve no right to ask.”

Somehow, in their own private language, it was possibleto talk. “ Y ou never came,” Kusanagi-Jones
said, asif hisbetraya hadn’t happened. And asfar as Vincent knew, it hadn't. “1 know. Unredistic
expectations. Y ou couldn’t have come. Couldn’t have found me, and there was nowhere to run. Doesn't
help.”

Kusanagi-Jonesfdt Vincent flinch. “I failled you.”
“Didn’'t—"
“I did,” hesaid, asif he needed to. “But you took the therapy.”

“I did,” he said. Six months of biochemical and psychologica treatments. Kusanagi-Joneswouldn’t call it
torture; they’ d both experienced torture. Profoundly unpleasant. That wasal. And hewouldn't let his
hands shake talking about it now. “They said | wasamodd patient. Very willing.”

Vincent tensed, shoulder againgt histhigh, the long muscles of hisbody tightening. “If thisis—”
“Vincent,” hesaid, “1 don't want to lieto you.”

That shudder might have been rdlief, or pain. Or theflinch of aguilty conscience. But Vincent nodded
and shifted hisweight, moving back, pulling hiswarmth away. Kusanagi-Jones stopped him, tightening his
fingerson Vincent’shead.

“I can counterfeit anything,” he said, and waited for the redlization to settle in. He knew it would, athough
it took longer than he expected. But he fdt it take hold, felt Vincent understand what he meant, felt his
grief turn to disheief.

“You'reamazing,” Vincent said, quiet voice vibrating with excitement, suppressed laughter, his breath
both warming and cooling Michdangelo’'sskin. “ A therapy team. A cursed therapy team. Y ou beat
reeducation. Y ou son of abitch.”

“Swhat | do. Not just you who'sgood at hisjob.”
Vincent shook hishead. “I see why you would be mad a me.”

“It'sdone.” And it was. Gone and past mending, but maybe leaving room. If Michelangelo decided
Vincent was worth more than his ethics.

Michelangel o drew one knee up and pressed his pam into the coarse, rich nap of Vincent’ sbraids,
urging slently. And Vincent, after athoughtful pause, acquiesced.

Later, he did over Michelangdl o, lithe body warm as he straddled his hips, fumbling their bodiesinto
connection before pinning Micheangel o' s hands to the bed. Fingersflexed through fingers and the sheets
bunched in srangely material ways as Vincent exerted the strength that had always excited them both,
and Michelangel o pushed back, spreading hisarmsto draw Vincent’s mouth down on his own. Vincent
groaned, bresth rasping, and Michelangelo durped sweat off his neck—quickly, before hiswardrobe
could wick it away—and left banners of suck-marks purpling on Vincent’s golden-brown chest. The
Gorgon’ sradiance, bright as moonlight, cast diffuse shadows rather than razored ones, colors layered on
Vincent's skin like a Secunda sunset, and Vincent’ s meticulous nails gouged crescents on the backs of



Michdangelo'shands.
It was good.

But it wasn't what it had been. It couldn’t be; there was too much moving under the surface now, and
Kusanagi-Jones couldn’t set it aside. Vincent was aprofessiond, but hewasn't aLiar, and hewas
keeping back something. Once, Kusanagi-Jones wouldn’t have minded. Once he would have known it
was orders, and Vincent would tell him when he should.

But that had been before Kusanagi-Jones learned just how badly he' d screw Vincent over, when it came
down to orders. And not even officia orders.

No. Orders on behalf of Free Earth, in opposition to the Cabinet.

Ange waksbeside giants. The nearest iswarm and smells sour, sweat and fear, but under the scent is
the warmth and the familiar spices of home. Mamaholds his hand to keep him close, but it is't needed,
you couldn’t pry him from her side.

Her padmiscold and wet, and her hand is shaking. She cadlshim On-hdl, like she did, a pretty nickname.
She shusheshim. They come into abright room and she picks him up, swings him off hisfeet and holds
him close. Not balanced on her hip, but pressed to her chest, asif she can hide him in the folds of her
wardrobe.

Someone says big words, words he doesn’t understand. They boom, amplified. They hurt hisears, and
he hides his head in Mama s breast. She cups abig pam against the back of his head, covering hisears,
making the hurt go away. He knows not to cry out loud. He curls up tight.

Mamaargues. Her arm around him istight. But then someone €l se speaks. He says they won’t take the
boy, and Mama staggers, asif someone has struck her a blow, and when he looks up she' s swaying with
her eyes closed. “ The boy isnot to blame,” the man says, the man Angdl’ s never seen before. “ The
Governors say, let the punishment fit the crime.”

Then someone pulls Angd away from her, and sheletshim go asif her arm has numbed. Sheturns away,
her round brown face contracted. She seems caught midflinch.

He cries her name and reaches for her, but somebody has him, big arms and a confused moment of
struggling againgt strength. He kicks. He' d bite, but whoever has him iswiseto that trick. He' sheld tight.

“Closeyour eyes, Angd,” Mama says, but he doesn’t listen. She' snot looking at him. He dreams his
name theway she said it again, the fond short form nobody el se has ever caled him.

Whoever’ s holding him says something, some words, but he' s screaming too loud to hear them, and then
Mama takes a deep breath and nods, and there’ s a pause, long enough that she opens her eyes and turns
asif to seewhy what she was anticipating has not come to pass—

—and shefalls apart.

She makes no sound. She doesn’t show pain or even squeak; the Governors are programmed to be
humane. But one moment sheiswhole and aive and letting out aheld bresth and taking in another oneto
speak to him, and the next she pitches forward, boneless, her central nervous system disassembled.
Within moments, the thing that was Angdl’s Mamais a crumbling dune in the middle of abroad white
empty floor, and the man who is holding him, too late, thinks to step back and turn Angdl’ sface away.



He dready knows not to cry out loud. He couldn’t, anyway, because his breath won’t move.
The adult holding him soothes him, strokes him, but hesitates when he seemsto fed no emotion.

Hewasn't too worried, the adult Kusanagi-Jones understands. The boy was too young to understand
what he’ d seen, most likely. And everywhere, there are families that want children and are not permitted
to have them.

Someonewill takehimin.

Ange o’ s breathing awoke Vincent in the darkness. It was not dow and deep, but a staccato rhythm that
Vincent had amost forgotten in the intervening years, and now remembered asif it were merely hours
sncethelast time helay down beside Michelangelo.

Angelo was alucid dreamer. He had learned the trick in self-defense, with Vincent’ s assistance, decades
before. Angelo could control his dreams as easly as he controlled hisemotions. Just moreirony thet it
turned out not to help the problem.

Becauseit didn’'t stop the nightmares.

Vincent had hoped, half-conscioudy, they might have eased over the passing years. But judging from
Angdo'srigid form in the bed, hisfists clenched againg his chest, hisfrozen slhouette and panting asif he
bit back panicked sobs—

—they were worse.

“Angdo,” hesaid, and felt the bed rock as Angelo shuddered, caught halfway between REM
atonia—the inhibition of movement caused by the shutdown of monoaminesin the brain—and waking.
“ Angelo,” Vincent snapped, bouncing the bed in preference to the dangerous activity of shaking his

partner.

Angelo’seydids popped open, dark irises gleaming with reflected colors. He gasped and pushed his
head back againgt the pillow, sucking air asif he' d been dreaming of being strangled.

He might have been. All Vincent knew about the nightmares was that they were of thingsthat had
happened, or might have happened, and between them they had enough unpleasant memoriesfor a
year’ sworth of bad dreams.

Vincent put his hand on Angelo's shoulder; when he breathed out again he seemed calm. “ Thank you,”
he said. He closed his eyes and swallowed.

“Think nothing of it,” Vincent answered, and put his head down on the pillow again.

Lesasat cross-legged on the bed, acup of teasteaming in her hands, her breakfast untouched on the tray
beside her, and watched the Codlition diplomats disentangle themsel ves from the sheets. Shehad a
parser-trandator running on their coded conversation of the night before, but it hadn’t been ableto
identify thelanguage. It had tossed out some possibles, based on cognates, but itsinability to provide a
complete trand ation was frustrating. It could put together aword here, aword there—K atherinessen,
laughing, caling Kusanagi-Jones a son-of-a-bitch in plain Ozglish, not even com-pat—and she got a
sense that they were talking about persona history, some old hurt or illnessthat wastied to the



hedtationsin their sex.

Just the sort of thing you' d expect recently reunited long-term lovers to discuss when they were safe
under the covers, warm in each other’ sarms. But something tugged her attention, something she couldn’t
quite call anirregularity, but an...eccentricity. They weretogether, but strained—by history, she thought,
secrets, and maybe the mission itself.

She amiled, watching Katherinessen unwind himsdlf from the bed and pad across the carpetplant to the
window, where some ddlicate tool rested in the sun, dripping tiny solar pandslike the black leaves of an
unlikely orchid.

Secrets. Of course, Katherinessen was keeping secrets.

Herested hisarm on the window ledge, squinting in the sunlight, and began to fuss with the interface on
hisimplant. Recharging its battery, she redlized, after amoment. Clever—and she thought it might have a
system to capture the kinetic energy of his body when he moved. M eanwhile K usanagi-Jones checked
something on his own implant, then stood and glided toward the bathroom. She shook hersdlf free of her
urge to watch him go about his morning routine; he wasn't as pretty as Katherinessen, but he moved like
akhir, dl coiled muscle and liquid strength. Instead she stood, drank off her tea—kept hot by the
mug—and clicked her fingersfor Walter. The khir poked its head from the basket beside the door and
gretched regally, long scale-dappled legs flexing nonretractable claws among the carpetplant. Its
earfeathersflickered forward and up, trembling like the fronds of afern, and when it shook itself, dust
motes and shreds of fluff scattered into the sunlight like glitter.

Lesa snapped her fingers again and crouched, holding out a piece of her scone. Walter trotted to her,
dancing in pleasure at being offered a share of breskfadt. It ingpected the scone with nogtrils and labid
pits, then took it daintily between hooked teeth aslong asLesa sfind finger-joint. She dusted the crumbs
off the khir’ sfacia feathers, and it chirped, dropping more bits on the carpetplant. Standing, its nose was
level with herswhen she crouched.

She bumped its forehead with her hand, petting for amoment asit leaned into her touch, then stood and
walked toward the fresher. The door irised into existence; the shower created itself around her. She
hurried. She had things to accomplish before the repatriation, and it was thefirgt of Carniva.

Vincent sat on the window ledge, wearing the smplest loose trousers and shirt he had licensed. He
sweated under them, the rising sun warming the moist air on hisback. Hisface and chest were coal; his
body was breaking the air curtain, but it didn’t seem to disrupt the climate control.

“Angdo,” hecaled, loud enough to be heard over running water, “do you get the feding we' re being
watched?’

Michelangelo’ s voice drifted over splashing. “ Expect we wouldn’'t be?’

Silly question, sarcastic answer, of course. But there was something picking at the edge of his senses.
Something more than the knowledge that there were video and audio motes turned on them every
moment. More unsettling than the knowledge that somewhere, atechnician was dissecting last night's
lovemaking viainfrared and voice-diress.

Vincent frowned, imagining too vividly the expression on some cold-handed woman' sface as she
andyzed the catch in Micheangel o' s breath when he' d findly consented to thrust up into Vincent with
that particular savagery. It wasrare that Angelo alowed glimpses of the man under hisarmor. And



Vincent worked for them, he did. He dways had.

“Such agentleman,” he called back asthe water cut off, filing the shiver at the nape of hisneck under
deal with it later. The Penthesileans said their city was haunted, and Vincent did not wonder why. It
wasn't just thewind or the trembling in the walls when you brushed them with your hand.

Sound carried in these arched, airy chambers. Vincent’ sfirst reaction was that they would be prohibitive
to heat. Of course, that didn’t mean much at the equator, and they would catch a breeze—but these
were people so energy-rich they let the tropical sunshine splash on their streets and skins unfiltered by
solar arrays, like letting gold run molten down the gutters, uncollected.

He thought of Old Earth, her Governors and her paingtakingly, ruthlesdy balanced ecology, and sighed. If
generating power were removed from the equation, that would leave agriculture and resources asthe
biggest impactors, and a utility fog was avery efficient use of materid. One object, trandfinite functions.

Michelangelo stepped out of the shower, making it Vincent’ sturn. Their wardrobes could handle svesat
and body odor, but bacterial growth and skin oil were beyond them. Besides, Vincent had an uneasy
suspicion he was getting hooked on warm water flooding over hisbody. It was aremarkable sensation.

He kissed Michelangelo in passing, and keyed hiswardrobe off before he stepped under the shower.
Micheangelo would start complaining about the clothes Vincent had chosen for him soon enough, and
then, if they hurried, they could make it to the docks and check out the cargo before their command
appearance a breskfast and the repatriation ceremony.

“Angelo—" Hot water duiced across Vincent’ s neck, easing discomfort he hadn’t noticed. He checked
his chemigtry. He could afford an andgesic. And amild stimulant. Something to tide him over until
breakfast, where he hoped there would be coffee.

“Here.” Hewasin thefresher, hisvoice pitched soft and echoing dightly off the mirror asif hewere
leanedin close.

“I need an Advocate.”
Michdlangel 0’ s Slence was indulgence.

Vincent listened to the water fal for thirty seconds, and then said, “Kyoto. She never got to say her piece
a dinner.”

“Theterrifying old battleaxe? What topic?’
“Biologicd determinism. Canyou doit?’

“Right.” Michdangelo cleared histhroat. “ The only sgnificant naturd predator that human women haveis
heterosexuad men. The Amazonian socid structure, with its strictures on mae activity, has nothing to do
with masculineintelligence or cgpability.”

“Good.” Vincent garted to key atoiletry license, and saw abar of sogp resting inanicheinthewall. “Do
you suppose thissogp isanimal fat?’

“Probably,” Michelangelo said, dropping his cheerfully didactic voice of Advocacy. “How’sit smell?’

“Nice” But Vincent, having sniffed, put it down again and ran his hand under the water until hisskin
tingled. “Soif it'snot that men suffer under reduced capacity, what’ sit about?’



“Biology. Self-defense. Reasonable precautions.”

“Keegpgoing.”

“Traditionally, the respongibility for safety falson the victim. Women are expected to defend themsdlves
from predators. To act like responsible prey. Limit risks, not take chances. Not to go out one at night.
Not talk to strange men. Rely on their own, presumably domesticated men for protection from other fera
men—in exchange for granting them property rights over the women in question.” He laughed. “How’s
thet?’

“And the New Amazonian system is superior in what way?”

“Punishesthe potentia predator and arms the potentia victim. If men cannot control themsalves, control
will beindtituted. Potentia predators are caged, regulated.”

1] Bljt?’

Michdangdo fdl slent again. Vincent heard the splash of water, the rustle of the towels. “What do |
think, or what would Elder Kyoto say?’

“Kyoto.”

“It could have happened centuries ago, but women were soft,” Michelangelo said. “ Too soft for
revolution. Too willing to believe the best of men. Unwilling to punish al for the sins of many, so they
took that onus on themsalves, and endured therisks. And a certain percentage of human males acted the
way some males of most specieswill act: infanticide, rape, kidnapping, and the generd treatment of
femaesaschattd .”

“And what do you think?’
More quiet. The water cut off.
Vincent ducked his head out of the shower without rinaing the sogp from hishair. “Angelo?’

Michelangelo was|eaned againgt the wall, pams on ether sde of the mirror, ingpecting the whites of his
eyes. He turned around and set his backside on the basin between pale-knuckled hands. “ Think we' re dl
prey. And dl predators, given half a chance. What about you?’

After a certain amount of trouble, Kii accesses the spaceship. Timeslip reveals emergent
properties; the ship is named Kaiwo Maru, and Kawo Maru will have been important to the
resolution, eventually. The threads lead through her, swirl around her. They are altered when they
cross her path, and tumble away in alien directions.

They are altered since the moment she arrived, and Kii understands theimplications. Thisisa
cusp. There are others such, that are collapsed. There will have been others again.

The Consent is that Kii examine Kawo Maru. She uses a simple quantum computing engine,
Bose-Einstein condensates similar to the ones implanted in the encroaching bipeds. Sheis
constructed of modular units, foglets, and is transfinitely adaptable.

And sheis aware.

Kii is at first excited to find that she hosts consciousness. There' s more here than Kii has



under stood; the bipeds are more advanced than Kii could have realized.

But Kii comes to understand that the consciousnesses she hosts are problematic. They are
intelligent, focused, with a developed and balanced value system. They are disinterested.

They have only goals and directives, and while they wait for the opportunity to carry out those
directives and continue to achieve those goals, they play endless, complicated games.

They find Kii unremarkable. They are incurious.

They areintelligent, Kii decides, not eshdich. They have no art. Which perhaps means the bipeds
are not eshdich either, if they are associated with these consciousnesses, which they call the
Governors.

If they are not esthdlich, not people...

That would simplify things.

7

THE DOCKSWERE TARRED WOOD, AN ARCHAIC EXTRAVAGANCE. Vincent kept wanting
to crouch and run hisfingers across the surface to verify the size of thelogs. They were laid Sde by side,
countertapered, each one metersin diameter at the base. The whole thing shivered faintly when the sea
foamed around the pilings. The cargo pod—detached from the lighter, now—bobbed at the end of the
pier, squesking againgt the bumpers. Vincent was grateful for the hats that Miss Pretoriahad had in her
hand when she arrived that morning. If he’ d been planning on going back to the OECC, he' d have made
anoteto get them to design licenses for headgear for future diplomats.

Michelangeo stood impassive on hisleft hand, two steps awvay and haf astep behind. Miss Pretoriawas
on hisright Sde, her security detail flanking the three of them. They’ d taken a surface car here from the
government center, afud-cdl vehicle. They must use the native power to compress hydrogen for
charging it, instead of the processesthat had led to such vehicles being banned on Old Earth. There was
no tang of combustion products anywhere near the city, and hiswardrobe reported clean air. Particulates
were limited to dust and organics—skin flakes, pollen, microscopic organisms, the inevitable detritus of
man and nature.

Vincent leaned closer to Miss Pretoriaand asked, “What will you do when your population increases
beyond the capacity of the remnant cities?’

“We haven't even identified their limits yet. Our problem has been keeping our population on an
up-curve.”

“And yet, no eugenicslaws.”

“Women who work historically have fewer children than those who don't,” she said. “ And wework very
hard. Many women get their Obligation out of the way asearly asislegd, or don’t even bother with it if
they don’t want to head a household. Three babiesisn’t abig investment for aman, but—biologically
speaking—it’ s an enormous one for awoman. At least until the children are creched. Also, there' sthe
Trias. Only our best males breed, and they’ rein demand.”

“Stud maes” Vincent said quietly.



Michdangeo glanced at him, and then a Miss Pretoria. “* Gentle maes don’t reproduce?’

“There are women who make arrangements. But we won’t stoop to intervention to conceive. And you
won't find amarket for implantslike yours here.” Her shrug bordered on a shudder.

“Mord objectionsto implanted tech?’

“After thefirst Assessment? | don't know how you can walk around in a utility fog that could start
disassembling your body anytime your Governors decide they’ re done with you.”

Vincent raised an eyebrow. Michelangel o opened his mouth and shut it again. They waked quietly, the
sea breeze ruffling the fine hairs on Vincent’ s skin, the pier echoing with the cries of some white-winged
flying animd. Pardld evolution; it looked enough like an Old Earth tern that Michedlangelo did a
double-take over the first one, but the rear limbs were feathered aswell, and seemed to act as auxiliary
wings. Vincent pointedly continued to say nothing when he saw them scavenging among buckets of offa
lined up gtinking at the quayside.

The reek was astounding. Vincent breathed through his mouth until they were out where the breeze off
the bay blew away the worgt, and Michelangel o gritted histeeth, swallowed hard, and touched hiswatch
to adjust hisblood chemistry. He' s doing that too much. But thiswasn't thetimeto say it.

The murmur of conversation swelled and dropped as they passed each cluster of bystanders—men and
women, findly, dthough far more of the latter. Vincent stole sideways glances right back. These men
were tough looking, muscular, most of them strikingly scarred. They were dressed distinctively, trousers
and vests, each of them wearing aleather bracelet on hisleft wrist with abrightly colored badge.
“Household dlegiance?’ Vincent asked, nodding to the badges.

“Licenss” MissPretoriasaid.

Vincent bridled at the faint disgpprova in her voice. So she doesn’t think they should be out on their
own even with a tag in their ears? “For work, or transit?’

“Yes” shesad, eyesforward. “My own—that isto say, themale| plan to take with mewhen | found
my household, when | can buy his contract from my mother—he' s street-licensed, but doesn't work. We
don’t need theincome.” She said it with acertain amount of pride, and Vincent thought of Old Earth men
he’ d heard say: but my wife doesn’t work, of course.

He shook hishead. “These are laborers?’

She nodded as they passed alight security cordon and drew up before the cargo pod. “Usudly, they're
of the household that operates the fishing boat.”

The pod had a massive hatchway for unloading, and atight-squeeze access port. Both were sedled. A
woman standing by in a severe beige suit extended her hand. Vincent surreptitioudy keyed hiswardrobe
to alow contact and met her handshake,

“Miss Ouagadougou,” Pretoriasaid. “Miss Katherinessen, Miss K usanagi-Jones.”

“A pleasure,” Miss Ouagadougou said, winning Vincent’ s affection by entirely failing to notice that she
was shaking hands with aman.

“Charmed,” Michdangdo said, sounding asif he meant it, and aso shook her hand. She was dight and
brown-skinned, with abit of desk-job pudge, her gray-streaked hair twisted into a straggling knot at the
nape of her neck. She wore aweapon, just like every woman in Penthesilea, but the leather on the safety



strap was cracked asif shedidn’t oil or useit often.

“Miss Ouagadougou is one of our leading art historians,” Miss Pretoria said, sanding aside. She gestured
Vincent toward the sealed hatch on the pod.

He deferred, glancing at Michelangelo. “ Angel o’ sthe expert on theteam. I’ ve got alayman’ s knowledge,
but he hasadegreein art history from the University of Cairo, on Old Earth.”

Michedangelo' s dight smile reflected amusement as Miss Pretoria blinked at them, obvioudy conducting
an abrupt field rearrangement of her assumptions. “I beg your pardon,” she said. “There sroom for al of
usinthe capaule”

“That'sal right. I'll stay outside.” Vincent folded hisarms and pointed with his chin acrossthe water, its
serene blue surface trangparent enough that he could see rippled golden sand underneath. Penthesilea
sprawled and spiked behind him, embraced by the green crescent arms of the bay. In the shadow of his
hat, the sun wasn't even so bad. “It’ sa beautiful day.”

Miss Pretoria stared at him for amoment, then nodded. “Don’'t wander far. I’ d hate to see you
kidnapped by pirates. They have an eyefor a pretty man.”

“Pirates?’ Of course, where there was shipping, there was piracy, but...

“Even New Amazonia hasterrorists and renegades,” she said. “ By the way, should you have the
opportunity to be kidnapped by radicals, you' d rather fal in with the Right Hand Path than with
Maenads, if you get the choice.”

Vincent laughed. “1 won't pass the security cordon.” Miss Ouagadougou’ s eyes flicked sideways, her
lipstightening asif she was about to say something, and Vincent wondered exactly what it might be.
Regarding the Right Hand Path, by the timing of her gesture. Michdangelo dso shot him alook, and
Vincent returned it. Of course | have an ulterior motive. Run with it.

Michelangelo nodded, took the handoff, and turned away, ducking to murmur in the historian’s ear
before he produced the key for the cargo pod’ s seal. She laughed, bubbling excitement and enthusiasm,
amost vibrating with her eagernessto run her gaze over the treasures.

They filed insde, leaving the door open, and Vincent Sighed in an unanticipated intengity of relief. Alone
at last, hethought, self-mocking, and leaned againgt a piling, tilting his hat forward to produce alittle
more shade. To anyone observing, he might have seemed to be drowsing in the sun, hdfheartedly
watching the bustle the length of the pier.

He wasn't surprised to see aman he recognized from the reception round the pilings at the land end of
the pier and walk up the path between bustling fisherwomen, obvioudy intent on the cargo pod. The man
was dressed like the laborers, athough histrousers and vest were of better quality, embroidered, and the
badge on hisleft wrist looked more elaborately decorated. His shaven head gleamed black as basalt
under the heat of the sun, and he was big and fit, but none of that was unusual. Neither the scars pae
againg his complexion nor the swagger in his stride set him gpart among Penthesilean men.

What startled Vincent was the man’s companion; aleggy ted-green-and-gold-dappled anima, maybe
axty kilos, al long bones and prancing angles under the windblown fuzziness of what was either apelt or
hairlike feathers. One of the raptor-creatures from the Dragon’ sfrieze, it looked more predatory in the
flesh. Two large front-facing eyeswould provide binocular hunter’ svison, sheltered under fluffy
projecting eyebrows. Something like amoth’ s fronded antennae protruded from the top of itslong head,
and itslimbs, muzzle, and belly were scaled, adeek contrast to the warm-looking fluff on its back.



“Pets” Vincent said, under his bregth, watching the way the beast |eaned its shoulder on the man’ sthigh
asthey moved down the pier. “They have pets.”

Wi, of course. They ate animd flesh, and while some of it must be harvested from the wild—witnessthe
bustle and the stench of degath on this pier—they dso must have domestic animals. And it was ashort
step from one perversion to another, from endaving animals for their meet to endaving them astoys.

Vincent kept hisface carefully calm in the dappled shade of his hat, and swallowed to fight the taste of
bile.

And thisis better than the Governors? The beast nosed the man’s hand as they paused by the security
cordon and the man rewarded it with aquick ruffle of itsfeathers. It was like watching agrown manin
digpers; the process of infantilization was complete. There was no way an animal o crippled could have
alife outsde of human control.

Thisiswhat we are when we're left to our own devices—savage, selfish, short-sighted. Vincent
squared his shoulders, thought of Michdangeo, and frowned. But free. Any government founded on a
political or religious agenda more elaborate than “ protect the weak, temper the strong” is
doomed to tyranny, he quoted silently, and made himsdlf ook away from the tame anima. He dipped
an etched-carbon data chip no larger than histhumbnail out of his pocket and concedled it in hislightly
swesting palm. It was steady-state materia, not afog, and fiendishly expensive, but there were too many
security risks entailed in using his watch to transport data as sengtive asthis. And he could afford it with
hismather footing the bill.

They’ d have to make the trade quickly, invisibly, without detection by the security agents, Michelangelo,
or Miss Pretoria. The New Amazonian habit of indiscriminate handshaking proved itsdlf useful for once.

Vincent checked hiswatch as the black-skinned stranger showed the security guards hislicense,
displayed adata pad of archaic design, and was waved through. No doubt, he was ferrying a message
for Miss Pretoria or Miss Ouagadougoul.

Eight hundred hours, as arranged.

Right ontime.

Lesahung back by the hatch, insde the cool darkness of the shuttle, and watched Nkechi Ouagadougou
and Michelangel o Kusanagi-Jones code-key open cargo lockers with the sort of reverence she
associated with wrapping afunera shroud. Lesaherself wasn't an artist or ascientist. Her aesthetic sense
waslimited. If it weren't for her empathic gift, if her foremothers hadn’t had the resources for Diaspora
and she' d been born on Earth, she' d have been Assessed.

But as Ouagadougou and K usanagi-Jones paused before each freshly opened chamber and waited for
the utility fog that served as packing material to fade to transparency, she could fed their awe. It rolled
off them in bittersweet cataracts, Kusanagi-Jones s flavored with afaint rel uctance and Ouagadougou’ s
dripping eagerness. It was a held-breath sort of moment for both of them, and Lesadidn’t want to
intervene.

Besdes, enjoyable asthe overflow of their quiet glee was, she was only pretending to watch them.
Practically speaking, she was watching Katherinessen. And Robert, who paused beside the step up to
the door to introduce himself. They shook hands—L esa s smile never showed—and Katherinessen's
hand dipped back into his pocket. “They'reinsde,” he said. Quietly, but his voice was crisp enough to



cary.

Robert bowed, his mannersimpeccable, and glanced at the hatch. Lesaknew shewasinvisblein the
darkness within. She stepped forward so the light would catch on her cheekbones and held out her hand.
“Hello, dear.”

Hedidn't step insde the pod, just held out a datacart and bowed as she accepted it. Something else fell
into her pam—achip, which had been pinned between his thumb and the cart. She flipped her hand
over, opening the cart. “ Anything important?’

He looked demure, or aconvincing approximation. “ Elder Elena Pretoria sends her regards,” he said,
folding his hands behind his back. “ And requests her daughter inquire as to whether the emissarieswould
consent to join the household for supper and Carniva tonight in the absence of other plans.”

Lesathumbed the cart and dipped the chip into her pocket casudly with the opposite hand. “All | can do
isask.”

Micheangel o swung down from the pod in astate of dation, feding light and taut enough that he actualy
checked his chemistry to make sure it was't amafunction. The twin expressons of concern that Vincent
and Miss Pretoriawore stopped him short before he was firmly grounded. Hisfoot skipped on the wood
underfoot, and he reached up and tilted his borrowed hat to cut the glare.

“Problem.” His eyeswere on Vincent, but it was Miss Pretoriawho answered.

“A smal one,” she confirmed, and moved forward with one hand upraised to stop Miss Ouagadougou
from running into Kusanagi-Jones' s back. \Which was fortunate. K usanagi-Jones was not |ooking
forward to gpologizing to thefirst unwary New Amazonian who bounced off hiswardrobe or was
shocked by it...but he aso wasn't about to dia the safety features down unless he was actively engaged
in shaking someon€e s hand.

“Nkechi,” Miss Pretoriasaid, “I’ ve been asked to hurry Miss Katherinessen and Miss Kusanagi-Jones
back to the government center. Can you see to the relocation of the cargo?’

Kusanagi-Jones stepped aside and turned in time to see her nod and vanish back inside. He crossed the
dight distance between the landing and his partner and took up station a Vincent’ s side. His shadow il
sretched long on the dock beside him, but the sun was climbing enough to sting whereit snuck around
the shade of hishat. “Iseverything in order?’

“Perfectly,” Michdangelo answered.

Miss Pretoriaturned back to them and held up a datacart. She ducked her head, speaking under the
shadow of her hat. “ A message from my mother, in her role as opposition leader. Countersgned by
Antonia Elder Kyoto, | mean.”

Their habitual security detall flanked them, just far enough away not to overheer if they kept their voices
down. Two more women in plain black uniforms remained by the lighter.

“I’m not sure we ever heard her Chrigtian name.” Despite his height, Vincent’ s hedl's rang on the docks
with the effort of kegping up with Pretoria; the warden could move when she had to.

Shefrowned. “ That'san odd term for it.”



Kusanagi-Jones didn’t have to look at Vincent to know he' d led her into that particular trap on purpose,
athough his purpose was mysterious. “ Thefirst emigrantsto Ur wererdigiousrefugees,” hesaid. “It’'s
just aturn of phrase.”

“Pregnant religious refugees? Miss K atherinessen—"
“Vincent.”

“—I sugpect you're pulling my leg.”

“Some of them were political refugees—’

“Someof us are dill waiting to hear about the crisis,” Kusanagi-Jones said irritably. It wasn't Miss
Pretoria sleg Vincent was yanking. It was Kusanagi-Jones s chain.

“Sorry,” Vincent lied, biting back awidening of hisamile.
| never should have fucked him. But he had, whatever advantage it gave Vincent. And he'd do it again.

At least the criss couldn’t actually be acrisis. Vincent wouldn't be playing cat-and-mouse gameswith
himif it were.

It was ameasure of his own stress and his reactions to the New Amazonian culture that his brain spent a
full half-second pinwhedling on the atavidtic roots of the phrase cat-and-mouse, asarchaic to Earth's
governed culture as saying hoist on his own petard. The New Amazonians probably had cats, or the
native equivaent. And they probably set them on loca herbivores for entertainment, too. When they
weren't enjoying agood duel or around of cockfighting.

Savages.

Anyway, Vincent was enjoying toying with him far too much for the criss to be anything overwhelming.
Infact, confounding Pretoria s careful observation of them into that dightly furrowed brow could be
Vincent’ s entire objective. In which case, Kusanagi-Jones was content to play the game. He cleared his
throat, deciding the slence had gone on long enough.

“Inthecar,” Pretoriasaid.

It waited where they had Ieft it, alow-dung honey-brown groundcar complete with awet bar and seats
more comfortable than most armchairs. The doors hissed shut after they entered—a perfect seal—and
Kusanagi-Jones used every iota of hiscraft to appear asif he relaxed against the uphol stery, while trying
not to picture the animal it must have come from. Cool air shocked the swest on his neck.

The car rolled forward like a serpent diding over grass.

“The repatriation ceremony has been postponed,” Miss Pretoria said, and leaned forward in her chair to
pull glasses and a decanter of cloudy gray-green fluid out of the refrigerator. One a atime, she poured
three glasses and handed thefirst two to Vincent and Kusanagi-Jones. “ Any dlergies?’

If there were, the nanodocs should handleit. He shook his head and sipped; it looked like swamp water,
but tasted tart, with complex overtones. “ The reason for the postponement?’

Vincent sad, “ Officidly, adeay in negotiations.”

The artifactsin the cargo pod, officially, were an expression of goodwill—not termed a gift because they
aready belonged to the New Amazonian people. Negotiations had nothing to do with it. “Unofficialy?’



“A threet againgt the primeminister’ slife,” Miss Pretoriasaid, after aglance at Vincent to seeif hewas
going to speak. “And Miss...and Vincent’s.”

That moment of communication unsettled Kusanagi-Jones. There was something behind it, and he
thought if he had Vincent' s gifts he would know what it was. But Vincent’ s hazdl eyes were undilated and
he met Kusanagi-Jones s gaze eadly. “ Do we know the source of the threat?’

“We suspect the Left Hand. A radical free-male group. Although it could as easily have been one of the
Separatist movements, they put Claude in power, and they can't be pleased that she' s negotiating
with...” Lesashrugged gpologetically.

“Men,” Vincent finished. “ These Maenads you mentioned. Isthat such agroup?’

“Themogt radica of them. Claude doesn't actudly bdlieve there' s much of athreat, you understand. If
enough people wanted to get rid of her badly enough to risk their livesto do it, you' d hear no end to the
chalenges” Lesadidn’'t quite smile. “We ve never had an nation on New Amazonia, though two
prime ministers have been shot down in the street when they weren't fast enough on the draw. So no,
we' re cautious, but not too worried.”

“Thenwhy the rush?’

“The ceremony isdelayed, but we're still expected for breskfast. And we might aswell seethe art
ingdled in the gdlery, ance we havethetime after dl.”

“Andinthe evening?’ Kusanagi-Jones asked, folding his hands around the moigt, cold glass. Vincent
might not be worried, but when it came to his own persond safety, Vincent was sometimes anidiot. And
additiondly, Kusanagi-Jones suspected that Vincent wouldn't show concernin front of the New
Amazonian women.

She amiled. “My mother hasinvited you to dinner and sightseeing tonight. And of course, there's
Camnivd.”

They attended the state breakfast, which thankfully involved less probing-out of territorid limitsand more
honest gestures toward détente, and a generous quantity of diced fruit and plain porridge, which Vincent
was assured had been prepared without any animal products. He even got Michelangelo to eat, and
drink half apot of tealaced heavily with sugar, and almost managed it without pausing to wonder how
his partner had survived seventeen years without him.

They’ d returned to the gdllery by the time Miss Ouagadougou arrived with three lorry-loads of
repatriated art. It came under heavy guard by New Amazonian standards. six armed women and the
driver. Vincent couldn’'t help comparing the way politicians and dignitaries walked everywhere, attended
only by one or two personal retainers, and wondered how the death threat would affect that. On Old
Earth, there would be arenewed frenzy of security preparations. Here, with the New Amazonians
culture of macha, they might just flaunt themsalves more. Bravado seemed to be the most likely response.

Micheangelo was going to have afew stern words to say abouit that, Vincent imagined.

An armed population might cut down on persond crime—athough he wasn't willing to gamble oniit
unless he had the analyzed Statistics graphed on his watch—but apparently property crimewas till a
problem.

Strike two for Utopia. The problem with the damned things always comes when you try to



introduce actual people into your philosophical constructs.

At the gdlery, Vincent attempted to assi st with the unloading and the decisions on what would be
displayed and where, but there were burly men with laborer’ s licenses and handcarts and floatcarts for
the former, and Micheangel o and Miss Ouagadougou for the latter. And Miss Ouagadougou findly
clucked a Vincent and told him that he might aswell go for awalk, because he was more in the way than
she wanted.

He' d thought he might find aquiet corner and go over his notesfrom the last day, and attempt to present
the appearance of aserious diplomat, but half an hour’ s restless flipping through the information on his
watch and trying not to distract Michelangd o left him pacing irritably in the anteroom. Hisfocus was
compromised. It wasn't just the variationsin gravity, daylight, and atmospheric balance, or the unfamiliar
food—in fact, New Amazonia s oxygen-rich air was avast improvement over New Earth’s, to choose a
world not particularly at random. He was as accustomed to those things as he was to the dightly folksy
Colonia Christian persona he’ d been using on Lesadl morning. Adaptation was his stock in trade.

No, he had mission jitters like afirg-timer, aftermath of what he' d just set in motion, and the fact that it
was now out of his control. With luck, Robert would see the message in the chip into the right hands, the
oneswho could decode it. With luck, they would get amessage back to him, and the dliance he' d come
to broker—the one in contravention of his supposed OECC loyalties, the one that could alow Ur, New
Amazonia, and severd other outlying coloniesto resst repatriation and governance—could become
redity. He might even learn who Katherine L exasdaughter’ s opposite numbers were, if they trusted him
enough to arrange aface-to-face introduction.

Which they had to if thiswas going to work. Because the assurances and promises he carried weren't
recorded anywhere except in his head, and he wouldn’'t commit them to anyone ese.

It was out of his hands, in other words. And there waslittle Vincent cared for less than trusting to luck.

And thejitters were compounded by standing here, looking at Michelangelo bent in close, professiond
conversation with Miss Ouagadougou, remembering the smoothness of his skin, thetingle of thelr
wardrobes meshing—

Sop it. Heturned away and padded through the other, still-empty chambers of the museum. One of the
security detail detached hersdlf and followed at arespectful distance. Vincent checked his strideto alow
her to catch up, folded his hands behind his back, and turned. The chalky surface of the floor felt soft and
dick under the balls of hisfeet. He wondered if the Amazonians ever used carpets or mats, or only bare
floors and ubiquitous carpetplant.

The agent was another tall woman, broad-shouldered and muscular, with a beaked nose, arched
eyebrows over dark eyes, and coarse-grained skin. “I’'m sorry, Miss—"

“Dehi.” Shedidn’t quite smile, but she wasthinking about it. “ Shafagat Delhi, Miss K atherinessen.”
“Vincent,” hesad. “If | may cdl you...Shafagat?’

And there went the amile. She had broad lips, smal teeth, very white. A radiant smile. “What’ s your
pleasure, Vincent?’

No stumble. Much more comfortable with him than Miss Pretoriawas. But then, also not persondly
responsible for the success of negotiations. Vincent had no illusonswho would be the sacrifice if the
whole careful tructure of haf-truths and unmade promises came down on the New Amazonian'sears.



Shetill might benefit from revolution. Vincent wanted to see the remnant technology remainin human
control, not that of the Governors. At least the Governors' directive of ecologicd baance kept their
powersin check. But he could envision a Codition in which those limits did not apply. Oneinwhich
further growth of the specieswas dlowed, within limits, but every human wasfitted not just with awatch,
but with an entire series of governor-controlled utility fogs. It wasn't the most reassuring concept of the
future he' d ever entertained.

And the human government, the Colonia Cabinet, was worse. The Governors were unconcerned with
one' s mores, aslong asonedidn’t reproduceillegaly or sted energy, though they’ d enforce Codition
laws. God granted Adam and Eve free will and the first damned thing they did with it was find the
nearest snake and hand it back.

The agent looked vaguely concerned. “Vincent?’
“I beg your pardon,” he said. “Y ou asked my pleasure.”

“Within my professond capecity, of course.” There was definitely aflirtatious edge on that smile. He
might havelost hismind but at least he hadn't lost his charm.

“Miss Ouagadougou suggested that it might be dl right for usto do alittle exploring, aslong asit wasn't
unaccompanied.” He waved backhanded the way they’ d come. Miss Ouagadougou'’ s laugh followed
Micheange o’ s reassuring rumble, their voices echoing from high arched spaces so reverberation
obscured the words. “Would you do me the honor of escort?’

She laughed, and he thought he saw respect shade her expression at hiswillingnessto venture out in spite
of the threat. And that wasimportant, too; he was sure now that he needed to show himsdlf fearlessif he
wanted to be in a position to bring these women into an dliance with Ur.

Shafagat said, “What adeightful invitation. Although | am detailed to protect you. Y ou could have just
told me where you wanted to go. It's Carniva. Y ou should get to play alittle.”

“But that isn’'t as much fun.”

“I'll let them know we' re going,” Shafagat said. “And find out what time your partner wants you home.”

8

WHEN SHE DISCOVERED THAT SHAFAQAT AND MISS Katherinessen were going for awalk,
Lesaopted to join them. They left Miss Ouagadougou so enamored of her task that the abandonment
barely drew agrunt. Miss Kusanagi-Jones was |ess sanguine about the unescorted trip, arguing with
Katherinessen in low tones. His unease didn’t seem assuaged by Lesa s comment that she was capable
of squiring Vincent undamaged through the Streets, even on thefirst of Carnival.

Asthey returned through the galeries, Lesa noticed that K atherinessen was stedling surreptitious
sideways glances, and she got the impression that he was looking for some evidence of the fate of the
Colonid marineswho had died here.

Therewasn't any. House wouldn't permit lingering damage—and whatever damage there had been, had
been from the marines weapons. The ghosts didn’t leave scorched or melted walls.

They paused on the carpetplant in the antechamber so that Lesacould dip into her boots, Katherinessen
could adjust hiswardrobe, and they could both retrieve their hats. The Codlition diplomats seemed to



have adapted to the need to keep the sun off their heads. Which was more than she could say for
Robert. Lesa could no more keep ahat on him than on their daughter.

Shafagat seemed relieved to be part of the expedition, although Lesawas aware that the agent bore a
certain hedlthy respect for hersaf. And that as they stepped outside, she was hovering protectively close
to Katherinessen and not to Lesa.

At least, nothing in her manner suggested that she anticipated trouble. Lesa glanced over her own
shoulder, made sure of the street, and led them aong alatticed wakway that swung thick with garlands,
threads of smoke from theincense swaying in the sultry air. “Isthere anything in particular you' d liketo
see?’

“Carnivad.” Heticked hisfingernailsaong thelattice. “I'm familiar with a Christian holiday of the same
name—"

“We cdébrateit in honor of the Gaian Principle,” Lesasaid. “Ten days of party before the summer fast
of Contemplation. Not acomplete fast,” she hastened to add, as Katherinessen turned to her, lips
parting. “But we make apoint of abit of spiritua cleansing and contemplation.”

“But it' snot ardigious holiday?’

“It' saspiritual observance,” she said. “ Somefollow it more than others. Simple food, no acohal,
meditation, and afocus on community service and charitable giving. A time of renewd, when thejungle
driesin the heat before therains.”

“Contemplation,” hesaid, shaping it with hislipsasif tagting it. “How long isthat?”
“Fifty days,” shesad.
She saw him running conversionsin his head—day length, and year length. “ That’ salong time.”

“It'sapretty good party,” she answered, and met hiswrinkled nosewith agrin. “It takes awhileto
recover.”

Shetook him on atour of the administrative center first, Shafaget trailing them attentively. Seeing her own
city through new eyes was an interesting process. He asked questions she' d never considered at any
depth, athough she was sure there were scientific teams at work on every one of them, and she knew
some of the common speculations about this and that and whatever the Dragons might have intended:
What are the colors for? Do you have any idea what the shapes of the buildings represent?

It was her city, after al. She' d been born here, and what seemed to Katherinessen dien and fabulous
was to Lesano more than the streets she’ d grown up on, the buildings in whose shadows she had

played.

“Why do thewallshum?’ he asked eventually, when she’ d been forced to shake her head and demur
more times than she liked to admit.

“The ghogts,” she said, pleased to finally have an answer.

He laughed, as she' d intended, and lifted hisfingersto hisface to sniff whatever trace of the blossoms
lingered there. “ Y ou’ d expect them to smell sweet,” he said, gesturing to a heavy, wax-white bloom.
“Ghogts?’

Lesaknew what he meant. The New Amazonian pseudo-orchid had acitrudike scent, not flord at all.



“The haunted city, after dl,” she said. “Thewals hum. Sometimes you see shadows moving from the
corners of your eye. Sometimes House takesit upon itself to make arrangements you didn’t anticipate.
Wedtill don't know everything Penthesileaiis capable of

“But you live here?

“Inahundred years, it' s never acted in any way contrary to our interests. When the foremothers arrived,
there was nobody here but the khir. It took care of them, too.”

“The pets”

“Domesticated by the Dragons. We think. Symbiotes or pets.”
“And left behind when the Dragons—"

“Went wherever they went. Yes.”

“Reading the subtext of your remarks, the city adapts?’

“House. Wecdl it House. And yes. It understands simple requests, makes whatever we need that’ s not
too complicated—appliances or eectronics or fluffy towels—and cleans up. Most people don't notice
the hum. Y ou must have sensitive hands.”

“The humisits power source?’

“Or maybeits heartbeat. If it salive. But it' s probably just avast, abandoned fog, ill cleaning up after
thefamily dog millennialater.”

Katherinessen didn’t answer for aminute. They were leaving the government center and the streetswere
garting to fill up. Not just the pedestrian galleries, but the roadways themsel ves were full of women and
men, heads crowned with garlands and necks hung with beads, swathed in gaudy, rustling paper
costumery that Katherinessen seemed to be making an effort neither to reach out for nor flinch away
from,

“That'ssad,” he said. “When you think about it. Y ou don’t know what happened to the Dragons?’

“Wedon't,” she said, both dert to his prying for information and fighting the urgeto trust him. Everything
she could read on him said he was honest—as honest as a double agent could be—and the chip's
information confirmed everything she thought she knew. She had to raise her voiceto carry over the
street noise, the melodious thunder of asted drum. “But | believe they died. Somehow.”

His eyes were shadowed under the hat when he turned them on her, but they still caught fragments of
light and glowed like sunlit honey. “Y ou have areason to think so?’

“Miss Katherinessen,” she said, leading him around the crowd gathered about the musicians, out of the
shade gdllery and into the hotter, less-crowded street, while Shafagat followed five steps behind. “1 guess
you've never had apet?”’

It could have been afacetious question, but he saw by her eyesthat she was serious. “No,” he said.
“Tamed animds aren't permitted in the Codition. It' sunnaturd.”

“A lot of animas have symbiotes,” she said, threading through the pressing crowd.



Michelangelo would have afit. All these people, and not just close enough to touch, but packed together
so that one could not avoid touching. The streetswere a blur of people, brightly clothed, drenched in
scent or swest or both, hatted and parasoled against the consuming light. The clamor of music was
everywhere, instruments he recognized from higtorical fiche and instruments he didn’t recognize at dl, and
ancient standbys like saxophone, trombone, and keyboard synthesizer, asif the entire city had
gpontaneoudy transformed into something that was haf marching band and haf orchestra

Pedestrians threw money to some musicians. Others had no cup out, and accepted beads or garlands of
flowers or offerings of food. He couldn’t follow one song for more than a bar or two—they laddered up
each other and interwove, clashing. The sheer press of people was as dizzying asthe hest.

Vincent surreptitioudy dialed hiswardrobe down and hurried to keep up with the warden. “Y ou don't
think it' simmora to endave animas?’

“| don't think it'sdavery.” She paused by what he would have called a square, a pedestrian plaza,
except it was anything but square. Or geometricaly regular, for that matter.

He should have known better than to continue the same old argument, but if he could resist an opening,
he wouldn't have the job he did. “ And what about treating your husband as chattel ? Isthat not davery?’

“I’'mnot married,” she snapped, and then flushed and |ooked down. Shafagat coughed into her hand.
Vincent conceded hisamile, and filed that one under touchy subjects. “ And?’
“No,” Pretoriasaid. “It'snot davery ether. Y ou hungry?’

Shelooked him straight in the eye when she changed the subject, which was how Vincent knew she was
lying. And her smile when he rocked back said she saw him noticing. That would be entirely too
convenient.

“I could eat,” he said, though the bustling mall reeked of acid sweetness and perfumes and scorched
flesh.

“Thisisthe placeto get lunch. | think we can find you something that was never self-aware, athough you
may be forced to eat it seasoned with aflying insect or two.” She extended her arm, which he took.

“I can live with the degth of afew bugs on my conscience.”

“Hypocrite,” she said. But shelaughed. “Doesn’t it get tiring being so damned moraly superior dl the
time?’

Kusanagi-Jones managed to forget Vincent’ s absence quickly. Miss Ouagadougou was pleasant,
efficient, and capable, and therewas alot of work to accomplish. The three largest pieces would form
the backbone and foca point of the display. Two of the three were twentieth-century North
American—onejust afragment, and both remnants of amuch larger public artwork.

Kusanagi-Jones didn’t think those anything specid. Perhaps they’ d be more meaningful in context, but it
seemed to him that their status as cultural treasures was based on their provenance rather than on their
art. They were historica works by women; it might be enough for the New Amazonians, but
Kusanagi-Jones hoped his own aesthetic standards were somewhat higher.

Thethird piece, though, he couldn’t denigrate. Its return was amgjor sacrifice, big enough to make him



uneasy. Thelevel of commitment betrayed by the Cabinet permitting such atreasure to dip beyond its
grasp indicated desperation. Desperation, or no actual intent to let the sculpture go for long.

Officidly, Catharine Kimberly was consdered aminor artist, but K usanagi-Jones had seen some of her
other work, and he didn’t think Phoenix Abased was the aberration that most scholars maintained. It
was amarble sculpture—real marble, quarried stone, one of the last. Larger than life-size, it depicted a
nude woman overcome with grief, her hips twisted by a drawn-up knee, her upper body thrown forward
asif she had been knocked down or she was prostrating herself, sprawled into the abject line of her
extended arms, which she seemed—nby the sprung muscles of her neck, buttocks, and torso—to be
fighting the miring stone.

They weren't precisely arms, though. Where reaching fingers should have splayed, consuming stone gave
the suggestion of wings. Broken feathers scattered the base of the sculpture, tumbled down her
shoulders, tangled in the mossy snarl of hair framing her pain-saturated face. Her head was turned,
graining upward, her mouth open in ahurtful O and her eyes—roughly suggested, thumbprint
shadows—tight shut. Asif her wingswerefailing her, crumbling, shed, leaving her mired in unhewn stone.

And now that her wrappings were off, and he stood before her in person, he could see what the fiche
couldn’t show. Shedid not merely grovel, but struggled, dragging against the inexorable stone and wailing
aoud asit consumed her.

Her body was fragile, bony, imperfect. She wastoo frail to save hersalf. She was devoured.

Perhaps the artist was only awoman. Perhaps she' d never created another work to compare to this raw
black-and-ocher-streaked masterpiece. But then, she might have, might she not? If she had lived.

And thiswas enough. It had impact, amassive weight of reality that pressed his chest like astone. His
eyes stung and he shivered.

Whatever the evidence of her name—and K usanagi-Jones would be thefirst to admit that pre-Diaspora
naming conventions were a nightmare from which hewas il trying to awaken—Catharine Kimberly had
been a dark-skinned South African woman who lived at the time of first Assessment and therise of the
Governors.

Operating under their own ruthless program, the Governors had first subverted the primitive utility fogs
and modulars of their era, turning industrial and agricultura machinesto the purpose of genocide.
Domestic animas and plants had been the first victims, destroyed as the most efficient solutionto a
hopeless complex of ethica failings. Better to die than reproduce as chattd.

Then the Northerners had been Assessed, for their lifestyle and history of colonia exploitation. Following
that, persons of European and Chinese descent, regardless of talent or gender.

Billions of corpses produced an ecologica dilemmaresolved through the banking and controlled release
of organic compounds. Salvage teams were allowed to enter North American, Asan, and European
cities, removing anything of cultura vaue that they could carry away, and then the citieswere
Terraformed under layers of soil produced by the breakdown of human and agricultura detritus.

After that, the tricky work began.

During the Vigil—the seven-year gap between first Assessment and the findl extensive round—those
survivors who could find away were permitted to take flight. At the end of the Vigil, those remaining on
Earth had been culled, using parameters set by the radicals who had created the Governors and died to
teach themto kill.



The exempt were an eclectic group. Among them were poets, sculptors, diplomats, laborers, plumbers,
scientigts, engineers, surgeons. Those who created with their minds or with their hands. A chosen
population of under fifty million. Lessthan onein two hundred left dive.

Catharine Kimberly had been spared that first Assessment. And so she had completed Phoenix Abased.
And then she had taken her own life.

Whichwasasort of art initsdf.

Kusanagi-Jones reached out, |eft-handed, and ran his fingers down the cool, mutilated stone. It was
smooth, flinty to the touch. He could pretend that he felt some energy init, akind of strength. Mysticism
and superdtition, of course, but Kimberly’ s grief gilded the surface of her swan song like a current tickling
his fingertips. He sniffed and stepped back, driving hisnailsinto his pam. And looked up to find Miss

Ouagadougou smiling at him.

“It' sapowerful piece” shesad, kindly patronizing. Just an emotiona male, after all.
He amiled, and played to it. “Never actually seen it before. It srevered—"

“But not displayed?’

“Not in Caro,” hesad. “Wedon't travd to other cities much. Wasteful. It' s different to touch
something.” He shrugged. “Not that | would rub my hands over it normally, but—"

“Curator’ sprivilege,” she said. She bent from the waist, her hands on her knees, and stared into the
wailing woman'sempty eyes. “ Tl me about your name.”

“My name?’

Sheturned, caught him with asmile. Like al the New Amazonians, she seemed old for her age, but lso
fit, and histhreat-ready eye told him that she was stronger than she looked. “Michelangelo Osiris Leary
Kusanagi-Jones. Quite the mouthful. Are those lineage names?’

“Michdangdo—"
“For the artigt, of course. Michelangelo di Lodovico Buonarroti Simoni.”

“Show-off,” he said, and her smile became a grin. She straightened up, hands on her hips, and rolled her
shoulders back. Volatile mae, he thought, and Lied to her alittle. It wasn’t hard. If he didn’t think about
it, if he wasn't conscioudy manipulating someone, it happened autometically. He wasn't sure he' d know
an honest reaction if he had one. And if Miss Ouagadougou wanted to flirt, he could flirt with the best.

Second-best. There was aways Vincent.
“Yes” hesad. “For theartist.”
“And Miss Katherinessen is named for Vincent van Gogh?’

He backed away from Phoenix Abased and framed it with his hands. “Named for the twentieth-century
poet. Edna St. Vincent Millay. Ur hasits own conventions. And hismother isafan.”

“ And what about the rest of it?”’

“Katherinessen?’



“No, | understand amatronymic. Ogiris.”

“Egyptian god of the dead. After the Vigil and the second Assessment, most of the survivors...you
understand that it was rare for more than one member of afamily to survive.”

“I undergtand,” she said. “I think the Glenna Goodacre piece should bein the middle. The MayaLin
fragment to block sight lines as one enters’—it was an enormous mirror-bright rectangle of black granite,
etched with aligt of men’s names—"and then as you come around, Goodacre and Kimberly beyond.”

“Saving the best for last.”

She paced him as he continued to back away, trying the lay of the hal from various perspectives.
“Precisdy. So your ancestors...constructed new families? Renamed themsalves?’

“ After heroes and gods and higtorical figures.”
“And atigs”
“Sympeathetic magic,” Michdangelo said. “Art was surviva.”

“For usit was history.” Miss Ouagadougou did her fingersat full extenson down glossy black granite.
“Proof, | guess—’

“Of what came before”

“Yes.” Thetendons aong the side of her neck flexed as she turned to stare at him. *“ Do you wonder what
it waslike?’

“Before the Governors? Sometimes.”
“It must be better now,” she said. “From what I’ ve read. But till, the price.”

“Toomuch.” Michelangelo Osiris Leary Kusanagi-Jones. Thefutility of hisown name sunned him.
Five meaninglesswords. Five cultures, five entire races of people. And al that was Ieft of them, theliving
rememberer of dl those millions of deaed, wasthe syllables of aLiar’ sname.

He swallowed. It hurt.

Her fingers brushed the wall again and fell away from the black granite. “It' slunchtime,” shesaid. “I
understand you have some dietary restrictionsto consider. Shall we see what we can find to eat while the
staff rearrangesthe display? We' Il come back to it after.”

“I"dlikethat.” Helooked away from thewall, which was amistake, becauseit put him face to face with
Kimberly’smurdered angd. “I’d like that very much.”

9

VINCENT'SWARDROBE COULDN'T KEEP UPWITH THE sweat. It dicked hisneck, rolled in
beads down hisface, and soaked the underside of his hair and a band where the borrowed hat rested on
his head. His hands were il greasy from alunch of somefried starchy fruit and tubers, served in a paper
wrapper, and hiswardrobe was too overwrought to ded with it.

He mopped hisface on his deeve, further stressing foglets dready strained by the jostling crowd and the



press of hisescort on either side, and tried to regulate his breathing. The nauseawas due to the hegt, he
thought, and not the food; hiswatch didn’t report any problems beyond mild dehydration and adightly
elevated body temperature, which he was keeping an eye on. It wasn't dangerous yet, just
uncomfortable, but Miss Pretoriawastireless. Shetugged Vincent’ sdeeveto direct hisattentionto a
Dragon costume operated by two men, the one managing the front limbs walking on stilts and operating
paired extensons from hiswrigts that s mulated the beast’ s enormous wings. “How could something that
big fly?’ he asked, checking his step to let the puppet shamble past.

“They must have been somewhat insubgtantia for their sze,” Miss Pretoriasaid. “ The khir, which are the
Dragons closest living relatives, have a honeycombed endoske eton that |eaves them much lighter than an
equivaent terrestrial mammal. So the Dragons would have been about the same weight and wingspan as
the largest pterosaurs. And we think they soared more than flew, and may have been highly adapted
climbers.” She turned to watch the puppet proceed down the street, bowing and dancing, bells
shimmering aong the span of thewings.

Her eyes widened as she turned to him. “Miss Katherinessen, you should have said something.”
“I'msorry?’

“I think we' d better get you out of the heat.” She turned to Shafagat, gesturing her forward. “Would you
cdl for acar, Miss Delhi? And get Miss Katherinessen something to drink? We' re going to find some
shade”

“I'mfine” Vincent said, as Pretorialatched onto hiswrist and tugged him toward aside street where the
buildings would block most of the glaring light. “Nothing a cold shower and aglass of ice water wouldn't
cure”

Pretoria clucked her tongue and bulldozed over him. “Y ou’ re not adapted to this climate, and I’ m not
explaining to my mother why it isthat a Codition diplomat suffered hesat exhaustion under my care, no
matter how manly you need to prove you are.”

He checked over his shoulder. Shafagat moved through the press of bodies efficiently, her height,
bearing, and uniform gaining a certain deference even from costumed, staggering merrymakers. Vincent
had never seen acrowd like thison a Codition planet: jostling, Snging, shouting, raucoudy shoulder to
shoulder and yet decoroudy polite. He wondered if it was aside effect of living packed into their dien
cities, encircled by the waiting jungle, or of their rigid socia strictures and their armed obeisance to the
code duello.

Pretoria’ s hand cooled his skin as she pulled him into the shady Side street, which wasn't any less
crowded than the square. She pulled hiswrist out and up as he made the choiceto let her touch him
without resstance. It wasforeign, invasive. His skin crawled and stung when she pulled back, steadying
his hand with her other one, and bent over it.

“You'reburned,” shesaid. “Not too badly, | think, but it’sgoing to hurt by tonight.”
“That’ simpossible. My wardrobe should filter UV—"

But his wardrobe was overstressed, and of course he'd had to dial it down to keep it from zapping
pedestrians—or Miss Pretoria, with her frontier touchiness. She squeezed hiswrist, and the cool
pressure of her pam turned to shocking heat. He yel ped and yanked his hand away.

“Sunburn,” she said. “ Good thing you wore long deeves.” And then she reached out and caught his
shoulders, pushing him against thewall, and he would have shrugged her away but the blood roared in his



ears and the orange status lights flickered in hiswatch. The street swam around him, aswvarm with people
who might have been staring at him curioudy if he could have focused on their faces. “'Y ou know,” he
sad, uncertainly, “I don't fed toowell at dl.”

Her hand closed on hiswrist again, searing, as she tugged him into motion. Shafagat reappeared on his
other side. “Miss Pretoria?” Something icy and dripping touched his hand.

“Drink that, Vincent. Miss Delhi, did you call thecar?’

“I'mfine,” Vincent indsted, even though he couldn’t quite lift hisfeet. He broke Pretorid s grip, more
roughly than he had intended, and ducked his head, blinking, as he tried to get agood look at the display
on hiswatch. Nausea made him gulp. “1 don't think | should drink anything.”

They ignored him. “It'son theway,” Shafagat said. “Where are we going?’

“Redirect it to Pretoria house. We can get him there and into a cold shower by thetimeit could reach us
and find aplaceto land in thiscrowd, and it'll be ahugeflap if we haveto send him to the clinic.” Miss
Pretoriacursed. “I’'manidiot. | thought he would tell meif it got to be too much.”

“Men,” Shafagat said. Vincent could picture the twist of her mouth from her tone.
“Angdowouldtdl youit'sVincent in particular, not menin generd,” Vincent said.

“Vincent, can youwdk alittleway?’ Pretoriasaid, concerned, carefully pronouncing his given name.
“I canwak.” Hewove dightly, but steadied. “How far?’

Shafagat answered, pressing the cold, sweating thing into his hand again. He closed fingersthat didn't
want to tighten around the coolness of the globe. “ Lessthan akilometer. And you haveto drink this.”

“| fed 9ck.”

“You fed sck because you' re dehydrated. Y ou need fluids. If you can't keep it downyou'll need an 1V.
Sowly, just asp a atime. But drink.”

Her tone reminded him of Angelo’s. Not exactly hectoring, but assured. Somebody steadied his hand as
he raised the globe to his mouth, found the straw, and sipped.

Once the fluid—something tart, with bubbles—flooded his mouth, it was an act of will not to gulp it dl.
Temperature shock chilled histeeth in the bone, replacing the dizzy headache with astabbing one. He
found hisfooting. “ Better.”

Now that he' d become aware, the prickle of warmth across his shoulders and back and thighstook on
new sgnificance. He'd worn long deeves, but if hiswardrobe s UV blocking had failed, those deeves
wouldn't have protected him.

Hewas going to have one hdll of aradiation burn.

“Drink more,” Pretoriareminded, keeping him on the shady side of the street. He obeyed, the sugary
fluid arelief. He finished the globe quickly despite his attemptsto regulate hisintake. They’ d stopped
walking, pausing in amuch smaller side street—more of a service access route, too narrow for a
hovercar and tight even for ground transport—without the press of foot traffic. As Shafagat pressed
another globe into his hands—this one alittle warmer, but aso dripping condensation—Miss Pretoria
turned aside and placed one hand on the wall of anearby structure.



“House,” shesaid, “I need cold water, please, inabasin.”

He still felt unwell—disconnected—hbut it was his body, now, and not his mind. He sipped the second
beverage, and asked, “Isthis Pretoria house?’

“It' sthe back wall of amarketplace,” Miss Pretoria said, and a cubbyhole appeared about a meter up
theviolet-gray wall.

Shafagat urged Vincent toward it. He went, finishing the second drink before relinquishing the spent
globeinto the security agent’ s hands. She crushed it and made it vanish.

“Roll up your deeves,” Miss Pretoriasaid. He didn't bother; his wardrobe didn’t mind wet. He plunged
arms webbed with distended veinsin water asfrigid asif it flowed from acave. The cold first saturated
his arms and ached in the depths of the bones, and then the dug of chilled blood struck his heart and
spilled up histhroat. He gasped and remembered to knock his hat off before sticking hisface into the
water.

When he straightened, water dripping down hisforehead and under the collar of his shirt, he was
suddenly clearheaded. He turned and dumped againgt the wall, tilting his head back to encourage the
water to run from his braids down his neck and not into his eyes. He coughed water, blew it from his
nostrils, and panted until the last of the dizziness faded. Hiswardrobe, out of the sun now and given hdf a
chance to work, cooled him efficiently, evaporating Sweet and water from his skin, drawing off excess
hegt.

“Thank you,” he said, when he dared open his eyes and try to focus. It worked surprisingly well. First he
saw Shafagat, and then, over her shoulder, he saw something less encouraging. Five women, Sdearms
drawn, faces covered by Carnival masks.

“Miss Pretoria?’ He surreptitioudy diaed hiswardrobe up.
Sheturned, following his gaze, and tiffened with her hand hovering above her weapon.
“There sonly five of them,” Shafaget said.

“Good odds,” Pretoriasaid. She sounded asif she meant it. Vincent pushed away from thewall and
stepped up to cover her flank. If it were his target, he' d have another team covering the Side Street.
“Threemore.”

“Thank you.” Pretorid sright hand arched over her wegpon, agundinger pose, fingersworking. She'd
unfastened the snap; Vincent hadn’t seen her doit.

Pretoriaand Shafagat shared a glance. Shafagat nodded. “ Run,” Pretoria said. Flat command, assumed
obedience.

“| don’t know where I’m running to.”
“Pretoriahousehold.” Miss Pretoria stepped diagondly, crowding him back.
“Lesa, there's eight—"

Her grin over her shoulder was no more than aquick flash, but it silenced him. Helooked again, saw the
way the masked women paused to assess every shift of balance—Pretoria s even more so than
Shafagat’'s.



He recogni zed that fearful respect. Lesa Pretoriahad a reputation. And for whatever reason, they didn’t
want to kill her. He acquiesced, though she probably couldn’t see him nod. “How do | get there?’

“Follow the ghosts,” Pretoria snapped, asthe first group of adversaries picked closer, fanning out. If
Vincent werein Pretoria s shoes, he' d wait until they were close enough to get in each other’ sway. If he
were gambling that they didn’'t want to kill him.

“Ask House,” Shafagat clarified. Slightly more useful. She stood with one shoulder to the Stret,
narrowing her profile, her hand aso hovering over her holster. “We Il delay them. Go |left”—through the
line of three, rather than theline of five—"Go on. Go.”

Vincent went.

Angdo might look like the dangerous one, but that didn’t mean that Vincent had no idea how to take
care of himsdlf in afight. He charged, zigzagging, and trusted hiswardrobe to soak up any fire he didn’t
dodge.

When thefire came, it wasn't bullets. A tangler hissed at his head, but histiming was good, and his
wardrobe caught it at the right angle and shunted it asde. Gelatinous tendrils curled toward him, and
sparks scattered where they encountered the wardrobe and were shocked off. Two of the masked
women grabbed for him as he sidestepped the tangler, and his wardrobe zapped their hands. He shoved
past them as shot from a chemical wegpon pattered behind him, spreading the sharp reek of gunpowder,
while he twisted againgt grabbing hands.

Firearms echoed again, and one of the women who was clinging to his arm despite the wardrobe' s
defensesjerked and fell away. Vincent shouldered the other one aside and ran.

Leaving a couple of women to do hisfighting for him. But they were security, and they had ordered him
to clear the area.

If it had been Michelangelo, he would have done the same.

Once he reached the crowded street, he could no longer hear the footsteps behind him. He wove
between clusters of merrymakers, haf expecting some good Samaritan to trip him as a purse-snatcher or
runaway, but it was Carnival, and other than afew turned heads, bright laughter, and a startled
exclamation—no one paid him heed.

He couldn’t run for long. His head started spinning again, and he' d left his hat lying in the damp dust. He
let himsdlf drop into ajog, then awalk, sidestepping drunks and Dragon dancers and wandering
musicians. Thetoe of his shoe dragged on the pavement and he sumbled, hiswet hair seaming. But Miss
Pretoria had aso told him that her household was close, and Shafagat had told him how to get there,

He ducked down aside street strung with more cut flowers, past three men and five women carrying
shopping bags, and stepped into the shade. “House,” he said, fedling ridiculous, athough he' d waited
until therewas agap in the flow of people, “show me how to get to Pretoria household.”

At firgt there was no reaction. But then ashimmer formed aong thewall, neither an arrow nor atrace,
but something like aripple on water. It was a pa e sheen of blue luminescence, dim in shadow and
brighter in sunlight, and it led him further long the street he had ducked down.

It didn't take him long to redlize that he wasn't being led by the most direct route. Instead, House
brought him down side Streets, less populated ways, and through shadowing courtyards. It concerned
him, but he didn’t know which other way to go, and so he followed. The shimmer ran dong walls, or



sometimesimmediately underfoot, dways a haf-step ahead until it brought him back into sunlight on a
quiet byway with only alittle pedestrian traffic, not broad enough for acar. There, at the bottom of aset
of broad shallow steps|eading to a screened veranda, it abandoned him, vanishing into the pavement like
oil dispersang on water.

He looked up the steps at the front door, which glided open. Behind it Sood ayoung woman with Lesa's
broad cheeks but a darker complexion and curlier hair. “House said to expect you,” she said. “I’m Katya
Pretoria. Comein off the Street.”

That’s a bit more than a goddamned giant utility fog, Vincent thought, but he didn’'t hesitate to climb
the steps.

“Y our mother might need help,” he said, pausing to glance over his shoulder, back in the direction from
which he'd come.

“Household security’ son the way.”

10

“MISSKUSANAGI-JONES,” MISS OUAGADOUGOU SAID AFTER he had entirely managed to
losetrack of thetime after, “do you need to check in with your ship?’

He glanced up from sketching schematics on hiswatch, refocusing on Miss Ouagadougou through
shimmering green linesthat overlaid the physical gdlery. Hiswaich identified her asan individud rather
than apart of the landscape, and backgrounded the display plan behind her. It looked odd, sandwiched
between her and a Gerénima Cruz Montoya casein-on-paper painting. “ Sorry?’

“It' s past teatime. And the station should be overhead in afew ticks. We'll eat upstairs, and | thought
you might—"

“Very kind,” Kusanagi-Jones said, recollecting himself. “ Does this sLit?’

“The schematics?’ Her hair bobbed on the ngpe of her neck. “If you findize them, I’ll upload them to the
ministry net, and they’ |l keep a crew in tonight to finish the setup. It actualy works out better thisway.”

“It?" Hewas dready sedling the plans, satisfied with the exhibit. Miss Ouagadougou had agood eye.
“Lead on,” he said, before shefinished fussing with her headset.

They ascended the lift in companionable silence, Miss Ouagadougou il fiddling and K usanagi-Jones
pulling up a sat-phone license on his wardrobe menu. He' d need arelay station; hiswatch couldn’t
power orbital communication.

If hewaslucky, his communication would reach Kaiwo Maru before she dispatched a packet-bot back
to Earth to swap mall. It would gtill take six months to send a message and get an answer, assuming The
Pride of Ithaca or one of the other inbound ships was close enough to relay the bot’ssignd. But at least
thisway the message would be in the queue.

If anything happened.

He coded two reports. Thefirst used a standard diplomatic cipher, and detailed astrictly factud, strictly
accurate report of hisand Vincent' s doings since landfall. The second, conceded in thefirst and ill
largely innocuous to Codlition eyes, concerned itself with a perceived obstructionist element in New



Amazonian government.

There was athird message, contained not in a discrete data stream, but in the interplay of the others. In
the cracks between. Kusanagi-Jones concedled an ironic smile.

Thisone, of necessity brief, must be sent when Vincent wasn't present to record it. It was sealed
eyes-only, quantum coded. When Kusanagi-Jones broke the seal on his own end of the code, a quantum
entanglement triggered awave-gate collapse on the other end of the system, derting his principa that a
message was en route. The only man in the universe who could read the message was the one who held
the other haf of the key.

That man was Siddhartha Deucalion Hunyadi Lawson-Hrothgar. He was a senior member of the Earth
Codlition Cabinet. And its contents, if they could have falen into the wrong hands, would have meant
surplusing and execution not only for Kusanagi-Jones, but for Lawson-Hrothgar aswell.

Kusanagi-Jones understood Vincent' s position. The great-grandson of a Colonial Founder, the son of
Captain Lexasdaughter—the most powerful head of state remaining under Coalition control—Vincent
would work within the system, attempt to ease the Codition’ s stranglehold through diplomatic means.

Kusanagi-Jones, with the assistance of arevolutionary patron, had chosen another path.

Which wasthe thing Vincent could never be permitted to learn about New Earth, and the destruction of
the starship named Skidbladnir, and why they had been separated: that it had happened so because
Michelangel o had planned it that way.

“When you report,” Miss Ouagadougou said, asthey stepped out into brilliant sunlight, “1'll have
something to add.”

Kusanagi-Jones wouldn’t show startlement. Instead, he stepped aside to give her aline of travel and fell
into step behind. “ Something about the plan I’ d like to discuss. May | uplink the new version to your
datacart?”’

“Of course.” Shepulledit out of her hip pack and flipped up the cover. “Password?’

He gave her one, and established a single-photon connection. The security detail hung back, just out of
earshot if they spokein leve tones. New Amazonian courtesy. But there were some things you didn't say
out loud.

Green |etters flashed across his vison and vanished. The director of security isaradical, Miss
Ouagadougou said. Get her to enlist.

Kyoto? he asked. That old dragon?

She'sinclined pro-Coalition. A free-maler. Claude’ s a loss. Saide Austin holds her purse strings,
and Saide Austin... He glanced at her asthetext scroll hesitated. She shrugged, adow rise of her
shoulders, aquick tilt of her head. He recognized the name from the gallery. Saide Austin.

More than an artist, apparently. You're a Coalition agent.
Snce before the war.

He wondered what they’ d given her to buy her loyalty—money, accessto Codition art treasures—or if
herswas an ideological treachery.



She put her hand on hisarm. I’ ve imbedded an information packet in your copy of the plan. She
transmitted a code key, which he saved. “I'm gtarving,” she said. “It’ s been hours since lunch.”

“Miss Ouagadougou?’

Kusanagi-Jones looked up. One of the agents had stepped forward. He might aswell have been a
shadow onthewall.

“Cathay.” Miss Ouagadougou smiled. “ Problem?’

“Miss Pretoria requests you and Miss Kusanagi-Jones join her a Pretoria house.”
Cathay—K usanagi-Jones was uncertain if it was her first name or last—amiled. “ A car iswaiting.”

Miss Ouagadougou wet her lips, and Kusanagi-Jones s pulse accelerated. Problem.

“My uplink,” he said. He' d been hoping, frankly, to get another look around the galleriesand seeif he
could find whatever passed for apower conduit. Wherever they had the power plant hidden, there had
to be wiring. Electricity didn't transmit itself, and he’ d seen no signs of microwave receivers. Room
temperature superconductors, he’ d guess.

“Doitinthecar,” shesad, fingersclosing on hiswrigt.

Problem. Y es, indeed.

Kii touches the cold illation machines that populate Kaiwo Maru’s core. They are intelligent, in
their own way, but Kii is not of interest to them. They process Kii, and ignore.

Kii contemplates, and the Consent observes. There is no determination yet, as Kii analyzes the
Governors' decision trees. The Governors are aware. They are adaptive. They are goal driven,
and they are improvisational.

But their entire purpose, Kii soon understands, is the maintenance of the encroaching bipeds. They
are a predator. A constructed predator, a coolly designed one. They exist to assure the bipeds do
not overburden their habitat. They are ruthless and implacable, and their disregard for Kii is not
founded on a lack of intelligence or awareness. Rather, Kii is external to their parameters. Their
only interest is the bipeds. They are created creatures, asKii is a created creature, a program
contained in a virtual shell. But unlike Kii, they are not alive.

They are not eshdich. They are not alive. In this fragment, Consent is reached with ease.

Vincent shouldn’t have been so relieved that it was Robert who took charge of him once they were
ingde. It was unprofessional. But for dl hissze, scars, and shaven head, the big man wasacaming
presence, revealing no threat-registers. It was the easy kind of persondity that deservedly confident,
competent, unthreatened people projected, and Vincent redly was not feding well at al. He let Robert
bring him into the cool depths of the house, under more of those swags of dead flowers, and show him
into the fresher. Or...make onefor him. Now that he was watching for it, he could see how it worked,
the way the building anticipated and fulfilled requests. A limited teachable Al, at leadt, if not sentient.

The city was not so much haunted as programmed.



“Take off your shirt,” Robert said as the door irised shut behind them. He reached to grab cloth, and
Vincent, who hadn’t dialed his wardrobe down, stepped back fast and tilted his chin up to look Robert in
the eye. White teeth shone in contrast to Robert’ s plum-colored lips, and Vincent sighed.

“No,” Robert said. “That’ snot a proposition.”
Vincent knew. There was no erotic interest at all, either predatory or friendly. “1t does't work like that.”

Robert backed off, and Vincent touched hiswrist and made his wardrobe vanish, diaing down the
protection, too. He turned, showing Robert his back, and bit hislip not to shiver away when Robert
reached out, dowly, making sure Vincent could see him in the mirror as he paused his hand a centimeter
from Vincent’ s shoulder blade. The hest of his pam made Vincent flinch; when Robert drew his hand
back, he scrubbed it againgt hisvest asif to rub the radiant warmth away. “ That’ sgoing to blister. Have
you ever had asunburn?’

“No,” Vincent said.

“You'll fed nausesated, achy, tired. Y ou'll experience chills. House, some burn cream, please? Miss
Katherinessen, into the shower. Cold water will help. Essentialy, you' re experiencing amild radiation
burn.”

“I've had those,” Vincent said. Hiswatch would handle the worgt of it: he could manage his chemistry to
dleviate the flulike symptoms, and hislicensesincluded both powerful painkillers and topicd analgesics.

Another aperture expanded before him, leading him into a smaler chamber. He ducked through, stepping
over theridgewhileit was fill opening, and sniffed hard. The pull of raw skin across his back and thighs
was an unsubtle reminder toward caution. He paused amoment, giving his wardrobe enough timeto
collect itsfoglets so they wouldn't wash away. There were no controlsin the stall and no obvious
showerhead.

“House,” he said, experimentally, as the aperture closed between him and Robert. “ Cool water, please.”
It pattered on hishead likerain.

Once Miss Ouagadougou had ascertained that VVincent was well, Kusanagi-Jones breathed a sigh of
relief and set about working out how to adapt hiswatch to the car’ s hub. He' d have to piggyback on its
signa, which meant al the more opportunities for the transmission to be intercepted, but it wasn't asif
there were a secure channel on the entire damned planet. Y ou closed your eyes and put your trust in

cryptography.

He sent the message with Miss Ouagadougou’ s addendum, unlinked, and sat back againgt the
upholstery. Cloth rather than leather. He permitted himself to sag into it. “What happened?’

In spare details, Cathay told him. “Miss Pretoria?’ he interrupted, when she paused to draw a bregath.

“Fine” shesaid. “Uninjured. She has arranged to meet us a Pretoria house. Y ou and Miss
Katherinessen are asked to limit your movements until we sort out which faction isrespongble for the
kidnapping atempt.”

“Of course.” And of course, the attempt itself could be nothing more than a smokescreen to justify
tightening the leash. But that was Vincent’ s department, not his.



Hewas 4till going to shave thin grips off Vincent.

The car ride was brief. It still amused Kusanagi-Jones that the automobile had to be put somewhere
when they arrived rather than vanishing in ablur of fogs. It was, in point of fact, too largeto fit down the
narrow aley that led to Pretoria house, and he and Miss Ouagadougou and Cathay disembarked at the
bottom of the street so the driver could take it away. Cathay, he noticed, stuck ascloseto hisside ashe
would have stuck to Vincent's, shielding him with her body.

He' d expected Lesa Pretoria. The young woman who waited at the top of the stairs looked tolerably like
her, but younger and softer around the eyes. “Katya Pretoria,” she said, beckoning. She didn’t step out
into the sun, and Kusanagi-Jones didn’t blame her. The brief walk from car to porch was enough to
make his skin sting. “It' s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Kusanagi-Jones. Y our partner’ s being seen to—"

“Vincent waan't injured?’

“Hejust got alittle too much sun,” she assured, extending her hand. Kusanagi-Jones brushed hiswrist to
did hiswardrobe down and accepted the handshake as he crested the airs. She pulled him up the last
step easly. Hewasn't tall, but he weighed more than he seemed to and probably had twenty kilograms
on her. She braced to take the weight, but didn’t grunt. “'Y ou can speak with him as soon as he' s out of
the shower.”

“Sorry to be so early to dinner.”

Her smile broadened, unmistakably flirtatious. Miss Ouagadougou cleared her throat from the bottom of
the steps, but Katyaignored it. “I1t’ sgood to have fluid plans, don’t you think? Miss Ouagadougou, thank
you for asafe ddivery. We' Il have him homein time for the ceremony tomorrow, | promise.”

And before the historian could quite answer, Katyatook Kusanagi-Jones swrist and drew him into the
house, security following. As soon asthey were insde, though, K usanagi-Jones stepped away from her
to get a sense of the space. The house was cool insde, shadowed by the broad verandas and rich with
breezes. “How much seeing to did Vincent require?’

“Miss Katherinessen has made himself quite at home,” she said, and the grin turned into awink. “ One of
the senior malesis seeing to him. He sin good hands.”

Kusanagi-Jones snorted. He let alittle jealousy show. It couldn’t hurt, and it was easy enough to fedl
jedlous of Vincent. He had away of getting what he wanted, after dl. “The question is, isyour mae safe
a Vincent’ shands?’

“Robert’smy dre,” shesaid. “He s safe most places. HE sathree-time Tria champion, dl city, and
before he retired he was third overal.”

A gleam of pride reflected through her voice. He wasn't likely to forget the Trids quickly. And he
remembered Robert from the docks, and Robert had had scars. And had been beautiful and dark.

Jugt to Vincent’ staste.

But interesting, that pride. My sire. A young woman proud of her father, even here. He supposed just
because you kept someone as chattel, it didn’t mean you didn't care for him. Especidly if you thought it
wasfor hisown good. “Wdll, | hope he' s not driven to defend hishonor at Vincent's expense,” he
joked, waiting for her response.

Which wasachuckle. “Don’t you envy him that? That sense of ... .entitlement?’



She' d picked that up on amoment’ s acquaintance, had she? Kusanagi-Jones snorted hard enough that it
sung. “Envy Vincent? Not the entitlement. Sometimes maybe the privilege that produced it. Trying to
drive awedge between us, Miss Pretoria?’

“Of coursenot,” she said, maintaining a perfect deadpan. “ That' s what they hired my mother for.”

11

AFTER THE SHOWER, VINCENT LET ROBERT SMEAR HISBACK with agdlatinous yellow
substance that stung and soothed, and smelled of cucumbers and mint. He could have pulled up alicense,
but there was no reason to give away more of the capabilities of hiswardrobe than he needed to. Robert
worked steadily and quickly, and when he was done and Vincent summoned anew ouifit from his
wardrobe, he made sure he programmed it not to absorb the gdl. It did and stuck, but it did help. He
turned back and offered his hand to Robert for yet another of the endless New Amazonian handshakes.
“Thank you.”

“You' rewelcome,” Robert answered. His clasp wasfirm.

Vincent was unsurprised to fedl the edged corners of a chip pressed into his palm as he dropped his
hand, and he cupped hisfingersdightly to hold it. The ouitfit he' d chosen had pockets suitable for the
nonchalant shoving of hands, so hedid.

“Your partner’ sarrived,” Robert said. “ Shall we meet him?’

Vincent’ swardrobe dried the water from his braids and tidied his hair. He took a breath and drew
himsalf up, the carpetplant cool under the soles of hisfeet.

He' d erred, and taken chances. And he didn’t have anything to show for it, in terms of his public mission
or ether of his private ones. Angelo was going to kill him. Sowly. Probably by ripping strips off his
dow-roasted back.

He might aswell get it over with. “Ready as|’ll ever be. Have you heard from Miss Pretoriaand Miss
Ddhi?’

Robert nodded. Vincent had known the answer before he asked. While he was in the shower, Robert’s
affect had changed, from controlled concern to concealed relief. There was something else under it,
though—a sdelong glance, an even breeth. Vincent honestly couldn’t say how he knew—it wasa
complex of cuestoo subtle to verbaize—but there it was. Robert was withholding information.

And he was concerned for Vincent, too. Not in quite the same way as he was concerned for Miss
Pretoria. Of course, hewouldn’t be, if Vincent understood the relationship. Thiswould bethe man Lesa
intended to marry, when she established her own household and become an Elder in her own right. He
had specid statusin Pretoria house, the way, historically, a...ahouse dog would have had more status
than ahunting dog.

Hewasn't livestock. He was a pet.

And he was d 0 the one passing Vincent data chips. Which meant that he could either be operating asan
agent on behaf of someone in the household who wished her identity concealed...or be doing it on his
own.

It would be awfully easy for somebody who shared Lesa’ s bed to get atracking device on her, and the



assallantsin the street had known where to find them. The chip in Vincent' s pocket sivung againgt his
thigh as he followed Robert across the coal floors. The pieces might be faling together after all.

They passed through a heavy, old-fashioned door that swung on gpparent brass hinges. Given House's
ability to reinvent itself, Vincent assumed they were a cunning approximation. On the other sSdewasa
tiled, pleasant porch whose sides|ay open on abamy afternoon, a courtyard in which four or five
children played with apair of khir. The feathered quadrupeds were nimble and agile, coordinated in their
movements asthey raced after whooping and tumbling children.

Inside the balustrade, agroup of adults sat at ease. Obvioudy dominating the group, Elena Pretoriawore
cool cream and peach, her bare feet callused aong the edges though the toenail s were painted. Beside
her, Lesa sat on awicker stool, her feet hooked over the bottom rung, Katya sprawled on bolsters at her
feet. Michedangelo had arranged himsdlf cross-legged on a cushion on the other side of alow glasstable
suitable for resting mugs and feet upon. It was the lowest vantage in the room, but it had the advantage of
putting his back to an angle of wall so the only one behind him was his security officer, awiry berry-eyed
young woman with agolden-brown fox’ sface.

Shafagat leaned beside the door. She gave Vincent the right half of asmileashecamein, and didn’t
acknowledge Robert at al. Robert patted Vincent' s elbow and kept walking down the stairs, out among
the children and pets. “ Please, Miss Katherinessen,” Elenasaid without rising. “ Join us.”

Vincent took the gesture at face value and crossed thetile to a cushion beside Michelangelo’'s, wincing as
he lowered himsdf. Michelangel o raised an eyebrow. “ A Colonia would forget that UV radiaionis
dangerous.”

“It doesn't hurt until later,” Vincent answered.

“That’ swhy it’ sdangerous.” Micheangelo might have said something more—he had that tenson around
his mouth—but apparently Vincent’ s discomfort was showing in hisface. Instead, Angelo reached out
lightly, without seeming to shift, and brushed the back of hisknuckles againgt Vincent’ sknee. A dight
curve lifted one corner of his mouth, and he spoke even more softly. “ The big brute at |east take good
care of you?’

Vincent sighed. Forgiven. Or at least Angelo waswilling to pretend he was. “Not histype,” he mouthed,
and was rewarded by adightly broader smile. “How was your day?’

“Edifying.” Michdangelo raised hisvoice, reincluding the rest. “ The warden wastelling us about your
admirers”

“They must have been tailing usfor sometime,” Vincent said. “Waiting a break in the crowds. And we
gavethem one.” He shrugged, then regretted it. “1’m relieved to see Lesa and Shafagat madeit out al
right.”

There was an unspoken question in the words. Lesa fielded a glance from the security agent and took on
the question. “They were carrying nonletha weapons. And | don’t think they expected Vincent to shrug
off two tanglers quite so nonchdantly. If he hadn’t, they would have concentrated harder on entangling
Shafagat and me, to dow uswhile they made their escape with Vincent.”

Shafagat’ s eyebrow asked a question. Vincent nodded, as a shadow entered the door and a cool drink
appeared at his hand, already sweating beads of condensation onto the rippled glass tabletop. The
servant placed a pitcher of amber fluid flecked with herby green on the table, removed an exhausted one,
and withdrew. Vincent noticed that the others aready had glasses, picked his up, and sipped.



“They weren't prepared to dedl with my wardrobe' s defense systems,” he said. “Next time, they’ll be
forewarned.”

“Firgt one' sfree” Michelangelo muttered.

Down in the courtyard, one of the children shrieked laughter as Robert caught him under the arms and
hoisted him overhead, before settling the child on his shoulder. Khir legpt and reared around him,
chittering and yipping.

“Wadlter, down,” Robert said firmly, asthelarger khir put its paws on his chest and pushed. For itssize,
the animal must belight. The big feet flexed, but Robert didn’t. The animal dropped to dl foursand
leaned againgt the man, exhaling heavily enough that Vincent heard it from where he sat.

“Isthat safe?” Michelangelo asked quietly.
“Robert’ sgood with children,” Elenasaid.
Katya, who had not spoken, blinked at her. “Yes,” shesad. “You' d hardly know he was astud mae.”

Vincent winced, and Lesa shot her daughter alook, but for Elenathe irony must have passed unnoticed.
“Exactly.”

Michelangelo nudged Vincent lightly. Vincent wondered how long it would take them to processthis
particular culturd divide, indl its peculiarity. Michelangel o had been asking about the animas. Not
Robert, who bore a striking resemblance to the boy on his shoulder, and whom the child obvioudy
adored, as he clung to hisfather, pulling Robert’ s ears.

And then Wadter, spurned, trotted up on the steps and sniffed Vincent curioudy. Vincent forced himsalf
not to flinch from the brush of sengitive festhers, despite a close-up look at flaring nostrils and odd, pink
pitslining the scales dong the anima’ s upper lip. Then the creature walked around him, sniffed
Michelangelo, too, and flopped down on the cushions beside him with the feathered back of its head
pressed to Angelo’ sthigh.

It Ssghed, braced itsfeet againgt the base of anearby chair, and shoved, moving him into amore
comfortable position—for it—and gppropriating part of the cushion.

Micheangelo paused with both hands raised toward his face. He lowered them dowly, and glanced
down at the khir. Walter turned dightly, stretching its neck out, and wheezed a small snore as Katyaand
Lesashared alaugh.

“They liketo deep in confined spaces,” Katyasaid. “ And back up against a pack mate, if they can.”

“I’'m apack mate?’ Michelangelo kept hishands up, at chest levd, asif afraid a sudden move would
datletheanimd.

“You cantouchit. It likesto be scratched at the base of the skull,” Lesasaid. “ And you'reinits den, and
the rest of the pack isfeeding you and treating you as welcome, so you must belong here. They don’t
differentiate between khir and humans, if they’re socidized. They just know friends and strangers.”

Gingerly, Angdo lowered his hand to the khir’ s shoulder. It whuffled, but didn’t wake. Hisfingertips
brushed scales and feathers, hisface assuming a curious expression, dack and focused, and Vincent
found himsdlf watching, bresth held.

Vincent reached out and picked up hisdrink, folding his pam around cool, wet glass. It smelled minty



and astringent as he used the rim to hide hisface. The beverage was cold, but hel ped the chillsthat
crawled across his stinging shoulders.

Michdangdo looked up, hisfingers moving in the degping anima’ sruff, and gave Vincent aquizzica
smile. Therelaxed vulnerability around his eyes was more than Vincent could bear. He had to work for
that, and nobody else got to seeit, ever.

It was ahint of what Angelo would look like at peace.

“Right.” Elder Pretorialeaned forward, diding her own glass across the table with her fingertips. She
lifted it and sat back. “Miss Katherinessen, have your adventures |eft you any appetite? Or should we see
about getting you home?’

He glanced away from Angelo, who looked back down at the khir. “Oh,” he said, “1 think | could eat.”

Dinner was served in an even moreinformal style than the supper and reception they’ d endured on their
first night on New Amazonia. Kusanagi-Jones found himself separated from his partner—not forcefully,
but with the ease by which an accomplished hostess maneuvers her guests—and seeted at along low
table in a gpacious room. The carpetplant on either side and at the head and foot was protected by thick
rugs, the floor underneath banked into comfortable seats. Another table ran crosswise at the foot of the
first, and Kusanagi-Jones was surprised when he redlized that it was populated by the household males,
children, and servants. He' d expected that they would be required to eat separately, and perhaps after
the adult women and “ gentle’ guests—but once the food was brought out, the cook and two male and
two female servants settled themselves aongs de the table and began passing plates and chattering along
with everyonedse.

Thetotd assembly was about twenty-five. Five males other than the servants, counting Robert and an
older man to whom he deferred, two boys, three girls, and the balance made up in teen and adult
women, with the addition of Cathay, Shafagat, Vincent, and Kusanagi-Jones himsalf. Michdlangelo
noticed that the female and what he presumed were gentle male servants sat between the stud
males—recognizable by their scars and the street licenses worn on leather cuffs at their wrigtslike
barbaric jewe ry—and the children, and the maes largely conversed among themselves.

He aso noticed that the same dark-complected boy of about six or seven New Amazonian years—who
had been riding Robert around the courtyard earlier—dlithered out of his seat as soon as the cook’ s back
was turned, scrambled into the big man’ s lap, and no one seemed to think much of it.

The table arrangements had left Kusanagi-Jones seated next to Katya Pretoria on one side, and another
woman—Agnes Pretoria, who he gathered was something like the household chatelaine or
seneschal—on the other. “Isthat your brother?’

Katyafollowed the line of his gaze. Helooked down and continued ladling food onto his plate. Someone
had apparently asked the cook to take pity on them, because the food on offer included legume curry,
rice, bread with anut butter, and avariety of other animal-free choices. He d haveto find out to whom to
send the thank-you note.

“Julian.” Katya squick glance at Lesa gave away more than she probably knew. “Y es. HE sthe last of
Mother’ sobligation. | don’t think she'll marry until he sartsthe Trids, though, and finds a postion.
Unless...”

Kusanagi-Jones caught her eye and then looked down, waiting her out while applying himsdf to the



curry.
Her heditation became ashrug. “Mother hopes he'sgentle,” she said. “He svery smart.”

Kusanagi-Jones washed his food down with amouthful of wine. The consderation of agood medl itsalf
was enough to lower hisdefenses. “Like hisfather?’

“You noticed. Yes. Robert’ sspecid...” she paused, and picked up her fork. “Julian and | are full
shblings. Thethird, Karyn—" Thefork clicked on the plate. “ She was older. Mother’ sfirst. Shediedina
dud.”

“And do you dud?’ he asked, because she didn’t seem to wish her discomfort noted.

Shetwirled her fork. “No,” she said, glancing up to locate her mother before she spoke. “It’ sa stupid
tradition.”

After dinner, the servants rose to clear the plates and bring more wine, coffee, and cakes before
reseating themsalves. Lesa surveyed the table and brushed Vincent’ s deeve. “There sno butter, honey,
or eggsinthose”

Hedidn't flinch away from the contact—a small positive sgn—and served himsdlf from the indicated
plate with tongs. “ Thank you for this afternoon,” he said.

She snorted. “ Just doing my job.”
“Any word on who might have been behind it? Or what the goa was?’

She shrugged and did a pastry onto her own plate. “We Il know soon enough. | wounded one of them.
Asfor what they wanted—a hostage? To open negotiations of their own? To demand a Codition
withdrawad in return for your life?” She lowered her voice and obscured her mouth behind her hand as
sheate. “It al dependswhat faction we re talking about.”

Which was a code phrase, one that should have identified her as his contact, based on the information in
the chip he' d dipped Robert. But he just rolled his eyes and sipped hiswine, far too relaxed for her to
believe he had made the connection. “Then security will be tighter from now on.”

“No more dipping through the streetsincognito,” Lesaagreed. She glanced at Elena; Elenafrowned and
tilted her head. Back off. Yes. Lesathought she'd know if Vincent were dissembling. He might bejust as
good as she was, but he wasn't any better. Instead, Lesaleaned around Vincent and caught Robert’s
eye, beckoning with a buttery finger. “Would you like to meet my son, Vincent?’

Hefollowed theline of her attention. “Very much,” he said. “Y ou have two children?’

“Theobligationisthree” she answered. “My eldest died, but I've met it, yes. | could start my own
household, become an Elder in my own right.”

“If you wanted?”
“There samaewhose contract | want to buy. Until it' savailable, there’ sno point.”
“Y ou wouldn’t have to breed to get married if New Amazonia accepted the Codition,” he said, dryly.

She amiled. “ And you wouldn't have three ssters and a brother if Ur had falleninto line afew years



sooner.”

The look Katherinessen gave her was ever o dightly impressed. It was public record, and Katherine

L exasdaughter’ s conceit in naming each of her five children—Vderig, Victoria, Vivian, Vincent, and
Vdentine—made the bit of data stand out in Lesa srecall. As Robert came around the table holding
Julian’ s hand, she smiled at them and scooted back, opening agap. Her son tugged loose of hissire's
grip and cameto her, plopping himsdlf onto her thigh. It wouldn’t last, of course. Any day now, Julian
would decide he was too old for sitting on lgps and listening to Mother, and not long after that, he' d enter
the Trids. If helived, he' d earn a contract in some other woman's house.

Unless he beet the odds, of course. And grew up gentle. “Julian,” she said, when he had wiggled himself
comfortable and Robert had settled down cross-legged, not far away. “I"d like you to meet Vincent
Katherinessen. He sadiplomat like me.”

“Hesamae,” Julian said, with childish solipsiam. “He can't be adiplomat. That' sfor girls”

Whatever he thought of Vincent, he held out his hand anyway, and Vincent accepted it. “ Pleased to meet
you, Julian.”

“Vincent’ sgentle” Lesasaid. She met Katherinessen' s golden-brown eyes, noticing the splinters of blue
and ydlow around the pupils. “He can be anything he wants.”

Thelr handsinterlaced, Julian’ s smaler and darker and more cdlused, and Julian winced. “Y ou got
burned.”

“I did,” Vincent said. “My sun protection failed.”

“That was silly. Y ou need asunpatch.” He pointed to the shoulder of hisjerkin, craning hisneck so he
could see what he was pointing at—asmall patch in colors that matched the one Robert wore on his
wrist cuff. “It changes color when you get too much UV. So you know to go insde.”

“I think | do need one of those. May | look?’

Julian nodded, but Vincent had been looking at Lesawhen he asked. She did her hand againgt her son's
neck and lifted hishair aside, tacit permission. Julian wriggled; the touch tickled. But he sat mostly still as
Vincent leaned forward to inspect the sunpatch, oblivious to Kusanagi-Jones watching from farther down
the table with an expression that even Lesafound unreadable adorning hisface.

“Where do you get one of those?” Vincent asked. He addressed Julian directly again, and Julian,
charmed, smiled shyly and |ooked down.

“House,” hesaid.

“Do you think House would make me one?’

Julian ducked further, still smiling, and nodded, his courage for strangers exhausted.
“If you asked,” Lesa supplied.

Vincent leaned back, a half-second after Lesawould have, and let Julian tug away. He drew hisknees up
and buried hisface againgt Lesa s shoulder, handsin front of his mouth. He was awarm compact bundle
of muscle and bone, and she closed her eyesfor amoment, leaning her chin on hishair. “Helikes
astronomy,” shesaid. “ And computers.”



Vincent picked up hiswineglass and leaned back, raisng his eyesto the dow gorgeous burn of the
Gorgon transmitted to the ceiling overhead. “Bad planet for getting to look at the sarsfrom,” he
commented, without audibleirony.

“I know,” Lesasaid. “ Are any of them any good?’
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THROUGHOUT DINNER, KUSANAGI-JONES WAS AWARE OF AN increasing level of noise
from the street. Vincent gave him an arch look at one point—the invitation had been for food and
Carniva—but Kusanagi-Jones answered it with asidelong shake of hishead. 1’1l chain you to a wall if
you even suggest going out there.

Fortunately, in the constellation of VIPsthat K usanagi-Jones had secured over the years, Vincent ranked
asone of the few who was cgpable of learning from amistake. He tipped his head, mouth twisting as he
acknowledged the undelivered ultimatum, and turned to Elena Pretoria. “Elder,” he said, when there was
alull in the conversation, “may | inquire asto our plansfor the evening?’

“We have baconies,” Elenasaid. “I think you' Il be sufficiently safe from abduction there. And you'll get
to see at least some of the proceedings.”

Kusanagi-Jones bit hislip. Abductions were one thing. He was worried about snipers.

To say that Pretoria house had ba conieswas akin to saying that Babylon had gardens. Vincent would
have liked to go to the edge of the one they occupied, three stories or so above the street, and lean out
to get a better view of the merrymakers. But Angelo and Shafagat had other ideas; they kept their bodies
between him and the street, while Lesaand Katya flanked him. Elena, Agnes, and the older man that
Vincent had met a dinner were off to the left and dightly above his vantage point, and the rest of the
household scattered about, above and below.

Miss Pretoria had been right. It was indeed a pretty good party.

The street that the bal conies overhung was narrow, the buildings opposite lower and more rolling than the
twisted spire of Pretoria house. And even three tories up, Vincent could smell the mass of humanity
below. Not just the liquor or the perfume or the crushed flowers draped around their necks and threaded
through their hair, but the meaty anima reek of al that flesh pressed together. They moved like a
many-legged, meandering insect, sSinging and laughing, banging drums, playing portable insrumentsthat
were remarkableto Vincent in their familiarity—gourds and flutes and saxophones and kalimbas.

There were alot of weird worlds, alot of political structures based on points of philosophy. Not al the
ships of the Diaspora had been fagter than light, even; humanity had scrambled off Earth in any rowboat
or leaky bucket that might hold them, and dead shipswere sill found floating between the sars, full of
frozen corpses.

Vincent found it dternately creepy and reassuring when he considered that no matter how strange the
culture might be, every singleworld out there, every instance of intelligent life that he had encountered,
claimed common descent from Earth.

Asthe Gorgon brightened overhead, the crowds grew heavier. Someone on stilts paraded past, her head



nearly level with Vincent' sfeet. He returned her wave, laughing, and she tossed him astrand of
hol ographic beads that cast pinpoint dots around them as they whirled through the air. Vincent reached to
catch them, but Michelangel o intercepted and enfolded them in his hands.

For analysis, of course. Hiswardrobe wasn't doing anything that Vincent' s couldn’t, but it was Vincent's
jobtolet Angelo take therisksfor him. He hated it.

Angelo finished hisanalysis and threat assessment and handed Vincent the necklace. It was spectacular,
some light, cool substance with a high refractive index and pinpoint LEDs buried degp within, so the
facets cast multicolored sparksin al directions. More brilliant than a necklace of diamonds, and not
dependent on avallablelight.

Below, there was more music, more dragon dancers. A roar echoed from the street’ s narrow walls as
tumblers passed, given o little room by the crowd that it seemed they must sumbleinto bystanders a
any moment. Vincent ran abackup andysis on the beads—nothing, not even a microprocessor—then
pulled the necklace over hishead and let it fall across hischest. It settled over hiswardrobe, casting
dancing pinpoints down historso and across his shoulders, up his cheeks and into his hair. He turned to
grin a Angelo, haf wishing they were down on the street amid the revelers, and caught Angelo looking at
him with aparticular, aching, focused expression that set him back.

Angdo blinked and looked down quickly, leaving Vincent adrift with one hand half extended. It might
amost have been an honest reaction.

“What' sthat?’ Michelangelo asked, pointing down the dley. The music was swelling again, anew group
of performers pushing by. Katya Pretoria pressed a cold drink into Vincent’s hand.

Ontheleft, amid the coiling river of pedestrians, agroup of men clad in red carried a platform on their
shoulders. At first Vincent thought it was another Carnival float, and the person dumped cross-legged on
the litter would begin throwing beads or lift up atrumpet at any momen.

But hishead |olled against one powerful shoulder, and when Vincent leaned forward, peering down into
the street—trying to seein the haf-light provided by flickering torches and the glowing hemispheres that
adorned the building walls—he could see that the man was propped up between dats, and his hands
were bound together before his chest. Thelitter bearerswere singing, Vincent saw, their voicesrising
over the tumult of the crowd, and even the dragon dancers made way for them.

Angelo nudged Vincent, and Vincent stepped back. “He s—’
“It' safuneral processon,” Katyasaid. “It'san honor.”

When Vincent turned to her, she stared straight ahead, her eyebrows drawn close above her nose. “Isit
an honor afforded to women, aswell?’

“If they diein combat,” Katyasaid. She nodded down over the railing, then looked away from the litter
and the dead man’ s singing bearers. She pulled awreath of beads and flowers from the balcony railing
and shouted down to ateenage boy walking unattended amid the tumblers. The boy looked up, and
Katyatossed the necklace into his hands.

Vincent didn't see hislicense, but he suspected the young man wouldn’t be dlowed out doneif it were
not Carniva; he glanced about himsdlf wide-eyed, and waved the bruised flower over hisheed, cdling
out to Katya.

“Combat?’ Vincent asked.



She stepped back from therailing. “ That’ s Philip they’ re burying, who was of Canberrahouse. He was
killedinthe Tridsyesterday.”

Vincent’ svoice came out of nebula-tinted darkness, just loud enough to carry over the cries of
merrymakersin the street. “ Do you remember Skidbladnir 2’

Kusanagi-Jones, who had been poised on the edge of deep, came sharply awake, hisheart jJumping in
response to an adrendine dump. “Vincent?’

A warm hand rested above his elbow. Too warm, and Vincent was shivering. “ The ship. Remember
her?’

K usanagi-Jones turned, eyesight adapting, collecting heat-sgnatures and available light. “ Y our
temperatureisup.”

“Sunburn,” Vincent said. “Robert warned me. I'm cold.”
Which was an interesting problem. “How much doesit hurt?’

“I"'ve got chemigtry,” Vincent answered. Which was Vincent for a lot. Hedidn't useit if he could avoid
it.

“May | touch you?’
1] H m”

But when he reached around Vincent’ s shoulders, Vincent yelped behind clenched teeth. Kusanagi-Jones
jerked hishand back. “1’m more sore than | thought,” he said.

“How’syour chest?’
“Not bad. Not as bad. Just alittle sore at the top.”

“Well then.” Kusanagi-Jones flopped on his back, shaking the bed, and tented the covers. “Get
comfortable”

Vincent did over him, ablessed blanket of warmth in the chill of the over-climate-controlled night.
Kusanagi-Jones was used to deeping warm everywhere but on starships, and he found himsdlf sighing,
relaxing, as Vincent spread out againgt his chest. Vincent made alittle sad sound and stiffened when the
blanketsfell againgt his back, but settled in once his wardrobe established an air cushion. He propped
himsdf on his elbows so he could look Kusanagi-Jonesin theface. “ Sidbladnir.”

“What about it? Seventeen years ago.” Kusanagi-Jones rearranged himsalf so Vincent could stretch
comfortably between hislegs. In the middle distance, someone was Singing, and he shifted
uncomfortably, remembering the dead man on hislitter.

“It wasthelagt time—"

When they were till haf convinced they could keep their relationship a secret. When they thought they
had, and the sex had, al too often, been furtive and hasty, and—

“Yes” Thewords scratching histhroat. “1 remember.”



“Do you remember what you said to me?’

He knows, Kusanagi-Jonesthought. He stroked Vincent’ s hip lightly, feding heat and skin dick with
moisturizer and analgesic. “Told you,” he said, picking over each word, “no matter what happened, |
wanted you to know |—" He shrugged. It wasn't something he had the courage to say twicein one
lifetime. “1 did. Want you to know.”

“ And something happened.”

“Yeah.” Kusanagi-Jones closed his eyes, filtering out the charcoa -sketch outline of Vincent’ sface. “Had
to eventudly.”

“| didn't answer at thetime” Vincent said. “1—"

Michdanged o reacted fast. Just fast enough to get his handsinto Vincent’ s braids—careful of hisburned
neck—and pull Vincent’s mouth down to his own before Vincent could say anything supid. Before
Vincent could give him back his own words of nearly two decades before.

Vincent' svoicetrailed off in amumble that buzzed against Michelangel o' s lipsfor amoment before
Vincent’s mouth opened, wet, yielding, returning fiercenessfor fierceness and strength for strength. The
confession, however it might have begun, turned into a pleased, liquid moan. Teeth clicked and tongues
did, and Michelangelo arched his spineto presstheir groins together, not daring to hook his ankles over
the backs of Vincent’s calves. Vincent pulled back, panting, drawing the scratchy cords of hisbraids
through Michdlangd o' sfingers.

“Nothing’ s going to happen,” he ordained. “ Nothing.”
“Nothing?’ Vincent asked, archly, lowering hishead to claim another kiss.
“Nothing interesting.”

Gray on gray in Michelangel o' s augmented sight, Vincent’ s eyebrows rose. Nothing, Michdangdo
thought, because I’ m going to sabotage this mission, too. Because I’ m going to give you up again. |
have it in my hands, sod it, and | don’t...care...enough to sacrifice a whole culture for you.

So I’'mgoing to help New Amazonia get away, the same way | helped New Earth get away, and
they’re going to take me away from you again.

What he said was, “Vincent. Y our turn tonight.”

Kii understands. The bipeds do this themselves. They choose. As the Consent chooses, in its own
time. The way of lifeis growth and consumption, blind fulfillment.

This is not the way of the Consent. As the Consent chooses to enter a virtual space and achieve a
burdenless immortality, the bipeds, unpredatored, invent a predator. Something that keeps them
in balance. Something that kills their culls, forces them to evolve when they outstrip their native
predators.

A stroke of genius. An entire society bent to poetry.

They are esthelich, after all.



Vincent waited while Angelo pushed the pillows aside and stretched on his scomach, breathing shalowly
until Vincent covered Michelangelo with hisbody again, licking the warm curve of Angelo’sear as
Angeo turned his head to breathe. Vincent caught Angelo’s handsin his own and pressed them to the
bed. Playing at redtraint.

Angelo squirmed, panting, muscle rippling as he pushed againgt Vincent, so powerful and so contained,
and so soft whereit counted. He had dways loved this, loved and feared it, rarely permitted it, almost
never asked. He hated | etting anybody, even Vincent—perhaps especidly Vincent—far enough insde his
armor to see the vulnerabilities underneath. To see him need anything.

And hewould never forgive Vincent if he understood how transparent he was, in this one particular, and
how well Vincent understood this aspect of his psyche. Because Michelangelo was a Liar—and while
Vincent couldn’t tell when Angelo waslying, he knew how it worked. Their talents were the same at the
root. But Angelo’ s was broken.

Vincent had been born with a cognitive giftedness. He was a superperceiver. Michelangel o had the same
gift. And if he had grown up in the environment Vincent had, chances were he would have been as skilled
a understanding and compromise and gentle manipulation. But he' d been raised under harsher
circumstances, and Michelangel o' s gift had been shaped by ahistory of verba abuse and neglect into
something ese. Where alesstaented child would have been driven into a borderline personality,
Michelangelo had been warped into a perfect machine for surviva. A chameleon, ashape shifter.

A glossy exterior that showed only the reflection of the person looking in.

Except for now, when Michdangeo lifted himsalf, asking, and Vincent came to him. Exertion stung the
tender skin on Vincent’s back and buttocks and swest dripped into his eyes, scattering over
Michelangel o’ s shoulders as Angel o stretched under him. Vincent’ s wardrobe was overloading again; he
didn’'t care. Headfucks and Venus flytraps and feedback loopswere dl right, but they didn’t satisfy the
inner anima the way good, old-fashioned, biological sex did. Heart rate, brain chemistry, blood
pressure—it al benefited from this: competition, cooperation, intercourse. Conversation, as much game
asrelease.

He rocked against Angelo, hands and mouth busy on whatever he could reach. Michelangelo answered
him with sounds that might have indicated pain, if they hadn’t come in tandem with the eager motions of
his hips and the clench of his handsin the bedclothes. Michelange o flexed to meet hisfind, savage
demands, and then they dumped together and pooled, relaxing.

Everything' s better with a friend, Vincent thought, snorting with laughter.
“Glad to know | amuseyou,” replied the dryly muffled voice, Micheangelo dipping into their code.

Vincent resettled againgt his back, racing heartbests synchronizing. “What did that Ouagadougou woman
want with you?’

“Y ou caught that?” Angelo sounded deepy. “One of ours.”

“Codition?’

“Mmm. Our contact. Sipped me amap this afternoon. Might do some exploring in abit.”
“Alone?’

“Eagier to countermessure one than two, and | spent moretimein the gdllery than you did.”



“What' sthe gdlery got to do with anything?’

“Seemsto be how you get there, if I'm reading thisthing right—" Shoulders already whisked dry by
utility fogsrose and fdl againgt Vincent’ s chest. “What’ d you find out?’

Vincent thought of the unexamined chip concedled under the table edge, and dropped his chin on
Angelo’ s shoulder. “House—Thecity, | mean. Lesacdled it House”

“Yeah?

“I think it san Al. Not sureif it’s sentient—I| mean, saf-aware—or not, but it’s sure as hell sapient. It
problem-solves. And works from limited data to provide a best-response.”

“Tdlsus how the marines died.”

“Sure. Thecity judt...lured them where the Elders wanted them brought. And then walled them up. For
aslong asit took.”

That brought along silence, and then asigh. “ Hope the countermeasures work.”

Vincent grunted. Michedangelo stretched again, the restless motion of hips and shouldersthat meant get
off me, oaf.

Vincent rolled clear. “How will you bypass security?’
“Don't bedlly,” sad Angdo. “Going to turn invishble.”

Lesamade sure Agnes knew she wouldn’t be expecting Robert that night. She sat before her mirror,
combing the brightenersinto her hair, and contemplated the blankness with which Vincent had met her
code phrase. A code phrase encoded on the chip he'd provided, at the meet prearranged by Katherine
L exasdaughter.

Which Robert had taken directly from his hand, pamed, and pressed immediately into hers. Vincent
didn’t know who he was to meet on New Amazonia. Couldn’t know, before he made planetfal. It was
too dangerous for everyone concerned.

Which waswhy the elaborate system of double blinds and duplicity. 1solation. Containment. Any good
conspiracy needsfire doors. Lesa had required a chance to assess Katherinessen before she—and more
important Elena—reveded hersdlf. But when she' d tried to make the final connection...

Robert had pamed the chip and handed it directly to her.

Lesa scomb stopped in her hair. Robert had aso been |eft alone with Vincent for at least half an hour
before L esa attempted to sedl the contact.

She untangled the comb carefully, reversed its field with atouch on the controls, and redacted the
brighteners. When her hair was clean, she folded the comb into its dot in thewall and stood. She stepped
over Walter to reach the house com on thewall by the door. “House, please contact Agnes.”

A moment later, Agnes answered, and Lesatold her that under no circumstances was Robert to leave
the Blue Rooms. Agnes wanted details, and Lesawas forced to admit she had none to offer, “—but trust
meonthis”



She was dready pulling on her boots as she said it. When House ended the connection, she caled
through the fabric of athin black mock-neck for a car. She strapped on her honor, pulled her hair back
into aplaintail, and hit the door at atrot.

The car waswaiting at the end of the aley. There were some perksto being a government employee.

There were days when Kusanagi-Jones wished he were better at lying to himsdlf, and then there were the
dayswhen he was pretty sure he had it down to ascience. While Vincent made idle conversation, he split
his wardrobe under the covers of the bed they had made lovein, |eft the remainder to assemble awarm,
breathing, nanometer-thick shell, and set what he retained to camouflage mode. When he stood up, as
promised, hewasinvishble.

Weéll, not truly invisble. But hiswardrobe handled minor issueslike refracting light around him through
the same process by which it could provide a 360-degree prospect in acombat Situation, alensing effect.
It contained his body hest, presenting an ambient-temperature surface to any therma imaging devices,
and it filtered carbon and other emissons.

The drawback wasthat it would get hot and stuffy in there rather quickly. He would have to move fast.

Kusanagi-Jones stood againgt the wall beside the door as Vincent opened it and called Cathay insde on
the excuse of wanting alate snack. She came, yawning, and Kusanagi-Jones dipped past her before the
door could irisshut.

The second security agent outside wasn't Shafagat. They must be trading off. In any case, shewas
standing againgt the wall, admirably placed to see anyone coming in either direction down the short
curved hall, but with only aperipheral view of the door at her back. Kusanagi-Jones dipped past in
complete silence, the only clue to his passage the dimpling of the carpetplant underfoot. She didn’t notice.

Thelift was achalenge, but it was out of sight around the curve of the hal. He spoke softly and the door
glided open. He stepped inside. He wanted to breathe deeply, to savor fedling divein his skin and the
lingering tenderness of sex. But he kept his breaths short and dow, giving hiswardrobe as much help as
he could. He couldn’t afford to dwell on pleasant memories when he was hereto fail the man who
crested them.

Vincent waited until Cathay returned with atray, toast and teafor two. He thanked her, then cleared
Angdo’ssolar collector from the edge of the open window. He sat on the ledge to eat the toast and
drink the tea. Then he climbed back into bed bes de the homunculus and repeated Angel o' strick of
mitoss. When he stood, he collected the unviewed chip from its hiding place and dotted it into hisreader.
The chip contained amap. He sudied it while leaning out the window, examining the teeming city below.

Then he put one foot up and roseinto the frame.

Anyonein the room would have registered nothing. No movement, no shifting of the light except afaint
sparkle of mismatched edgesif they had happened to look at the window just as he stepped up intoit.

It was along way down. Vincent let go of the window frame, lifted hisarms, and stepped ot.

Unlike a parachute, there was no shock as hiswardrobe unfurled, growing filaments and tendrils
festooned with catch pockets. The air resstance dowed him before he could build up falling velocity. He
ballooned down like a spider, steering for asmooth dimple at the base of the tower, and landed squarely



where he'd amed. But fagter than he should have; herolled with it, but his knee twinged, and his
wardrobe couldn’t quite absorb the shock enough to protect his sun-seared shoulder. He whimpered
when he hit, but the street noise was enough to cover that. In camouflage mode, his wardrobe would
damp most of the noise anyway.

Once the wardrobe contracted, he dithered down the curved roofline to drop to street level, earning
another twinge from his knee. He checked the map; the meeting place was one square over, in the open.
No proof againg listening devices, but if his suspicionswere right, amember of security directorate
would be making sure no records remained.

He dipped through the crowdsinto darkness, following the map through quieter streets. There were only
afew redling revelers here, and he avoided them easily. Somewhere in the distance, he heard fireworks
or gunfire.

Hefully expected that the shadow awaiting him in the darkness under an arched walkway would be Lesa
Pretoria. He hadn't been sure until that evening, but the complex of her kinetics over dinner had
convinced him, though she' d never dropped arecognition code. He paused in shadows to cancel the
camouflage, dressed in loca fashion and mocked up something that would pass from adistancefor a
sStreet license with aquick accessory program—he didn’t have alicense for a hat, but he had onefor a
wrigt cuff—and presented himsdlf boldly alongside the arch, circumnavigating merrymakers as he went,
restraining the urge to press his hand to his aching shoulder. The pain was nausesting.

He was drawing a breath to greet Miss Pretoriawhen an entirdly different voice interrupted him, and a
woman older and stouter than Lesastepped into the light. “Miss Katherinessen,” she said. “1I’'m pleased
you could get away.”

“Elder Kyoto,” he choked. “Thisisasurprise.”

Once Kusanagi-Jones reached street level and dipped into the night, he moved faster. The unrippled
pavement was sun-warm under hisfeet, and he had little trouble winding through the scattered revelers
by Gorgon-light. The gdlery lay acrossthe square. Penthesiled s government center was compact, and it
wasn't the center of the party. Kusanagi-Jones only had to cope with the overflow.

He heard music from elsewherein the city, cheers and laughter that suggested a parade or thesatrical
event. Hetriggered the full-circle display, the fisheye gppearing in the lower corner of hissight where
peripheral vison would pick it up. Yearsof training meant he'd react to it asfast asto aflicker inthe
corner of hiseye, and as accurately.

He passed between drunks and singers, hesitated at the report of gunfire and an echoing siren. Four
shots, but they were distant and spaced like aduel, and though heads turned, nobody reacted more
strongly. He crept around to the back of the gallery, to the broad doors where more trucks of repatriated
art were being unloaded and the protectively wrapped bundles carted in, to be hung in accordance with
the afternoon’ s plan.

He skulked inside.

The liftswere running regularly. He smply stepped into an empty one, rode it down, ducked around a
group of incoming laborers—mostly licensed men, and two armed women—and found himsdlf at liberty

inthe gdlery space.
The ingtructions Miss Ouagadougou had provided were quite precise. He crossed the first galery and



ascended the stair under the watchful eyes of the frieze. When he reached the far corner, he paused. This
adventure would have been considerably less nerve-wracking if there were some mechanica means of
opening the passage, something that could be hacked or bypassed.

If Vincent was right, there was amachine intelligence watching him. And Kusanagi-Jones could only
hope itsingructions didn’t include the casua destruction of off-world human maes poking about where
they shouldn’t be.

It wasn't aslong agamble asit seemed. He had, at best, speculation that the city might take action if it
construed amgjor thregt to itsinhabitants—such asaships complement of Codition marines. But
Penthesilearemained an dien artifact, and if it could be efficiently reprogrammed or trained, he had no
hope of carrying out hismission. And yet, here he was, against reason and sanity, doing what hedidin
the hope it didn’t have protocolsin place to deal with saboteurs and spies.

It wasthe old ambiguity that set his heart racing and dumped adrendine into his bloodstream. Nobody
sanewould be here. But then, nobody sane would have taken thisjob in thefirst place. Especialy when
the mogt likely scenario, in the wake of the afternoon’ s attempt on Vincent, had Miss Ouagadougou
luring him to alondy place where he could be abducted or disappeared.

Helowered the audio damping, checked the fisheye display to make sure the gdlery floor was clear, and
asked House, please, to open the wall.

Before he finished speaking, the frieze before him parted like drawn curtains. He stepped forward into an
arched tunnel, unsurprised when the opening seded itsdf behind him. Anindirect glow rendered hislight
amplification redundant; he dided it down, but in deference to his mistrust of Miss Ouagadougou he left
the camouflage protocol intact.

The tunnel was undecorated, smooth sided, thewalls velvety and dark. It tended downward, the walls
corded with shielded cables. Lesser ran into greater to form avast, inverted mechanica root system,
which thickened toward atrunk as he descended. The overadl effect was Gigeresque, though the textures
were more reminiscent of Leighton’svelvetsand slks.

He breathed easier. It was an access tunnd. Which meant, at least potentidly, that Miss Ouagadougou
had sent him to the right place. “Thank you,” he said, fedling dightly foolish. The city didn’t answer, but
neither did the ongoing sense of observation (like a pressure between his shoulder blades) ease. He
snorted softly when he redlized he had expected it to, and kept walking.

Brightness spilled up the corridor asit leveled. He paused to let his eyes adapt. His wardrobe handled
dazzle, but didn’t ensure fine perception.

Fifteen seconds sufficed. He blinked once more, to be sure, and stepped forward into achamber not
much larger than the suite he shared with Vincent. It was bowl shaped, the walls arching to meet
overhead in asmooth, steep-sided dome. He knew he was underground, but the depth of field in the
images surrounding him was bregthtaking. They were not just projected into the walls, but afull

holographic display.

If it weren't for the tug of gravity on hisboots, he might have been adrift in space. New Amazonia s
primary, Kali, glowed enormous and bittersweet orange on hisleft hand, smeared behind watercolor
veils. On hisright, totally out of perspective, floated New Amazonia, acloud-marbled berry with
inggnificant ice caps, incrementally closer to its primary than Earth wasto Sol, partidly shielded from
Kadi’sgreater energy output by the Gorgon’ s polychrome embrace.

The fisheye showed him stars on every side. He turned toward the sun. And a peculiar thing happened.



The nebuladimmed, parted dong hisline of sight, and left him staring at the filtered image of Kai. He
knew it wasfiltered, because his wardrobe wasn't blinking override warnings about staring into it, and
everything around it didn’t flicker dim asthe utility fog struggled to compensate. The bruise-limned
darkness of sunspots hung vivid againgt the glare, the ceasel essfidgeting of the corona marked abruptly
by the dolphin leap of asolar arch. It seemed close enough to reach out his hand and touch, enormous,
though hispam at full extension eclipsed the sphere.

Teethrolling hislower lip, Kusanagi-Jones returned to New Amazonia. The veils swept back from it as
well, focus tightening, and as the holographic point of view swept in, he found himsdlf retracing the rough
course of the lighter that had brought him to this planet. He circled Penthesilea, and there theimage
hesitated. Waiting, he redized. Hovering like abutterfly on trembling wingbesats, accommodating the
wind.

“House, show me the power generation system, please.”

Theimage swooped again. A flying creature' s preferred perspective, asinterna decor mimicking wide
open spaces and empty skies would be comforting to a creature with wings, where an ape' s descendent
might fed cozy with limited perspectives and broken sight lines, the indication of placesto hide.

The sense of fdling made hisfingersflex, trying to clutch arailing that wasn't there. He mastered himsdlf,
despite the sense that there was nothing to stand on asimages rushed past incomprehensibly fast. And
then they paused, arrested sharply, and he found himsdlf staring at the back of his own head, the wooly
curls of adark man in a star-spangled room.

Hisfisheye—and his own eyes—showed him that the image he watched hadn’t changed. But the room
around the virtual Kusanagi-Jones dissolved, vanished into clear air, leaving him standing at the bottom of
asphere whose every surface writhed with twisted cable. It was astrangely organic growth, fractal in the
way it merged and combined, coming together in a massive, downward-tending trunk beneath
Kusanagi-Jones sfeet.

The hologram had stripped away the chamber’ swalls, showing him what lay behind them. His neck
chilled. He rubbed his pams againgt histhighs. “Follow the cables, please”

The perspective zoomed down—through him, and he blinked at the glimpse of meat and bone and
wiring and amomentary cross-section of a pulsing heart—and chased the tunneling cables down, down,
to bedrock and a cavern in the depth-warmed darkness.

Hewas no dectrica engineer. But an encyclopedic education, RAM-assisted parsing, and the
information he' d chipped when he came out of cryo identified most of the machinery. Capacitors,
trandformers, batteries, abank of quantum processors big enough to run astarship: essentidly, an
electrica substation the Size of some Earth cities.

And no sign whatsoever of a generator . Just the power endlesdy flowing from the quantum array—
From the quantum array.

“Shit,” Kusanagi-Jones said. He had an excellent memory. He could recal Elder Singapore sdightly
amused tone precisaly, as she had said, But you can’t get there from here. “The power sourceisn’t on
thisplanet.”

A flicker of motion in hisfisheye derted him a split second before an urbane, perfectly modulated voice
answered him. He turned, binocular vision better than peripheral, the fisheye snapping down on the
sudden motion and giving him ablurred preview that didn’t remotely prepare him.



The head that hung over him was a meter long from occiput to muzzle, paved about the mouth and up to
the eyes on either side with beady scaesthat ranged in color from azure to indigo. Flatter scales plated
under the jaw and down the throat, creamy ivory and sunrise-yellow. A fluff of threadlike festhers began
as a peach-and-cream crest between the eyes, broadened to a mane on the neck and down the spine,
spread across the flanks, and downed the outsde of the thighs. The forelimbs, folded tight againgt the
animd’ sribs, raised towering spikes on either sde of its shoulders—the outermost fingers of hands that
were curled under to support the front half.

Support it couldn’t have needed, because the entire four-meter-long animal was lucently transparent. It
was a projection.

“Y ou are wrong, esthelich Michelangelo Osiris Leary Kusanagi-Jones. Planetary marginsareirrelevant.
The cosmoclineisnot inthis brane,” the ghost of a Dragon said, and paused before it continued.

“Good morning, esthelich. Kii greetsyou. Kii is explorer-caste. Kii speaks for the Consent.”

BOOK TWO
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“YOU OPPOSE CONSENT,” KIl SAID, THE SPIKED TIPS OF folded wings canting back asit
settled onto its haunches, knuckles extended beforeit like acrouching dog' s paws. Itslong neck
stretched, dipping dightly at the center asit brought its head to Kusanagi-Jones slevd. Its phantom
tongue flicked out, hovered in the air, tested, considered. “Y ou aredidoyal.”

Kusanagi-Jones had no answer. He was poised, defensively, ready to move, to attack or evade. But
there was nothing here he could touch, and the creature’ s capabilities were unmeasured.

It paused, though, cocking its head sdeto Sde asif to judge distance, and nictitating membranes wiped
across wide golden eyes. It seemed to consider. “Perfidious,” it tried, and Kusanagi-Jones could see that
the thing wasn't actualy speaking. The voice was generated stereophonically, so it seemed to originate
near Kii’smouth—if Kii wasthe anima’ s name, and not its species identifier or apersona pronoun or
something Kusanagi-Jones wasn't even thinking of—but the mouth didn’t work around the words, and
its breething flared and flexed nogtrils, uninterrupted. “ Treasonous,” it considered, lingering over the
flavor of theword, and then shook its head like abird shaking off water. “Didoyd,” it decided gravely.
“You aredidoyd.”

Michelangdo found himsdf quite unintentionaly disarmed by this haphazard pedantry, though he fought it.
He straightened, breathing dowly, and let hishandsfdl to his sides. He kept his baance light, weight
centered on the balls of hisfeet. He would moveif he had to and try to look calm in the meantime. The
preliminary indicators were that Kii was nonaggressive. It might be asort of ... . user-friendly interface bot
designed for aDragon. The dien’sequivaent of an gpplication assstant.

“Request darification,” Kusanagi-Jones sad.

Kii’ stongueflickered. It settled another notch, lowering itsdlf to its transparent belly, drawing its head



back, neck asinuous curve. Thetension in Kusanagi-Jones s gut untwisted another notch, thelizard in
the back of his skull reacting to alowering of threat |level—asif the Dragon’ s appearance of ease
mattered at al. Any attack, if it came, need have nothing to do with ahologram; alaser concededina
wall port would suffice.

“Y ou are amember of apopulation in competition with the local population,” Kii said. “But your
transmissionsindicate that your alegiance to your own populationis...” It paused again, head rocking
and eyes upcast. Kusanagi-Jonesimagined the Dragon was searching for an unfamiliar word again.
“—gpurious.”

Kusanagi-Joneslicked hislips. It wasn't technically a question. More an observation. Maybe he could
return aquestion of hisown. “Areyou House? Wait, belay that. Are you the intelligence known as
House?”’

“Kiiis...”

K usanagi-Jones thought that the gpproximations occurred when it was searching for aword in New
Amazonid s patois that matched a concept in its own language. He waited it out.

“Kii isnot-Housg,” it said. “House isHouse. Houseis a construct. Kii is of the Consent.”

Not I. Kii. Maybe not apersond pronoun. But it understood them—it used you fluently enough. So
therewas somereason it didn’t think of itsdf as 1. Or even we, thelogicd choiceif it were ahive-mind.
“Kii isavirtud intelligence?’

“Kii istrandated.” It stopped again, nictitating. “ Transformed. Molted,” it said, and then, triumphantly,
the spiked fingertips flipping up to reved cream-and-ultramarine wing leather in blurred, torn-paper
patterns. “ Hedged!”

Kusanagi-Jones put his hand againgt his mouth. He pressed it there, and thought. “Y ou’ re a transcendent
intdligence,” he said. Kii blinked great tranducent eyes. “What do you want?’

What he meant was, why haven’t you killed me the way you killed the last Coalition forcesto land
here? But that seemed an impolitic question. I’ m not trained for first contact—

But thiswasn't first contact either. First contact was handled. First contact was more than a hundred
Terran years ago. It didn’t matter if the New Amazonians knew that the Dragons il inhabited their
cities, after afashion—which was something that Kusanagi-Jones was't prepared to assume—because
the Dragons definitely knew rather alot about humans.

“Y our population isexpansonist,” Kii said, after it had given Kusanagi-Jones adequate time to consider
the stupidity of hisblurted question. “But intelligent. Kii wishesto encourage détente.” It showed him
teeth, back-curved spikes suitable for holding and shredding meat. “Kii is not eager to repest, no,
reiterate amassacre.”

“| am not eager to be massacred,” Kusanagi-Jones replied. “ Y ou’' ve ethics.”

“Y ou have aesthetics,” Kii said. “But no Consent. No true Consent.” It hissed, frustrated. “You act in
waysthat are not species-ordained.”

“And you do not?" It was surprisingly essy to relax with the thing. For al itsdienness, it made no
threatening gestures, did nothing but occasiondly tilt its head and twitch the spikes of itswingtipsinto a
more comfortable pose.



“Kii follows Consent,” it said. That ripple of the downy festhers on its neck amost looked like a
skin-shiver. “Consent is...ordained.”

It was watching him. Trying the wordsin turn and seeing how he reacted. Testing them on him, until
something—his body language, his scent—told it he was understanding asit wished.

“I follow my leaders, too.”

Could that be the thing’ s answer to asmile? After 150 years of observation, it must comprehend human
body language. Especidly if it was reading his responses.

But hewasa Liar.
“Biochemicd,” it explained after another pause.

Oh. Ah. Not agroup mind, then, but something closer to apolitica structure...abeit one enforced by
biology. Or programming, in the case of alife form that wasn’t biologica anymore. “ Consent?’

1] Yaﬂ

“Can’'t argue my people out of coming here. They’ll—" Kusanagi-Jones shrugged and spread his hands
out, pale pams up, dark backs inverted. They won't leave something like you at their flank. A raw
frontier world with a powerful bargaining chip, they might negotiate with, if the cost of occupation was
deemed higher than the benefit gained. But a Transcendent alien species, with no gpparent defenses, and
the promise of dl that energy, dl that technology—

The Codlition had proven its acquisitiveness. On Ur, on New Earth—spectacular failure though that had

been—and on half adozen other worlds. This would be one bastard of an interesting brawl in Cabinet, in
any case. It might be worthwhile to send combat fogs into the population centersjust on the chance there
might be piecesto pick up later.

“If you cannot convince your population to leave Kii’s... pets, Kii’ s associates, in possession of these
resources,” Kii said, “Kii will kill them. As necessary.”

Lesahad made Cathay and Ashawait in the hall as she passcoded the door to the Coalition agents' suite
and went ingde. The smulacrain the bed were effective, but they wouldn’t bear up to atouch. Still, she
stood over them, listening to the sound of their breathing—"Vincent's’ aregular hiss, “Michdangeo's’
touched by afaint hint of snore—and closed her eyes.

Robert had end-run her. And the essentia link to Ur and rebellion could be walking into atrap right
now—or, worse or better, arranging aded with arival faction.

Lesaknew her mother. If Elenawasn’t in charge, Elenawas unlikely to play. And if Elenadidn’t play—

—L esa sown chances of getting Julian off-planet to Ur, if he didn’t prove gentle, went from reasonable
toinfinitesmd.

Ignoring the monitors (she d be the one who examined the recordings), she tugged the covers up dightly,
asif tucking in a couple of deeping spies, and padded back toward the door. It opened and she passed
between Ashaand Cathay without aword.

“Everything dl right?” Ashaasked, hooking lustrous dark hair behind her ear with athumb.



“Fine” Lesasaid over her shoulder. *“ Slegping the deep of thejust. Make sure they’ re up at five hundred
for the repatriation ceremony?’ She paused and turned long enough to throw Cathay awink. “1 think
they wore themsalves out.”

Thelift brought her down quickly. Her watch buzzed against her wrist; she touched it and tilted her head
to her shoulder to block externa noise. Her earpiece needed replacing. “ Agnes?’

“Lesa, Robert’snot in the rooms,” Agnes said, her high-pitched voice shivering. The words came crisp
and clipped, asif she'd had them all lined up, ready to rush forward as soon as her mouth was opened.
“Do you want acongtable on it?’

Lesa smouth filled with bitter acid. “ Does Mother know?”’

Agnes paused. “I called you before | woke her.” Which was aviolation of protocol. But Lesawould
have done the same.

There were any number of possibilities, but only two seemed likely. Robert was adouble. Which meant
he wasworking for either afree mae faction, like Parity or—she prayed not—Right Hand Path. Or he
was working for security directorate, and she' d just bought hersalf a sunrise execution.

“You did theright thing,” Lesasaid. As shewalked out into Government Center she passed the
community car she’ d taken here, which was parked silently at the curb waiting for its next cdl. She
paused, frowned at her watch, and then continued, “ And send me Walter, would you?’

Sheleaned a hip and shoulder againgt the wall as she waited, closing her eyesto cadge afew moments of
dozing. Lessthan ten minutes later the whuff of hot bresth on her hand and the tickle of feethers derted
her. She stroked a pam across Walter’ s skull, laying his ear fronds flat and caressng warm down and
scales. He panted dightly with the run, but he' d had no trouble finding her. Penthesileawasn’'t abig city in
terms of area; he was trained as a package-runner, and he regularly went on errands with Robert or
Katya. Agneswould havejust told him find Lesa at work, and once he was at Government Center, he
would have traced her scent.

“Good khir,” she said, and gave him her other hand, the one she' d stroked through the Codlition agents
bedding. He whuffed again and went down on his haunches, not sitting but crouching. Helifted hishead,
ear-fronds and crest fluffing, and waited, his eyes glowing dimly with gathered light.

“Findit, please,” Lesasaid. Walter nosed her hand again. “No cookie,” she said, shaking her head. She
had nothing to bribe him with. “Find.”

He whuffed one last time, disappointed, and bounced up into an ambling trot, nose to the ground. She
waited while he cast back and forth, darting one way and then the other, feathery whiskers sweeping the
sguare. They framed the end of his mouth like aVVan Dyke, above and below the labid pits, and served a
dud purpose—as senditive ingruments of touch and for stirring up, gathering, and concentrating aromas.

Then, not far from the doorway she' d exited, he made two short, sharp dashes at right anglesto each
other and glanced over his shoulder with quivering ear-fronds for adecision.

They hadn’t gone the same way.

Lesaraised her hand and pointed at random. Walter took off like a spring-loaded chase dummy, and
Lesabounded after, running until her knees ached and her lungs burned.

The scent was fresh.



Elder Kyoto closed her fingers around Vincent’ s biceps and drew him under the archway. “Any problem
getting away?”

She kept her voice low, down in her throat like alover’s, and Vincent answered the same way. “None.
Given who passed your note, | expected Miss Pretoria—"

“What a pity to confound your expectations,” shereplied. “Y ou have amessage from your mother, |
understand?’

“I am empowered by the government-in-anticipation of Ur to seek dliances, if that’swhat you mean.” He
checked hisfisheye: dightly more subtle than glancing over his shoulder. “We re unmonitored here?’

“Jammed,” she said, and held up her wrist. The device strapped to it looked like an ordinary watch. She
smiled. “I gpologize for my boorish behavior at the reception, by the way.”

“Quitedl right.” He draped himsdf around her shoulder, leaning down asif to murmur in her ear. “Elder
Singaporeisn’t sympathetic, | tekeit?’

“Elder Singapore is convinced that the Codition can be bargained with.” She snuggled under the curve of
hisarm, her shoulders stiff behind amask of ingncere affection.

“Yes” Vincent said. “ So was my grandmother. Isit worth trying to convince her?’

It was s0 easy now, now that it was happening. The tension of waiting and secrets and subtleties
released, and he was here, working, caculating. “On amaé€ sword?’ Kyoto shrugged. “ Thereisn't.
Singapore was Separatist before her conversion to maingtream politics, and her closest
associates—Montevideo, Saide Austin—are still deeply involved in antimale politics.” Kyoto grimaced.
“Pretoria house might be sympathetic—actualy, we used deight of hand to talk to you firsd—"

13 Wel?’
13 mity-”

Shetossed her hair back roughly. “That’s our name. Parity. What you might cal aradical underground
movement. We re pro men'sright’s, anti-Trials, in favor of population control. Opposed to Codlition

appeasement—"
“Andillegd.”

“How ever did you guess?’ She might have become someone el se since the night before, the cold mask
replaced by passionate urgency.

“You'realLiar,” heanswered. “1 would have known—"
“I’'m not. And you don’t know everything. I’'m on your sde.”
“My mother’ sside”

“Therebd prince,” she mocked. Shefolded her arms across her chest. “ Do you actudly care what your
mother standsfor, or did you just grow up twisted in her shadow? Katherine Lexasdaughter isa
famoudy charismatic leader, of course. But what do you believein, Vincent Katherinessen?’



Hislipsdrew tight across histeeth while he considered it. * Y ou think it swise to overthrow the entire
planetary social system as a prelude to an armed revolt, Elder Kyoto?’

“Armed revolt first,” she answered. “ Then revolution. We have a hundred thousand combat-trained stud
males on this planet. We have haf amillion armed, educated, fiercely independent women. | don’t want
to see them come to blows with each other. | want to give them an enemy in common.”

He watched her, till, and she shifted uncomfortably under his gaze. Maybe not a Liar, then. Not a
trained one, anyway. Just very controlled, very good. “I was supposed to contact Lesa Pretoria, wasn't
|7’ he asked. “ Y ou intercepted the codes.”

“We needed you fird. It'snot just about the Codlition—"
“It’ sabout the Codlition firgt.”
Sheraised an eyebrow. “What about persona dignity? Persona freedom?’

“Never mind the Coalition.” His hands wanted to curl into fists. Tendons pressed theinside of his
bracer. “Never mind New Amazonia. Do you think there' sany of that under the Governors?’

“l think,” she said, “the Governors comefirst. And then theinternd reforms.”

Hebit hislip, leaning forward, voice low and focused, taut with wrath. “Elena Pretoria can bring methe
New Amazonian government, once Singaporeis out of the way. Can you? My mother will supply the
Captains council. We can guarantee New Earth. That’ sthree. It's not enough, but it’ swhat we ve got,
and oncethings are Sarted, afew more may take their chances. Y ou were right when you said my
mother isfamoudy charismatic. But thisisacivil war we re discussing, Antonia, and one Old Earth will
fight like hell to win, because every planet it loses means one less place for the population to expand to.
Will your hdf amillion armed women fight for you, fight againgt Codlition technology, if they think you're
going to take away their spot at the top of the pecking order?’

“They’ll fight to keep New Amazoniafree. We can explain the rest afterward,” Kyoto said.
Determination squared her. She unfolded her hands and let them drop againgt her thighs, the right one
hovering closeto her holster. “And, if you wouldn’t mind putting the rest of the lecture on hold for a
minute, Miss Katherinessen, we have company.”

Vincent had caught the motion in hisfisheye, and was dready putting his back to thewall. Someone

wa ked toward them, atripled shadow cast by multiple light sources splayed on the pavement before her.
The unfastened safety snagp bounced againgt her holster and her hair caught blond and crimson and
fuchgahighlights off the domed gtreet lightslining the wdls of the hdf-empty square. A big animad—a
khir—stood beside her, the angular silhouette also casting three long shadows that interlocked with the
woman's.

“Y ou shouldn’t raise your voice S0, Miss Katherinessen,” Lesa said, pausing, her thumb resting on the
butt of her weapon. “It’ s unseemly to shout.”

Hedid hisarm off Elder Kyoto's shoulder and stepped back with asigh. Kyoto glanced a him and he
shrugged. He didn’t say it, but he didn’t think you' d have to be a superperceiver to read the | told you
0 inthetwist of hismouth. “Miss Pretoria,” he sad. “Welcometo the party. Is Robert coming?’

Lesalet her hand drift away from her holster as she came forward, but didn’t fix the snap. Kyoto hadn’t
unbonded her honor; it wouldn’t dow her down much, if she opened fire—but probably enough.
Congdering how people treated L esawhen she had aweapon in her hand.



“I don't know,” Lesa said. She stepped under the arch, into the shadows, and Walter trotted beside her,
fluffed up and cheerful. “Y ou’ d haveto ask histrue mistress.” Shetilted her head, frowning at Kyoto
under thefal of her hair, and lowered her voice. “In between plotting treason in the Streets. Where' s
Kusanagi-Jones, Vincent?’

“Keeping busy with alittleindustrial espionage. Y ou leave Angelo to me. That' s not negotigble.”

Kyoto glared for amoment before she nodded. “All right,” she said. “Vincent. Y ou are authorized to
ded for your mother.”

“Full authority,” he said. “New Earth, too.”
Kyoto nodded and turned to Lesa. “ Then we'll join forces. One good Coadlition deserves another.”
“Mother won't likeit.”

“I'll' handle your mother.” And now Kyoto's hand dropped to her gun butt. Vincent stiffened, ready to
grab her wrigt and trust to hiswardrobe to save him, but al she did was stroke athumb across the snap,
assuring herself that it was closed.

Lesasnorted, but she echoed the gesture, causing a click. “1’d like to see that. Who else do you havein
Pretoria house?’

“Nobody,” Kyoto said. Vincent believed her; he glanced at Lesato see what she thought. Hewas il
haf convinced that Kyoto was aLiar. Or the next best thing.

Lesawas nibbling her lower lip, leaning forward aggressively asif completely obliviousthat she was
facing down her superior officer. “ Then where' s Robert tonight?’

“I beg your pardon?’
“Robert |eft the Blue Rooms somehow. HE sgone.”

Vincent had rarely seen somebody’ s mouth actually drop open. Kyoto' s did, and stayed down for
seconds while shethought it over. “I’'m sorry,” shesaid & last. “1 have no idea.”

“Shit,” Lesasaid. Shethumbed her watch and turned dightly away, as people did for politeness when
taking remote cdls. Her eyes unfocused dightly. “ Agnes? Yes. Swestie, I'm sorry...we have afairly
serious problem.”

“When you're done with that,” Vincent said, “I’ll need adistraction while | sneak back into my room.”

Kusanagi-Jones returned to the guest suite haf an hour before dawn, walking camouflaged through the
door when the security guards knocked to awaken Vincent. He dipped into the bed as Vincent was
shaking the coversin an ostensible attempt to awaken him, reabsorbed the mannequin, and sat up,
rubbing hiseyes. “Morning ready?’

“You don't look very rested,” Vincent said. He walked toward the shower as Kusanagi-Jonesrolled out
of bed.

“Somebody’ s snoring kept me up,” he said between push-ups.

“Your own?’ Vincent replied.



Kusanagi-Jones s eyes were gritty with exhaustion. He wasn't young enough to shrug off adeeplessnight
anymore, if he ever had been; he couldn’t remember. He quit at twenty-five push-ups and kndlt, ducking
his head over hiswrist as he adjusted his chemisiry. A rush of energy swept the cobwebs away, leaving
him taut and jittering but awake.

He climbed to hisfeet and went to join Vincent in the shower. Vincent stepped aside, letting
Kusanagi-Jones have the spray. He lifted hisface into the patter of water, fighting the uneasy urgeto
flinch. Hedidn’t likeit drumming on cheeks and eydlids. “Did you find it?” Vincent asked.

K usanagi-Jones stepped out of the water and looked at him before answering the same way. “Found
something. | know where the generator is, anyway, though it's going to be abigger problem than | want
to contemplate getting to it. Disrupting the power supply, | might manage. At somerisk. The point of
transmisson isguarded. Therest...it' sgoing to take awhile to explain.” He paused for a breeth, and to
shake the water off hislashes. “Why are you limping?’

Vincent was lathering himsdlf. His hands were over hisface, but Kusanagi-Jones saw him hegtate. “Am
4

“Favoring your knee.”
“I mugt have hit it wrong lagt night,” Vincent answered, turning into the water torinse. “It' ssore.”

“Sure picked theright day,” Kusanagi-Jones answered, as Vincent stepped past him, reaching for a
towd. “We re going to be on our feet every minute.”

14

ITWASN'T QUITEASBAD ASTHAT. THERE WERE CHAIRS AT the breskfast table. Which
was fortunate, for by then occasiona sharper stabs punctuated the achein Vincent’ sknee. It was
manageable, however, with the assistance of the same chemigiry that mitigated his sunburn.

Elder Kyoto caught him wincing asthey took their seats. “ Third day istheworst,” she said.

“Oh, good,” he answered. “ Something to look forward to.” Acrossthe table, Michelangel o reached out
to pressafingertip to Vincent' swrist. The heat made him jerk his hand back.

“Remember this,” Angelo said, finishing it with aglower. The sting of the touch wasn’t what made
Vincent' seyesburn.

Helooked down hastily, examining what was on offer this morning. Apparently, somebody had derted
the chef to the dietary redtrictions of the Coalition agents, because the bregkfast optionsincluded a
kashalike grain, cooked into porridge and served with some sort of legume milk and a sweetener
reminiscent of molassesin its sulfury richness.

There were new people at this meal, husbands and wives of dignitaries who hadn't attended the supper
two days previous. Vincent filed al the introductions under mnemonics. The one on hisimmediate |ft,
however, he suspected hel d have no difficulty recalling: Saide Austin, the artist.

She was an imposing woman. Almost two meterstal and not dight of build, with short, tight-coiled hair
shot through with gray threads like smoke and wide cheeks framing a broad, fleshy nose. Her skin was
textured brown, darker around her eyes and paler in the creases between her brows, and her half-smile
reinforced thelines. Heavy slver rings circled saverd of her fingers, flashing like the mirrors embroidered



on her robe.

Her hand was warm where she shook Vincent's, and she gave him alittle pat on the forearm before she
let him go. Over her shoulder, he saw Michelangelo frown. Their eye contact was brief, but definite, and
the flickering glance that followed ended on Claude Singapore.

So Austin was the one pushing Singapore’ s buttons.
“I very much admired your sculpture,” Vincent said.

“ Jinga Mbande?” The smile broadened, showing stout white teeth. “ Thank you. How do you think
your government will fed about touring artists, when negotiations are concluded?”’

“I'm sure they’ d welcome them,” Vincent said. He did his spoon into the porridge and cut a bite-sized
portion againgt the edge of the bowl. “I’m surprised you' d be willing to send New Amazonian art to Old
Earth, though, after—"

“The Six Weeks War?’ She spooned honey into her tea. He looked away. “1s't the Coalition bent on
showing goodwill?’

“Y our countrywomen aren’t al so sanguine,” he answered.
She shrugged and drank. “What did you expect? I’ m not sanguine either. But I’'m prepared.”

Vincent nodded, reaching for hisown tea. Y es. Thiswas the person the Codition meant him to ded with,
the one who could bargain without running home to check with her mother. And according to Kyoto—if
he could trust her—one he had no red chance of bargaining with. A separatist, somebody who' d as soon
see New Amazonialive up to its name to the extent of eradicating men entirely.

So why was she wasting histime?

Acrossthetable, Michelangelo was drinking coffee, apparently engrossed in conversation with Miss
Ouagadougou, but he waslistening. Vincent suppressed that twinge again, haf guilt and haf anticipation.
“I've heard arumor,” he said, “that your voice is one of the respected ones urging détente. We're
grateful.”

She sipped her teg, set it down—aligning the cup and saucer carefully with the cream pitcher—and lifted
aforkful of scrambled eggsinto her mouth. Vincent waited while she chewed and swallowed. “How
would the Codlition react if New Amazoniaopened itsdlf to limited immigration?’ she asked, asif idly.
“There must be women on Old Earth who would come—"

It was possible she was trying to see if he would startle, or how he would react. It was possible the
offer—with dl its attendant benefits and problems—was genuine. He could see hdf adozen waysit
could be politicaly or idedlistically motivated. In any case, he' d been expecting some sort of dramatic
maneuver, and he managed to neither bite histongue nor drop his spoon. “1 think they’ d be very
interested,” he said. “It might help relieve population pressures agreat dedl.”

“Of course, it would be unlikely that the government would alow them to import Old Earth technology.”
She touched his deeve, rubbing the fog between finger and thumb. “They’ d be homesteading. Any men
would live under New Amazonian law.”

“Of course.” He put the spoon down and leaned back, turning to face her. Suddenly, hewas't dl that
hungry. “ Thiswouldn’t substitute for negotiations regarding the exchange of technology for the remaining
unrepatriated art, though.”



“Why not?” Shefinished her teg, the resinous scent of her perfume wafting from her clothesas she
moved. “WEe d be giving the Colonia Codition something it desperately needs—"

“Because,” Vincent said, “you benefit as much aswe do. Y ou' re having genetic issues, of course.”

Her fingersrippled on the table. She watched them best three times, then et go aheld breath and
nodded. “Not yet.”

“But soon.”
“We do not permit genetic manipulation.”

“Indeed,” Vincent said. “In aclosed population, that’ slikely to cause problems. Especialy if the radiation
exposure your colonists suffered in transit was anything like what we contended with on Ur.”

“You'reaclever bastard, Vincent Katherinessen,” she said, and lifted her fork again.

He matched the gesture. It swhat | do.”

Asthe breakfast reception ended, L esamade her way around the table to collect Katherinessen, leaving
Kusanagi-Jones |ooking dightly trapped under Elder Montevideo' s care.

Shewaited while Katherinessen courteoudy ended his conversation with Elder Austin and turned before
she offered her hand. He shook it lightly and followed as she led toward the door. “Robert?’ he asked
quietly.

“No sgn. Wereported him as arunaway. Anything else was too much risk.” She' d been proud of how
level her voice was, but it didn't spare her Vincent' s glance of sympathy.

“Arewe ready for the ceremony, then?’

“Claude and Elder Austin will be on their way down shortly. But | thought you and Miss Kusanagi-Jones
would appreciate atrip to the washroom beforehand,” she said. “House has the stage set up, and there's
quiteacrowd.”

“Y ou’ d expect everybody would be too hung over.”

Aseadly as heread her suppressed grief, she picked up the tension under hisflip reply. “ Penthesileans
pride themselves on never being too hung over for aparty,” she answered. She lowered her voice and
leaned in, asif making an off-color comment in hisear. “ Any problem with your partner?’

“Not a al,” heanswered, turning to wink. “I’'m afraid he didn’t get any rest, though.”
“Miss Katherinessen, you' re avery bad man.”
“I know,” he answered. “l1sn’t it grand?’

Lesacaught Kusanagi-Jones s attention and hefell into step asthey dipped through the crowd milling by
the door. Two security agents—Shafagat and someone new—joined them asthey entered the hall, and
waited with Lesaduring a brief pause outside alavatory. When the maesrgoined her, they both looked
ineffably fresher. Lesaresisted a brief pang of jeaousy. The wardrobes were indeed nice technology, but
who would want to pay the price?



The sun barely crested the rooftops as they reached the square. Three more security agents joined them
asthey stepped outside, and Lesa noticed that not only did Vincent know how to move with
them—close as a shadow, his body aways partiadly obscured by theirs—but that Kusanagi-Jonesfell
into the pattern asflawlesdy as a stone into aring, covering both Katherinessen and Lesahersdf. The
crowd parted to let them pass, and to Lesa strained eye, Vincent’ s unease at the Situation lay open. He
concedled it from everyone e se, smiling and waving gracioudy, shaking whatever hand was offered,
while Kusanagi-Jones exhibited a grim stoicism that probably masked painful worry.

Lesaguessed that on Old Earth, an emissary would never be suffered to comein such close contact with
crowds. If the mind of the mob were to decide it wanted Vincent Katherinessen dead, he would be,

though the cost in New Amazonian life might be stunning. But the New Amazonian system was based on
persond contact, kinship and friendship systems, dliances and bargains hammered out during drawn-out

suppers.

The populace wouldn't tolerate any ded they felt was made in secrecy. And if Pretoria house was going
to succeed, especidly with the added complication of something as unpopular as Parity in the soup, Lesa
needed the people comfortable with, even fond of, Katherinessen. He' d have to take therisk, evenin the
wake of the attempted abduction.

They climbed the stairs to the stage and took their seats. House had provided several rows of chairsfor
the occasion, aong with acanopy to offer shade and some protection from the inevitable afternoon
squall, if proceedingslasted that long.

Except for Shafagat, security fell away asthey climbed. The rest of the detail lingered near the foot of the
stage or mingled with the crowd. And Lesa, drawing a deep breath, looked down at her hands and
composed hersdf as Claude Singapore and Maiju Montevideo, Saide Austin, Antonia Kyoto, Nkechi
Ouagadougou, and four pairs of artists and dignitaries chosen to represent other settlements passed
through the crowd in their own ring of security, pausing to exchange small talk and shake handswith
those who came forward. “When they come up,” Lesasaid, in case her chargesdidn’t know, “you'll rise
and shake handswith them.”

“Of course,” Kusanagi-Jones said, the left-hand corner of his mouth twisting up. “What €lse' d we do?’

“Y ou could aways break somebody’s neck,” Lesaanswered. “ Do you take recommendations?’

Kusanagi-Jones turned to check before he was certain shewas smiling a him. It wasasmdl, tight smile,
such that he wondered at the subtext, but a secondary peek at Vincent yielded no further information.

He sighed and ran his fingertips across hiswrigt, activating the sensorsin hiswatch. “Not more
chemigtry,” Vincent said.

“Just diding my wardrobe down,” he said. “Hate to zap the minister of produce.”

“Do they have aminister of produce?’ Vincent asked, between unmoving lips. Their eyes caught, and
Vincent smiled, just with the corner of hiseyes.

Michelangelo looked down quickly, disguising the sudden, tight pain in his chest. There had to beaway.
There had to be away. There was away out of everything.

It was just ameatter of finding it, and then having the gutsto grab it and the strength to hang on. And
standing ready to pay the cost. Kusanagi-Jones s choice was alittle too clear cut. He could be loyal,



desert Free Earth, and keep Vincent—maybe. If they could pull this off. If he could bring home the brane
technology—far more critica to their reception on Earth than any dliance with New Amazonia—it might
be enough to buy him Vincent. All it meant was abandoning the ided of freedom from the Governorsthat
he' d been working toward for thirty years.

He even saw an angle that might work. All he had to do was convince Kii to giveit to him asthe price of
keeping the Codition out of New Amazonia. Destroying the Consent wouldn't work. He didn’t think the
virtual space they inhabited was housed inthe Kai system. Or evenintheloca universe,

If it were him, and he had the technology to manipulate branes, to build himself apocket universe of his
desire, he' d build one where the cosmol ogica rules encouraged a stable existence, or maybe lock it to an
event horizon. What was the point of Transcending to virtua immortaity if it just meant you il had to die
when entropy collected itsinevitable toll?

After long consideration of the night’s odd conversation, K usanagi-Jones even thought he understood the
theory. The technology was another issue, of course—but based on what Kii had said, that suggestive
word cosmocline, and atechnology apparently based on manipulation of quantum probability and
superstrings, Kusanagi-Jones could make an educated layman’ s guess at what was going on.

The mysterious energy might be generated between universes, in amanner andogousto athermocline.
Some quality—the cosmologica congtant, gravity, something even more basic—varied aong the
cosmocline, to use Kii’ sword. And that variation produced a gradient, which produced potentia energy,
which could be converted into useful energy. They could stick the far end of awormholeinto the genera
vicinity of agtar, even, he supposed, though he wouldn’t vouch for the integrity of the star afterward.

Thiswas aspeciesthat could grab hold of a superstring and open up awormhole to another universe as
if tugging aside adrape. Kii’s promise to obliterate the Coalition stem and branch if it threatened Kii’s
pets was not idle posturing.

It was just Kusanagi-Jones s fortune that the Dragon was ethical and preferred to avoid atrocity. When
convenient. And that he was constrained by the programmed equivaent of aneurochemica tether; he
was physicaly (if that was the right word for a Transcended intelligence) incagpable of acting againg his
Species’ interedts.

Leaving Kusangi-Jones the choice of siding with Vincent, and leaving most of his species under the threat
of Assessment and the Cabinet’ s less-than-generous governance—or of lying to Vincent, and protecting
New Amazoniafrom the Codition and the Codlition from the Dragons, and losing Vincent for good.

He could aways tdll Vincent. But the questions would inevitably lead to New Earth, and the death of
the Skidbladnir .

Not that it mattered. The choice wasn't achoice. It was just torture, and part of the pain was knowing
how it would end.

“I need an Advocate,” Kusanagi-Jones muttered, as Saide Austin paused at the bottom of the stepsto
shake three more hands and then, adjusting her heavy rings, her robes swaying around her sandal-corded
ankles, ascended mgesticaly.

“After lunch,” Vincent answered, with a curious glance.

Kusanagi-Jones nodded. The stage had the same curious resilience as the pavement; it felt dmost
buoyant under his boots as he retraced his steps and reached out to assst Elder Austin up the last stair.



Her hands matched her girth and her shoulders, wide fingered and sirong. Her rings pinched him as he
hauled her up, and when he pulled back his hand there was aline of blood in the crease of hisfinger.

She stepped closer, concerned, when he raised the hand to examine. “Did | hurt you?’

“Nothing serious,” he said. His docs were dready seding the wound and areflexive check for
contaminants showed nothing; hiswatch lights blinked green and serene under the skin. One thing about
intelligence work in the diplomatic corps: they paid for the best. “1t won't bother melong.” And asshe
smiled, chagrined, and turned aside to take Vincent’ s hand, he reached out to greet Elder Kyoto.

Thistime hewaited until she reached the top of the sair.

Like the hoary joke about the flat-Earther arguing with the geologit, it was speeches, speeches,
speeches dl the way down. Vincent had spent three months on Kaiwo Maru, which Michdangeo dept
away in cryo, studying the sparse information they had on New Amazonia—fragments sourced from
long-term agents on the ground, like Michelangel o' s contact, Miss Ougadougou—and reinforcing
chipped and hypnagogic language lessons with live study, for which there was no effective replacement.
New Amazonia s patoiswas as unique as Ur's. And Vincent didn’t have the easy, playful facility with
languages that Angelo went to such lengthsto concedl.

But it had given him an opportunity to work on his own speech. On a Coalition world, he' d have been
confident that most people would hear nothing but afew carefully sdlected sound hites, if the adaptive
dgorithmsin their watches et that much get through thefilters. An infotainment system that could
determine when the user was bored or not paying attention—and later, efficiently filter out smilarly boring
content—was handy. But sometimeslimiting.

New Amazoniawas different. Ason Ur, politics was the subject of agood deal of socid and persona
focus, and the repatriation ceremony would hold the planet’ s eyes.

Vincent waited and listened while Claude Singapore wel comed him and Micheangelo and their precious
cargo to Penthesilea. Her own speech had been surprisingly short and to the point, and when she turned
to introduce him, he paused amoment to admire her grasp of rhetoric before risng and stepping out of
the shade of the canopy.

He bardly resisted the urge to adjust his chemistry as he stepped up to the lectern, Michelangelo at his
sdeasfathful and slent asany palitician’ swife. Sunlight pushed his shoulders down. Like the rest of the
speakers, he wasn't wearing a hat, and the heat seeping through his wardrobe scorched and prickled
burned shoulders. He touched the pad on the lectern and said “ active” to key the public address system
to hisvoice. Helifted his eyebrows at Michdlangelo; al he needed to do. Angelo knew. Vincent’ s focus
would be on reading and working the crowd from here on in, shaping their energy and giving it back to
them, flavored with what he wanted them to think. Judgment, safety, discretion—those had just become
Michelangelo'sjob.

Vincent took a breath, squared his shoulders, and drew the crowd' s energy around him like avelil.

Audiences werelike perfume. Every one alittle bit different, but with practice, you could identify the
notes. He read this group as expectant, curious, unfriendly. Neither Vincent Katherinessen nor the
Codlition was welcome here.

Giving Vincent amere cable bridge to balance. Because he didn’t care to rehabilitate the Codition in
their eyes. But Vincent needed to retain their respect.



And he wasn't about to address the citizens.

“People of New Amazonia,” he began, raising hisvoice and pitching it so the audio moteswould
recognize it and amplify it across the crowd. “1 stand before you today in hope—"

It was asfar as he got. Michelangelo shouted “ Shooter!” and Vincent, as he was conditioned to do,
went limp.

The next sensation should have been ablow, the impact of Angelo’ s body taking him down, covering
him.

But it didn’t happen quite that way.

Certain things happened when Michelangel o saw the gun come up, and al of them happened fast enough
that if later asked, he would have been unable to provide their sequence. He registered the weapon
beforeit was sighted in, shouted awarning, pointed, and dove for Claude Singapore. A split-second
judgment, based on the redlization that the weapon was tending toward her, that Vincent' s wardrobe
would afford him protection, and that Vincent had partia cover behind the lectern.

Shafagat Delhi was haf a step behind him, and she landed atop Vincent, who had recovered from his
surprise enough to dive with her to the floor of the stage and land facedown, arms around his head.
Micheangelo lost sight of him then; hefdlt the shock and smelled the snap of ozone as something struck
hiswardrobe and he struck Elder Singapore.

A second gunshot cracked, louder and longer—two fired at once?—and Michelangelo’s skin jumped
away from transmitted pressure as his wardrobe caught that one, too. Shouting echoed around the
sguare: more gunfire, now. Not surprising, when most of the crowd was armed, but it seemed fairly
restrained, and no more bullets were arching over the stage.

And the prime minister was shoving at his chest and cursing him as his wardrobe snapped painful sparks
at her. “Stay down,” he hissed. He dapped the cutoff on hiswatch so it wouldn't eectrocute her, and
caught her hand as she was reaching for her weapon. “Let security handleit.”

By thetime he dared to lift hishead and | et her lift hers, they had. Elder Singapore shoved him away
violently and sat. “You'll hear about that,” she snapped.

He permitted it only because they were behind a screen of security agents, and—to be honest—he
wanted to get to Vincent, who was making much less fuss about an equally rough takedown.

Two bullets hung beside Kusanagi-Jones, trapped in the aura of hiswardrobe like hovering bees. He
dided aglove and plucked them out of the fog.

Shafagat dready had atrangparent baggie ready, and she took the bullets—pristine, despite having been
stopped by the antishock features of the wardrobe fog—and made them vanish without so much as
catching Kusanagi-Jones s eye. He could get to like that woman.

“Vincent.” He crouched as Vincent pushed to hisknees.

“Unharmed,” Vincent answered, despite the evidence of a scratch across his cheek and abloody nose.
“Good work.”

Kusanagi-Jones smiled in spite of himsdlf, standing. Peoplein the square were shouting, shoving.



Something shattered against the stage, and Vincent ducked reflexively. “All | did wasyell. Local security
swarmed the shooters. Let’ s get you off the stage, Vincent. They’ re not pleased about the security—"

“Hdl, no,” Vincent answered, wincing again—thistime, Kusanagi-Jones thought, from the pain of moving
inhisown siff, burned skin. His hand, fever-warm, did into Kusanagi-Jones's, and he levered himself up.
“I have aspeech to give.”

Kusanagi-Jones, watching Vincent shove ineffectualy at his braids and mop blood onto hishand as
something else was hurled and broke, bit his own lip hard to stop his eyes from stinging.

Because now he knew what he was going to do.

15

IT WASFORTUNATE THAT VINCENT HAD PRACTICED HIS speech until it was as automatic to
hisrecdl as his system number, because later, he couldn’t remember having recited aword of it. He
knew he extemporized the introduction, and if it hadn’t been recorded he never would have known what
he said. He must have made quite an impression with the blood caking hisface and the plit lip, clinging
to the edges of thelectern like adrunk in an effort to keep the weight off his knee. His wardrobe
provided a brace, but that hadn’t helped absorb the impact when he went down.

At firg, the crowd had been restive, muttering, rustling like a colony of insects with passed whispers.
More security agents arrived while Vincent was speaking, filtering through the audience, but they didn’t
reassure him as much as Michdangel o’ s sllent warmth at his elbow. Or the way the crowd calmed ashe
spoke, subsiding like whitecaps after a passing storm.

When he stepped back from the lectern, he had silence. A long moment of it, respectful, consdering.
And then first snapping, scattered asthe first kernels of corn popping, and then slamping feet and
shouts—some approval, some approbation, he thought, but nothing el se shattered on the stage.

He waved and nodded. Lesawas on hisright side, aso waving, and her left hand threaded through his
arm as she tugged him back. Michelangelo wasright there, too, covering Vincent with his body, as Saide
Austin stepped forward.

“Like to see her match that,” Angelo murmured.
“I did okay?’
Angelo touched him cardlesdy. “ Redl good.”

“Good,” Vincent said, aware that he sounded petulant, and not caring. He was seeing Stars
now—literaly, sparklesin front of his eyes—asthe adrenaine wore off. “ My nose hurts.”

“And your back?’ Lesa asked.
“My back,” he said, with tight dignity, “hurts more.”

Vincent looked gray, the blood draining from hisface as he sat stiffly upright on the chair, hisleg
stretched out before him to ease the knee. Kusanagi-Jones dipped his hand across the gap between
chairsand took Vincent's, squeezing, hiding the action with their bodies. Vincent sghed and softened a



little, his shouldersfalling away from his neck, though he had the sense not to lean back. Shafagat handed
Vincent awet towd while Elder Austin was gill talking. He took it right-handed, and didn’t release
Kusanagi-Jones s hand with hisleft while he dabbed at the crusted blood on hislip. “At least my nose
isn't broken.”

Kusanagi-Jones widened his eyes and spoke in an undertone. “It's supposed to look like that?”
“The Chrigt, don’'t make me laugh.” He winced, and then flinched, asif the act of wincing hurt.

Vincent handed the bloody cloth back to Shafagat and glanced at his watch, and Kusanagi-Jones knew
he was thinking about upping his chemistry and dismissing theidea. Hewas il idly checking resdouts
when Austin’ s speech came to an end, a study in deceptive inattention, but when he glanced up, hiseyes
were sparkling. They stood when everybody €l se did, herded by security agents, and filed down the
steps and through the crowd again. Kusanagi-Jones covered Vincent as much as possible, varying
distance and pace within the crowd, and for thefirgt timewas actively angry that dl of the New
Amazonian security was female and that Vincent wastaller than any of them and al the New Amazonian
dignitaries. And, of course, taller than Kusanagi-Jones. There was nothing to block a head shat, if there
was another shooter somewherein the crowd.

Which meant relying on the agents assgned to crowd coverage and Vincent’ s wardrobe to get them
through safely. And Kusanagi-Jones thought that just possibly, he would rather have severed hisown
fingerswith apair of tin snipsthan made that endless, light-drenched walk. Though the crowd was cam,
respectful, their attention oppressed Kusanagi-Jones like the weight of meters of water, cramping his
breething.

He managed afree breath when they stepped out of the square and into the cool shade of the gallery
lobby. A brief bottleneck ensued as paliticians pulled off shoes and hung them on the racks, but it wasn't
asbad asit could have been. Only the dignitaries, security, chosen observers, and asmall herd of media
would travel past this point.

When helooked up, Kusanagi-Jones found himsaf on the periphery of aglance exchanged between
Elder Kyoto and Vincent that Kusanagi-Jones would have needed dl of Vincent’ sskill to interpret. Lesa
caught it, too, and by her frown she understood it far better than Kusanagi-Jones—but she said nothing.

Now that he had a plan, the wait was nauseating. He knew how Vincent, having formulated his Strategy,
would be behaving in Kusanagi-Jones s shoes. He would aready have assessed the possible waysin
which the subject might react, and he' d have a contingency for each. He d have alternates mapped and a
decison treein place to ded with them, with counterplansin the event of failure or unexpected
CONSequences.

Kusanagi-Jones had only oneidea, and it involved doing something he hadn’t willingly donein his adult
life. And hewas basing it not on facts, probabilities, and meticuloudy calculated options, but on three
entirdly illogicd factors.

Thefirst of these was Kii. Kusanagi-Jones didn’t know wheat to do about the Dragon’ s ultimatum. He
was astorn as Hamlet; Kusanagi-Jones did not, in dl impartidity, consider himself cgpable of making the
demanded choice. Hewas't a decision maker. He would do anything possible to avoid being placed in

that pogition of respongibility.

It was a strength in some ways. One of the things that made him an accomplished Advocate was his
ability to argue both sides of a predicament to exhaustion. But he’ d been ableto rely first on Vincent to
make the tough cdls, and then, after Vincent, on the fact that he was limited by scanda to unimportant
missionsto prevent it from becoming aweakness. It was Vincent's job to decide, and Kusanagi-Jones's



job to back Vincent up.
Except when he was betraying him over palitics, but that, while ironic, was orthogona to the argument.

The second factor was Vincent himself. Kusanagi-Jones couldn'’t face stepping away from him again.
He' d doneit once, ignorant of the cost, as the price of something he had thought more important than
either of them. He till thought it was more important. But he wasn't sure hewould live throughi it twice.

And yes, it would mean hislifeif Vincent reported him. He had no illusions. Except, perhaps, for the
illuson that Vincent wouldn’t do it. Vincent' sloyaty to the job had aways been unimpeachable. .. but
Kusanagi-Jones was about to gamble that hisloyalty to the partnership would outweigh it.

Inthefind analysis—to dignify hisgut belief with an entirdly unjustified word—he didn't believe Vincent
would kill him. Which led to the third factor. Which was what Vincent had said to him in bed, regarding
Skidbladnir, that had flexed Kusanagi-Jones s shoulders and neck in a shivering paroxysm. But it was
poss ble—just—that Vincent had done it on purpose, had chosen his moment and found away of letting
Kusanagi-Jones know he suspected, without alowing it to become an accusation or an admission of
retroactive complicity. More, it was possible that Vincent was | etting him know that Vincent was about
something equally dodgy himsalf, and wanted his help. It was adaydream. Denid. Fantasy that didn’t
want to deal with the redlity of how compromised he truly was. But like pearls seeded in oysters, great
treasons from small irritations grow.

He couldn’'t mount a better option. Michelangelo Osiris Leary Kusanagi-Jones, Liar, was going to have
to tel someone the truth. And now that he' d decided, the wait waskilling him.

Asthey brokeinto groupsfor the lifts, Kusanagi-Jones caught Vincent' s eye and gave him the subtlest of
amiles, nothing more than acrinkle of the corners of hiseyes. Vincent returned it, careful of hisbruises,
and Kusanagi-Jones swallowed aforlorn sigh.

It was going to be along, long day.

He repeated those words like asilent mantraal through Elder Singapore’ sand Elder Austin’s second
round of speeches, these taking place against the unpolished back of the black granite panel that blocked
the view of therest of the display from casua eyes, and continued it as Vincent stepped up to the focal
point. He didn’t need his mind engaged to run security. After fifty years, hisreflexesand trained
awareness did a better job of it if he kept his consciousness out of the way.

Histhoughts still chased an endless, anxiety-producing spiral when Vincent joined Elder Austin and Miss
Ouagadougou to lead the group around to the polished, graven side of the wall. Kusanagi-Jones
insnuated himsdlf a Vincent’ s Sde, and so he was one of thefirst around the corner to observe—

—an empty space in the middle of the gallery floor.

Phoenix Abased, al four and ahaf metric tons of her, was gone.

What followed was more or less predictable. Elder Kyoto took charge of the scene, and Vincent found
Lesahustling himsalf and Michelangdlo to acar, passing through a crowd of ingstent mediawith very little
pause for politeness. For amoment, Vincent thought one of them might reach for her weapon, but Lesa
fixed the woman with acam, humorless stare that seemed to persuade her of the better part of vaor, and
then did into the backseat opposite Vincent and Angelo.

The door sealed and Lesa dumped. “Miss Katherinessen. Y ou certainly know how to keep a party



interesing.”

“Surely you don’t think I—" Vincent fell sllent at the wave of her hand. A few minutes passed, slence
interrupted only by the blaring of the groundcar’ s horn asit edged through streets jammed with Carniva
revelers.

“You haven't the means,” she said. “It had to be somebody with override priority on House.”
“Override?...”

Her eyebrow rose. Hefdl silent. Sticky leather trapped the heat of his burned skin againgt his body, and
he shifted uncomfortably. Angelo’ s regard pressed the side of hisface like ahand. Angelo, of course,
had been in that gallery until nearly dawn. But he hadn't said he’ d seen anybodly, in particular near
Phoenix Abased, and Vincent hoped he wasn't thinking that Vincent was likely to hold him accountable
for the theft.

“Override priority?’ he asked again.

Lesalooked up from the cuticle she was worrying with her opposite nail. * House has three modes. It
automatically adaptsto any regular useto which it’s put. Thisishow most of the architecture develops. It
will dso do smdl things—forming afresher in an unused space or rearranging the furniture—for anybody
who spends afair amount of timein aparticular spot, and provide other favors such asdirectionsor a
drinking fountain”—shetilted her head at Vincent—"for anyone, anywhere.”

“And steding athree-meter satue from apublic venue?’

“There sthe problem,” she said. “We didn’'t build House. We just adapted it, learned how to program
it”

“And adapted to it. Y ou’ re saying there’ s no security feed from the galery?’

“I’'m saying that anybody who could take that statue out could tell House not to remember. WE Il check
the records—"

“Of course.” He managed it without aglance at Angelo. He' d been cloaked when he entered. The
chances he could be detected were dim. “ Please do. That meansit’s somebody with clout.”

“Somebody in Parliament, if it wasn’t aranking galery adminisgtrator,” Lesa corrected after areluctant
pause. “Wedon't let just anybody engagein urban renewd.”

“Thisisn’t the way back to the residence unless we' re going the long way,” Kusanagi-Jones said allittle
whilelater.

“No,” Lesasad. “I’m bringing you to Pretoria house. | know who has accessto the priorities there.”
“And security?’

They’ d |eft the agents behind. Lesa seemed to understand the nuances of his question. * Shafagat and
Cathay are running adecoy operation,” she said. “ Ashawill follow us. Pretoria house hasits own
security, of course—"

“Of course,” Vincent interrupted, ever so dry. “And there sno evidence that it could be compromised.”



“Not by amae,” Lesasaid.

Kusanagi-Jones raised an eyebrow at Vincent, who rolled hiseyes. “ Angelois probably finding your
remark somewhat cryptic.”

“One of our household males has taken advantage of the recent confusion to run away,” Lesasaid. “We
aretrying to recover him before it becomes public knowledge and we have to make an example of him
when we catch him. Thank you very much for airing our dirty laundry, Miss Katherinessen.”

“Anything you can tell me, Angelo can hear,” Vincent said, which earned him another arch look from the
Penthesilean. There was a subtext there that Kusanagi-Joneswasn't catching, and for amoment, he
understood what it must be like for others, on the outside of his rapport with Vincent.

“Themde,” Kusanagi-Jones hazarded, his hands folded between his knees. “Robert, wasit?’
Lesa, looking out the window, nodded.
Kusanagi-Jones frowned. “Y our secret is safe with me.”

He hdf expected to beingtalled in the harem, or whatever they caled it, but he and Vincent were given a
small, comfortable room with abalcony that opened onto Pretoria house' sinner court and |eft doneto
compose or, Kusanagi-Jones thought, incriminate themselves.

A young male servant who was familiar from the previous night’ s dinner brought them warm sandwiches
of scrambled, spiced vegetable protein and mixed greens, the bread made from some unfamiliar grain,
and bottles—not bubbles—of a carbonated drink with a pleasing bitter aftertaste reminiscent of
chocolate. They sat cross-legged on the bed, the tray balanced on the covers between them, and picked
at thefood.

Neither one of them was hungry, but they were both determined to eat, which made the mea an
extended comedy of dragging silences and lengthy chewing, interrupted by occasiond distant cracks of
thunder and the sound of music and shouting drifting from nearby streets. Nothing as minor asthe
attempted assassnation of ahead of state would put acramp in Carnivd.

Kusanagi-Jones finished first and waited while Vincent picked bits out of his sandwich and poured drink
into his glass one mouthful a atime. He waited poorly, bending hisfingernails againgt the edge of thetray
and wishing Vincent would break the sllence with a conversationd offer.

But Vincent seemed preoccupied, withdrawn. “All right?” Kusanagi-Jones said findly, and then bit the
indde of hischeek in frustration.

“Yes” Vincent said, prodding hisnose ddicately with thetip of hisfinger. “ Sore, exhausted, and full of
released toxins, but I’ ve been worse. Something's preying on you.”

And if hewas presenting strongly enough that VVincent could tell, Kusanagi-Jones was doing even worse
than hel d thought.

“Need totak,” he said. And then, unable to bear the close intimacy of the two of them leaning together
over their food, he swung hislegs off the low New Amazonian bed and levered himsdf to hisfeet. The
carpetplant dimpled under his soles. He strolled to the archway leading to the ba cony and paused insde
theair curtain, currents sirring thefine hairson hisarms.

Thefirg fat drops of atropical downpour splashed the green-blue trand ucence of the bal cony asthe
caling ingde paled to smulate the sorming sky. Asthe light outsde dimmed, that within seemed to



brighten in comparison, so when Kusanagi-Jones glanced over his shoulder he was caught by the luster
of rust-colored highlights on Vincent’ shair.

Helooked down, folded hisarmsto hide the way his hands were shaking—again—and stepped through
theair curtain and out into the rain asif stepping through a spun glass drapery.

Hiswardrobe shunted it away, cresting a shimmering outline centimetersfrom hisskin. He pulled his
folded arms apart and ran fingertips over hiswatch, opening the utility fog.

The water was warm. Blood-warm, warmer than his skin, corpulent drops hitting hard enough to sting.
He closed hiseyes and tilted his face back, |etting the rain wash him. It passed through hiswardrobe
without dampening the smulated cloth or affecting the hang of the outfit, soaking him, duicing down his
chest and thighs, saturating his hair.

He heard Vincent' sfootsteps and saw his shadow cross the fisheye before Vincent spoke. “ Do you
supposeit’ ssafe?’

“Safer than the sunlight.”
“There could be pollution. Parasites.”

“Could be,” Kusanagi-Jones said. Even when he dropped his chin to speak, water splashed into his
mouith. It tasted strange, not neutral but crackling with ozone, faintly salty, sweet. From below,
Kusanagi-Jones heard voices, awoman’s and those of children, and the dap of bare footsteps running on
wet pavement. He turned hisright hand up to let the rain wash across the seded nick on hispam. “Don’t
seem too worried.”

Water pattered on Vincent’s hair and shoulders as he came outside. He paused at Kusanagi-Jones's
shoulder, and Kusanagi-Jones leaned back dightly, so their wardrobes meshed. The coded channd was
carried on a single-photon beam—an unimpeachable transmission. But it didn’t hurt to shorten the hop.
“Vincent—"

Vincent’ s hand on his shoulder dmost made him jump out of hiswardrobe. “If you' re about to tell me
that you' re seizing command of the misson, Angelo, | don't blame you. But | will put up afight. Can't we
come to an accommodation?’

K usanagi-Jones stopped hard, with hisjaw hanging open. He put one hand out, found the balustrade,
and used it to pivot himsalf where he stood. “Beg pardon?’

To seeVincent saring at him, smilarly gape-mouthed and blinking rapidly against the rain that dripped
from hislashes. 1 thought—" He stepped away, let his hand fall, and tilted his head back. “The Chridt. |
thought you' d made me.”

“Asadouble,” Kusanagi-Jones said, understanding, but needing the confirmation.

Vincent snorted, shaking his head, water scattering from short, randomly pointed braids. He rocked back
and dumped againgt the wall beside the doorway. “Well, now you know. It sagood thing | don’'t clam
tobealLiar.”

“Who?’
“You know | can't tell you that—"

“Vincent. | won't hand you over. Or your connections.”



“I fill can't tell you.”
“What organization?’

The smilewastight, Vincent’ s hands curled into fists beside his thighs. He didn’t look down.
K usanagi-Jones hadn’t thought he would. “ One that doesn’'t have aname.”

Kusanagi-Jones shouldn’t have been riding arush of relief and joy; emotion made you stupid. But it
welled up anyway. He reached out and took Vincent’s arm, the dry wardrobe diding over wet skin
beneeth. “ Know what I’ m thinking?’

“Dol ever?It’' spart of your charm—"

Michelangelo took abresth and let the words go with it when helet it out. “I threw the mission on New
Eath.”

“The Skidbladnir suffered acore excurson,” Vincent said. “You couldn’t have had...” And then his
voicetralled off. He tugged away from Kusanagi-Jones s hand, but not hard, and Kusanagi-Jones held
onto him.“Angdo.”

“I’'m Free Earth,” he said. “Have been for decades. | killed Skidbladnir, Vincent, and everybody on
m.ll

“To keep New Earth out of the Codlition.”
“To givethem afighting chance”

Vincent licked hislips and looked down, jaw working. Kusanagi-Jonesimagined he was toting up the
dead—the ship’s crew, marines, civilians. He started to pull his hand back and Vincent caught it,
squeezed, held. “Do you meanto do it again?’

“Here?’

“yes”

“If | haveto.”

“Good,” Vincent said. “Me, too. We need aplan.”

If there was any tap on the door to the hall, neither one of them heard it over the sound of therain, but
Kusanagi-Jones could hardly have missed it irising open. He pressed Vincent’s arm before stepping
around him, turning him. Then he walked under the dripping door frame before pausing to shake the
water off hishair. A shower of droplets bent the leaves of the carpetplant until his wardrobe took care of
the rest, wicking moisture away o his clothes seemed to steam. “Comein,” he said to the young woman
who waited outside in simple off-white clothing with a Pretoria household badge embroidered on the
breast.

She carried adip of some sort in her hand, and was on the hesitant cusp of offering it to Vincent, who
came through the door amoment after Kusanagi-Jones and held out his hand, when she glanced at
Kusanagi-Jones for permission. Odd, he thought, and nodded, but not before he said “Wardrobe,” to
Vincent.

Hedidn't want him actudly touching thet thing.

Thefaint sparkle around Vincent’ s fingertips when they touched the dip said Vincent had anticipated him.



“Thank you,” Vincent said to the young woman. She nodded and stepped back, the door spiraling shut
before her. Vincent glanced down, the dip dimpling lightly between fingersthat didn’t quite contact its
surface. “It'sfor you.”

“Who from?’

“It doesn't say.” Vincent generated athin blade and did it into the dip, aong a seam Kusanagi-Jones
couldn’t see. A dight tearing sound followed, and then he tapped and inverted it, diding out a second,
matching dip. Vincent turned it in hishand and frowned at the black, ornate lettering.

“Another party invitation?’ Kusanagi-Jones asked, |etting his mouth twist around the words.

“No,” Vincent said, raising athin sheet of old-fashioned card stock, wood pulp unless K usanagi-Jones
missed his guess. “Y ou seem to have been chdlenged to adue.”

16

KATHERINESSEN APPEARED AT LESA’SDOOR IN THE COMPANY of Agnes, who had been
working in astudy near the on-loan bedroom, and wordlessy presented her with achalenge card
inscribed in Claude Singapore swriting. Once sheread it, hetold her, minimaly, that Kusanagi-Jones
wasn't any moreloyal to the Codlition than he was, and that it was his considered opinion that they
should bring himin.

She sent Agnes back upstairs to fetch Kusanagi-Jones while K atherinessen appropriated the cushions by
her work surface. Kusanagi-Jones gppeared and stationed himsdlf against thewall on the opposite side
of theroom, arms and anklesfolded, still enough to go forgotten. Except for the dip of paper that
Katherinessen had laid on her desk for examination, but would not permit her to touch.

Legdly speaking, Kusanagi-Jones couldn’t fight. Gentle or not, foreign or not, he wasamae, and men
didn’t dud. As she had expected, Katherinessen waited until shefinished explaining and asked, “Then
what’ sthe point inissuing achalenge?’

“Hecost her face” Lesasaid. “Bad enough she' sin adelicate political Situation for pandering to the
Codlition—"

“Cogt her face?’ Katherinessen leaned forward, disbelieving. “He saved her life”

“That is costing her face.” Lesapressed palmsflat on either sde of the indicted card, and wrinkled her
noseat it. “You laid hands on her, which isillegd and apersond affront. If you wereastud male, it
would go to Tribunal. Because you' re agentle male, if an arraignment found no intent to harm, she could
gtill challenge, and the women in your household would have the option of mesting it.”

“Shecan'ttakehimtotrid,” Katherinessen said. “He has diplomatic immunity.”
Kusanagi-Jones broke his silence without looking up. “Which iswhy she went straight to the chalenge.”

“Precisdly.” Lesastood, turning her back on that cream-colored card, and traced a hand along House's
interior curves as she walked away from the desk. “ Do you want adrink?’

“Please,” Kusanagi-Jones said with fervor.

Lesaturned, surprised, and pointed at Katherinessen. He nodded and held up two fingers.



Icerattled into glasses. She dropped it from higher than necessary, for the satisfying thump. “Itisn't
persond.”

Kaherinessen frowned a histhumbnails while Lesafilled the glasses and waited, curling her toesinto the
carpetplant, waiting to see what he would logic out. He looked up and stood to take two glasses from
her and pass one to Kusanagi-Jones. “We...I...walked out of that assassination attempt with aPR
advantage. She needsto nullify that.”

“Theft had to be ablow,” Kusanagi-Jones added.

“Yes.” Lesatested her drink. Too muchice. “And she can't be seen to be beholden to the Codlition.
And now it seemsthat you are willing to go to somerisk to protect her.”

“ She needs to shift the apparent relationship back to a more adversaria footing, or lose support. But why
achdlenge, when Angelo hasn't got—"

“A woman to fight for him?’ Kusanagi-Jones said, rattling theicein hisglass. “You can say it.”

Lesasnorted. She came around the desk, easing the formality of the Situation, and perched one hip oniit,
though the position made her holster pinch. “If he were Penthesilean, and no onein his house would stand
up for him, Claude could take him in service”

“Good way to get rid of unwanted houseguests.”
Katherinessen frowned over his shoulder. “But he snot.”

“No. Soif hecan’'t field achampion, helosesface as a....debtor who doesn’t meet his obligations.
Claude looks tough on the Codition and the two of you are sent home in disgrace, your viability as
negotiators devastated. If | were acongpiracy theorigt, I d half-bet she set up the nation hersdlf; it
couldn’t better suit her needs. How long would it take the Coalition to scrape up another team?”

“Of ‘gentle’ maes? How long do you think? So it' sa tdling tactic.”
“Precisdly.” Lesadammed therest of her drink back and dropped the glass on the edge of the desk.
“But if shewantstherest of the art repatriated—"

“Look.” Lesawiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “ She' Il leap on the opportunity to keep
Codlition agents off New Amazonian soil; she never wanted you here in the first place, whatever face she
gavethe Codlition. So she splitsthe difference, if | know Claude. She stalls and bribes and cgolesand
commits diplomacy by packet bot rather than facing an immediate threat. And moreover, making you
look uncivilized reflects on public opinion regarding the Codition.”

“Charming. WEe re deadbeats. WE re going to be very popular with the Coalition Cabinet when we get
home.”

“If you can't, as| said, field achampion.”

“Wadll, | can't fight for him—" Katherinessen blinked. He sipped his drink thoughtfully and stared &t the
glass after helowered it from hismouth. “Y ou can’'t be serious.”

“You could ask.”

The stretch of that slence gratified. “Y ou' d shoot Claude Singapore for me,” Kusanagi-Jones said after
severd ticks.



She grinned. “I’ d shoot Claude Singapore on generd principles. Actudly, it’'s perfect. We use her
attempt to discredit you to discredit or kill her. Much more efficient than avote of no confidence.”

Katherinessen rubbed his fingers together, unconvinced. “ And if shekillsyou?’

She wondered if he knew just how unlikely that was. From theworried press of hislips, shedidn’t think
0. “ Ded with my mother and Elder Kyoto, then. And get Julian off-planet.”

“Your son.”

“He deserves better than | can get him here. He savery smart boy.” She paused, looked down, and
swept her hand across the surface of her desk. “Take him to Ur. That’smy price.”

She hadn'’t expected Katherinessen to pause and turn, and give that dow, considering look to
Kusanagi-Jones. Whatever Kusanagi-Jones s expression disclosed in return, Lesacouldn’t read it, but it
seemed to satisfy Katherinessen.

“All right,” he said, when he looked back. “I'll try.”

Which was the best he could honestly offer. She waited abest, to seeif anything e se was forthcoming,
and nodded twice. “At least if | win, it saves us staging acoup.”

“Sure” Katherinessen replied. “ All we haveto do isfix an eection. And provoke arevolution.”

Lesaamiled, nudging the gtill-cold glass farther from the edge of the desk with the backs of her fingers.
“Or two.”

Kusanagi-Jones buried hisfacein his glass and breathed deeply, | etting eye-stinging fumes chase his
muddleheadedness away. “How did you two make contact?’ he said to Vincent.

“New Amazoniaturns out to be ahotbed of political unrest.” Vincent scratched the back of his neck,
wincing. Kusanagi-Jones had to lace both hands around the glassin front of hisgroin to keep from
reaching to stop Vincent’ s hand as he said, “Who' d guess? But Lesa hasn't told you the best part.”

Kusanagi-Joneslifted his chin. “ Suspenseiskilling me.”

“As| mentioned in the car, Robert’ s vanished. The bad newsis, he was the primary contact between
Vincent and mysdlf. Unfortunately, he was aso working for Elder Kyoto, who, we learned last night, is
secretly involved in aradica mae-rights movement called Parity.”

“Who wantsin on the conspiracy.”

“She'sin,” Vincent replied. Kusanagi-Jones gave him the dirtiest look he could manage, and Vincent met
it bold-faced.

“Nice private little juntayou' ve whipped up.”
“It' swhat you cal an arrangement of convenience,” Vincent said. “ The bad newsis, Robert ismissng—"
“And Robert knows about al three of you.”

“And my mother,” Lesasaid. “Who is not, however, avare that we' re hoping to rearrange New
Amazonia ssocia order quiteasmuch aswe are.”



“And it ssafeto tak about thisin her house?’
Lesagmiled. “My security priorities are higher than hers.”

Vincent straightened, moving giffly. “Ur’s prepared to go to war, if necessary. Thisdoesn't haveto stay
Secret long.”

Kusanagi-Jones shook his head. He suspected that if he were even remotely psychologically normal, he
should have been fedling worry, even panic. But it was excitement that gripped him, finaly, the narrow
color-brightening focus of a purpose. “I’ ve hopped a cresting wave.”

Vincent amiled. “ Something like that. We re committing treason againgt two governments; everybody
with agrudge can ride. Do you think your Free Earth contacts can help?’

“Dependswhat the planis”
“What was yours?’

“ Sabotage. Prevent Earth from getting its hands on the technology by any means necessary. Very
sraightforward. Easy enough for alone operative to accomplish.”

Lesalooked up. “What made you go to Vincent, then?’

“Vincent knows. He ssatisfied.” Well, he knew the hasty outline at least, Kusanagi-Jones having filled
him in quickly about Kii’ s ultimatum before they decided to bring the chdlengeto Miss Pretorid s
attention. Hadn't been timefor details.

“Anyway,” Kusanagi-Jones continued, when Lesa had been staring at him for alittle longer than was
comfortable. “How many factions are therein the New Amazonian government?’

“That I’'m aware of 7’ She shrugged, too. “For current players, we haveto count all of us, Parity,
whoever Robert isworking for, the isolationists, the gppeasement faction, and the separatists, who want
the maes—all the males—off New Amazonia. And whoever it waswho tried to kidnap Vincent,
whoever attempted to nate Claude—"

“Though there may be overlap.” Vincent made aface. “Do we at least have a DNA type on that woman
you wounded yesterday 7’

“Take at least aweek,” she said, and Kusanagi-Jones wasn't sure if he or Vincent looked more startled.
“Backwater colony, remember? Asyou were So eager to point out to usjust the other night. Besides,
genetic research isavery touchy subject here”

A pained slence followed. Vincent cleared histhroat. “ Anyway, our plan was alittle more complex.”

“It dwaysis.” But Kusanagi-Joneslifted hisglassto hislips and drank, politely attentive. “Y ou had said
something about fomenting revolution.”

“Revolution here. Eventudly,” Lesasad.
“If you' re busy fighting acivil wa—"

“After we bring our support to arebellion on Codlition-controlled worlds. That means replacing the
government, but we do that every three years anyway, and if we make Claude ook bad enough, when
we cdl for avote of no confidencewe' Il get it. The Codition’ s advances come in handy, actudly.
There snothing like an external enemy to unify politica opponents.” She smiled. “Y ou can even send



home reports that you' re working to wesken Claude s administration, and be telling the truth.”
Kusanagi-Jones rubbed the side of his nose. “The other issue. Robert.”

Lesanodded, biting her lip.

“Heknowsdl this?”

“We ll bring himin. Don't worry. If he'd goneto Claude, I’ d bein custody, and she wouldn’t be trying
to discredit you.”

Kusanagi-Jones snorted. “Unless she’ swaiting to see who else we implicate. Y ou suppose diplomatic
immunity will keep Singapore s people from shooting us as pies?’

“Depends,” Vincent said, “on how badly they want awar.”

Later, after amore in-depth discussion of the details of alliance with Lesa, Vincent paced the bedroom
while Angelo curled, catnapping, on the bed. Angelo was breathing in that low, gulping fashion that meant
nightmares, but Vincent set hisjaw and didn’t wake him. He needed the degp too much, no matter how

poor its qudity.
And Vincent needed thetimeto think.

Axiomaticaly, there came apoint in any secret action where the plan failed and the operative was left to
improvise. And when that happened, the best option was a lot of options. He wasn't about to close off
any doors until he had to—with Lesa, or with Kyoto.

Or with Michdangelo.

Angelo's second report on Kii had been more detailed, including not just the ultimatum, but some of
Angdo’'s conjectures asto what “Consent” might be. Enough to set Vincent’ sfingerstwitching. Angedo’'s
revelations about the city’ s resident—Transcendent—Dragon were the most interesting devel opment,
especialy when combined with the unforeseen complication of having taken refuge in Pretoria house.

While their temporary accommodation was restful, with the storm passed and the wallsreveding a
panoramic view of expanses of jungle canopy, seen from above, it was aso inconveniently far from the
gdlery. And the interface room Michelangelo had discovered there.

And Angelo thought Vincent should talk to Kii.

Vincent was disinclined to argue. What an intoxicating idea: an dien—areal dien. A creature of mythic
resonance.

Intoxicating, and terrifying. Vincent wasn't remotely qudified to handle this. And there was the practical
problem of how to get there without telling Lesa about the Dragon in her basement, since Angelo seemed
to think she didn’t aready know. He paced dowly, trying to make the space he had to walk in seem
longer, and became aware that Angelo had awakened only when he spoke.

“Should ask to examine the crime scenein themorning.” He sat up as Vincent turned to him, leveling his
breathing. He didn’t look any more rested.

“Dreams?’ Vincent asked. Angelo dismissed the question with one of his Sdeways gestures, asif
deflecting ablow, but Vincent leaned forward and gave him the eyebrow.



“Sidbladnir, if you must know.” Angelo turned away, not bothering to hide thelie. “Can we be
transferred back to our origina rooms tonight? For convenience’ sake?’

“Onceyou' ve accepted Elder Singapore’ s chdlenge.”

“Once Miss Pretoria has accepted it for me,” hereplied, leaning back on his elbows. “How’ s your
back?’

“It hurts,” Vincent said. “But improving. | think the docs are getting some purchase onit.” He used their
private channel to continue. *Y ou don't suppose your new friend is limited to appearing there, do you?’

“Pretty slly if hewere”
“S0 he probably knows what happened to the statue.”

Angelo was out of bed before Vincent redlized he was standing. “ He probably knows all sorts of things.
The quedtionis, if he' sethicd, will he share them?’

Volley and return. Sometimes surprising things came up that way. Vincent batted it back. “How do you
suppose his ethics stack up to ours? Do you think they have anything in common?’

Angelo paused, scuffing one foot across the carpetplant. “He' |l avoid the unnecessary destruction of
sentient organisms. Or, esthelich, hisword. Get thefeding it’s not exactly what we' d call sentient.”

“Right. And he likes pets.”

Thelook Angelo gave Vincent could have fused hiswardrobe. “Ironic, isV't it?’
“Quite”

“So what do we do?’

Vincent rocked on his heds, folding hisarms. “We ask?’

“Here?’

“Why not?It' snot asif anyplacein thiscity isfree of survelllance, and we have to assume Kii has some
control of Housg, if he' s observing the citizens—"

“—denizens. Think he' s as concerned for the khir as heisfor the Penthesileans.”
“Granted.” Vincent bit hislower lip and frowned a Angelo until Angdlo licked hislipsand looked down.

And then he dropped channel and said aloud, “House, Vincent and | would like to speak to Kii, plesse.
Privatdy.”

For amoment nothing happened. Then the rippling leaves of the rain forest canopy fluttered faster, diding
together like chips of micaswirled in aflask, layering, interweaving, ateal-colored stain cregping through
the gathered mass until it smoothed, scaled, feathered, and blinked greet yellow eyesat them. “This
chamber isprivate,” the hologram said. “ Greetings, Vincent Katherinessen. Y ou spesk to Kii.”

Angel o’ sdescription hadn’t prepared Vincent for the redity of Kii. That serpentine shape emerging from
camouflaging jungle triggered atavistic responses, an adrendine spike for which hiswatch barely
compensated. He took one unwilling step back anyway, shivering, and forced himself to pretend calm.
“Kii,” hesaid, as soon as he could trust hisvoice. “I’m very pleased to meet you.”



And then he bowed, formally, as he would have on Old Earth, rather than taking astranger’ s hand. Kii
seemed to bow aswell, its head dropping on itslong neck as it took advantage of apparent depth of field
to dither ameter or two “closer.”

“Y ou oppose your government’ s agendafor this population?’

Vincent swallowed. Angelo stood at his shoulder, slently encouraging, and it was dl Vincent could do
not to glance at him for support. But he didn’t care to take his eyes off Kii. The Dragon’ s direct, forward
gaze was intent as any predator’s, and meeting it made Vincent very aware that he was smal
and—mostly—quite soft-fleshed.

“Wewish to assst you in protecting New Amazoniafrom Coalition control. We wish to preserve that
population aswell.”

“But not its Consent.”
“No,” Vincent answered. “Not its Consent. Its...Consent is not the will of the governed.”

Kii hissed, just the breathy rush of air from itsjaw, without any vocal vibration. It wasn't actudly talking,
Vincent redlized. He was hearing sounds, but they didn’t match any vocaizations the Dragon made. “Y ou
arevery srange bipeds,” it said. “The Consent isthat Kii shal not aid you.”

It was not, Vincent told himself, unexpected. He closed his eyesfor amoment, though it was an effort
breaking Kii’ sregard. “ So you ddiver your ultimatum, and leave ustoit?’

“Itisthe Consent,” Kii said, unperturbed. “It is Consented that Kii may observe and speak with you, and
continue Kii’ s attempts to help your local population adapt. And protect them and the khir, as

necessary.”

Vincent sank down on his haunches, tilting his head back, up at the looming Dragon. It was comforting to
make himsalf smaller. “Kii, can you use your...wormhole technology to connect pointsin the local
universs?’

“Spatid travel? No. Only pardld branes” Kii said. “ The wormholes must lie dlong ageodesic, and they
must transect, or be perpendicular, orthogonal to the originating, no, theinitiating brane. It isnot the
Consent to provide technology.”

“So you didn't just plunk one down beside your sun for power,” Angelo said, resting one hand on
Vincent’ s shoulder, his kneesafew inchesfrom Vincent’ stender back. Kii’ s nictitating membranes did
closed and open once more.

“We couldn’t giveit to them anyway, even if Kii would provideit,” Vincent said, craning hisneck to get a
look at Michelangel 0’ sface. “Maybe apower feed. Not the generator technology. It's not an option
under any circumstances.”

Angelo scratched the side of hisnose, staring down at Vincent asif it were an everyday occurrence for
Kii’ s holographic head to hover over both of them whilethey argued. “If they can’t useit for travel, or as
awegpon withinthisuniverse, tdl mewhy.”

“Gravity,” Vincent answered. He licked hislips and tilted his head back again, addressing Kii directly.
“Just because you can’'t make awormhole open under your enemy’ sfeet doesn’t mean you can't usethis
as awegpon. Kii, correct meif I’'m wrong, but do your manipulations of branes causetidal effects?’

“We amend for them,” it said. “But you are correct. Thereis gravitationa pollution. Some we harvest as



an additiona energy source, or to creste effectsin the physical universe”
“Such astucking anebulaaround your star to hideit from random passers-by?’

The Dragon’s smile was an obvious mimicry of human expressions, on aface never meant to host them.
Its ear fronds lifted and focused, the feathery whiskers that made its muzzle seem bearded sweeping
forward, asif focusing its senseson Vincent. “Such as,” it said.

Vincent held hisface expressionless as much by reflex as by intent. Michelangel o shifted, broke contact,
and sat down on the carpetplant with aplop. “Can't give the Codition that. If they didn’t break
something on purpose, they’ d bresk it by accident.”

“Can they be educated?’

“Haveyou met my species?” Micheangelo snagpped.

Vincent burst out laughing and caught hisarm. “Kii, can the Consent limit what it provides?’
“The Consent isnot to provide.”

“If it did—doesthe Consent ever, uh, change its mind?’

“The Consent is sometimes atered by achangein circumstances,” Kii said. “But the current probabilities
do not indicateit likely. The Consent isto defend.”

Vincent rolled to his knees and pressed himsdf to hisfeet, careful of histwinging knee. He thought better
if hewaked, despite the unsettling oscillation of Kii’s head asit followed him. Micheange o scooted
back againgt the bed, out of the way. “If we could present a convincing argument, do you think the
Consent would authorize usto build receivers? Only? Or even provide them, as a solid-gtate technology,
for trade? That export would provide the Consent with leverage over the Coalition. They would have
something to risk, in opposing you.”

Kii sunk lower, resting its chin on the interlaced knuckles of itswing-joint digits, the extended pinkie
fingersfolded againg its Sdes. “Y ou wish a crippled technology ?”’

“Why rK)t?’

“It could be arranged. The Consent will contemplateit.” Kii considered, and tilted itslong head toward
Michdangdo. “This, Kii isnot forbidden to impart, Michelangelo Osiris Leary Kusanagi-Jones. Thereis
aweapon in your blood.”

Kusanagi-Jones heard the words plainly, but they didn’t process at first. He wastired, overstimul ated,
il unsettled with the dream hel d lied to Vincent about. It hadn’t been Skidbladnir at dl, but theold
dream, the one of Assessment. But it hadn’t been his death he/ d dreamed thistime, or hismother’s.

It had been Vincent's.

He looked down at his hands, asif expecting to see what Kii meant, and then his eyesflicked up again
and he bounced to hisfeet. “ Biowegpon.”

“ YS”

Of course, Old Earth didn’t need to invade New Amazonia. They could do it the easy way. And the



monthsin cryo to hep time the latency right. “ The Codition didn’'t—"

Kii reached forward, asif to sniff, or sweep itswhiskers and labid pits across Kusanagi-Jones. But its
head was nothing more than a projection in the holographic wall, and Kusanagi-Jones was treated to the
bizarre pergpective of the Dragon seemingly lunging for him, and never arriving. Kusanagi-Joneslocked
his hands on the edge of the bed and held his ground, when he wanted to flinch and shied hiseyes. It
isn'treal.

“Sinceyesterday,” Kii sad. “Theinfectionisnew.”

Kusanagi-Jones turned toward Vincent, who stood framed againgt the evening light filtering through the
doorway to the balcony. “ Saide Audtin,” he said. “Bitch.”

Vincent stepped forward, and Kusanagi-Jones stepped away. Since lagt night. Which meant that Vincent
had no more than casua exposure, and—"*How long?’

“Itisatalored retrovirus,” Kii sad. “It will affect only certain genetic Srains of the human animd.”
“Mine,” Kusanagi-Jones said.

“Yours. In females, it will not expressto disease. Kii estimates the latency period to be on the order of
part-years.”

“The Penthesleans turned you into a bioweapon?’ Vincent took another step forward, and thistime
Kusanagi-Jones|et him.

“Time bomb.” Kusanagi-Jones bent over hiswatch, running diagnogtics, search routines, low-level scans,
cam despite the twisting tightnessin his chest. “Not even ablip. My body thinksit's me. Supposed to
carry it back to Earth and—pifft!” He waved hisright hand in the air, still hunched over the green and
blue lights glowing under the skin of hiswridt.

“The New Amazoniansthink genetic tailoring is anathema.”
“Not anathemaenough—"

Kii shifted, fanning and refolding itswings, a process that involved leaning back on its haunchesto get
them clear of the ground. “Kii has subroutinesto contain theinfection,” it said. “The Consent isindifferent
with regard to Kii’ sdedlingswith individuas. Kii may interveneinthisthing.”

Vincent grabbed Kusanagi-Jones sarm and pulled him forward, front and center before the hologram.
“You cancurehim.”

“Kii can,” Kii said. The ragged-edged patterns on itswing lesther showed bold against blue sky as it best
them twice. Kusanagi-Jones flinched from expected wind, but felt nothing.

“Wa't.”
“Nowait.” But Kusanagi-Jones shook Vincent’s hand from his arm and dropped to their subchannd.
“You trust him?You can't process that thing, you know.”

“Y ou don’t think there’ savirus? It makes Claude Singapore' s plan make ahell of alot more sense,
doesn't it? Get you sent home, in disgrace, maybe brought before the Codition Cabinet to testify, make
al ther separatist friends happy.” Vincent glanced sdeways at Kii.



“ First thing we do, let’skill all the men.”

Kii, filling an gpparent sllence, said, “Y our genotype proves resstant, Vincent Katherinessen.”
“Don’'t know,” Kusanagi-Jones said, over Kii. “If thereis, it'shiding in plain sght—Y ou trust him.”
“It'snot human body language.”

“Youtrust him anyway.”

Sowly, Vincent nodded. He reached out gently and took Kusanagi-Jones sarm again, folding hisfingers
around the biceps and holding on like achild clinging to an adult’ sfinger.

“Bugger it,” Kusanagi-Jones said out loud. “So do |.” Hewaved at Kii. “Do we know it sfatal ?’
“Kii estimates a 93 percent mortdity rete.”
“Curehim,” Vincent said.

And again, Kusanagi-Jones stepped away from his partner and said, “Wait.”

17

LESA DID NOT WANT TO TALK TOHER MOTHER. SHE MOST particularly had no desire at al
to tell Elenathe truth about Robert, and she was still working out her spin when the door to her office
irised open again, admitting Katya. Her hair was bound back in a smooth, straight tail, and—an
out-of-character note—her honor was strapped over garish festival trousers.

“I’'mgoing out,” Katyaannounced, a conclusion Lesa had dready drawn. “Do you want anything?’
“No. Thank you. Home for supper or out al night?’
Katyalooked down. “It dependsif | find agood party.”

The relationship between Lesaand her middle child had dways resembled an arms race. Katya had been
determined to become unreadable since shewas asmall child and she was often successful. But Lesa
could amost dwaystdl when she was hiding something, if not what she was hiding.

Lesalad her stylus across the finished response to Claude she had been staring at, and folded her hands
over it. Please |et it be something innocent. A secret lover, aquestionable hobby. Anything Katya
thought Lesa should disapprove of.

Anything, but knowing where Robert was and concedling it from the rest of the household.
“All right,” Lesasaid. “Try to stay out of fights.”

“Mom.” Katya paused before making good her escape. “ Oh, and Grandma wants to see you. She'sup
inthesolar.”

“Wonderful.” Lesalevered hersdlf from her chair, leaving the styluslaid across the desk but dipping the
card into an envelope. “That’ swhat | waswaiting for. Thank you, Katya.”

“No problem.” Katyagrinned before dipping out the door.



Lesafollowed, but turned right instead of |eft. She worried at her thumbnail with her teeth as she Strode
down the short, fluted corridor and climbed the stairwell past the second floor, where Vincent and
Michelangel o were temporarily housed. Sweat trickled down her neck by the time she reached the third
story and stopped in her own room.

It wasfull of evening light. Walter dozed in his basket, warmed by afiltered ray of sun, and for three or
four ticks she contemplated activating the beacon in his collar and sending him after Katya. But that
would hardly be subtle; it wasn't asif he could betold to hide from her.

Lesawould haveto track Katya herself, after she spoke to Elena. That would give Katya enough of a
head start. In the meantime, Lesa combed her hair, changed her shirt, and went to talk to her mother.

Elena s solar was at the top of Pretoria house, and Lesatook thelift. That climb was above and beyond
the call of casud exercisein the service of keeping fit.

The room was pleasantly open, airy and fresh, with the windows on the sunset sde dimmed by shades
currently and the other directions presenting views of the city, sea, and jungle. Elenastood a the
easternmost Sde, staring over the bay and its scatter of pleasure craft and one or two shipping vessels
cutting white lines across glass blue.

“How much trouble are we in?” Elena asked before Lesa could announce her presence.

Lesacrossed the threshold, stepping from the smooth warmth of House' simitation of terra-cottatileto
cool, resilient carpetplant. “It'sless bad than it could be. Antonia Kyoto hasinjected hersdlf into the
gtugion.”

“What?’ Elena s voice shivered; through the careful modulation, Lesaread the blackness of her mood.
“She' s Parity. Robert was doubling for her.”

Elenalaid her hands on the window ledge and tightened her fingers until the tendons on her wrists stood
out. “Of course hewas. I’ll have him flogged for that.”

“It getsworse.”

Elenaturned away from the window. “By al means, draw out the suspense.”
“Hedidn’'t run away to Antonia.”

“Then where, pray tel?’

Lesaheld her hands up, open and empty.

She heard Elenatake two dow breaths before she spoke again. “Oh,” she said. “I see”

“There sgood news,” Lesaadded hastily. I’ ve talked with Katherinessen, and it seems | was wrong
about Kusanagi-Jones. He' s sympathetic, and brings Free Earth assetsto the table.”

The latest indrawn breath hissed out again in asigh. Elena closed her eyes briefly and nodded. “That is
good news. And the dedl with Katherine Lexasdaughter?’

“Proceeds. She stands ready to present a united front with us. Vincent—Miss K atherinessen—came
very well prepared. Kusanagi-Jones less so, in that he'll haveto carry word of our plansto his contacts
on Old Earth personally.”



“Of course, out of twenty named worlds, the defiance of three won’t make much difference in terms of
military might.”

“No,” Lesasaid. “But House will protect us. And it will mean something in terms of leadership. Wejust
need to show that the Coalition can be opposed. I’ ve provided afull report on the Codition agents,
anyway.” She stretched her back until it cracked, and pitched her voice higher. “House, would you send
the report to Elena s desk, please?’

Thewalsdimmed dightly in answer, and Elenanodded thanks. “ There' s something else”
“Newstravelsfast.”

Elena s smile only touched one corner of her mouth. “ Agnes said Kusanagi-Jones received achdlenge
card.”

“From Claude, yes”
“What’ s he going to do about it?’

It was Lesd sturn for acollected smile. “I’'m going to fight for him.”

“Wait?” Vincent sngpped, but Angelo met his gaze with that infuriating impassive frown. Vincent's
fingerstightened againgt hispam, asif there were any way in the world he could make Angelo do
anything he hadn't already meant to do.

“Can you think of abetter plan?” And oh, hisvoice was so damned reasonable when he said it.
“Chegper than awar.”

“It'snot what | would cal ethical,” Vincent said. He glanced up at Kii for support, but the Dragon only
watched them, feathered brows beetled over incurious eyes. “Y ou’ ve no way to control it, and it will cost
alot of innocent lives”

“Itwill,” Michdlangdo said, folding hisarms, hisface rdlaxing into furrows of worry and grief. “And at
least one not so innocent one.”

He meant himsdlf. And he wasetting Vincent see him, the whole story, nothing concealed. Theintimacy
rocked Vincent in sympathetic waves of Michelangelo'sfear and desperation. He was scared sick. It
wasin the creases beside his eyes, the crossed arms, the dight lean back on his hedls. Scared, and he
thought it was worth doing anyway.

Killing off nearly half the population of Old Earth would sure ashell limit the threat of the OECC asa
conquering power, Vincent would give Michelangd o that. He ill didn’t think it was the world' s grestest
solution to the problem.

“You'renot doing this” Vincent said. “That’san order.”

“The dternativeisletting Old Earth drag the Codlition worldsinto afight that Kii and the Consent would
end when it got to New Amazonia. Probably get twice as many killed on both sides. Nuclear option,
Vincent. It will savelives”

Kii’ sfeathered tufts ruffled and smoothed. “We would not be pleased to do s0.”

“No,” Vincent said. “I don’t imagine you would. Kii, | have another option. Would the Consent, uh,



consent to teach my people to create Transcendent matrices such asyours?’
“Y our species may not be suited.”
“What do you mean?’

“My species chooses to copy our psychesinto an information state, and to permit our physical salvesto
grow old and fail.”

“Of course,” Vincent said. It wasn't asif one could actualy upload one' s persondity, stripping the man
out of the brain and loading it into acomputer like a Raptured soul ascending bodily to heaven. One
made acopy. And that |eft the problem of what to do with the originals.

“We accepted that to do so, our physicalities must die without progeny. The Consent was given, and so
it was...wrought. No, soit abided.” Kii angled its nose down at them. “Kii thinks biped psychology is
unamenable to such congraints.”

“Bugger,” Angelo sad into the silence. “ Shoveit down their throatsif we haveto—"

“No,” Vincent said, rubbing his hands through his braids so the nap of his hair scratched his palms.

“WEe d haveto gerilize thelot. An entire planetary population for whom procreetion isthe most cherished
ided? It wouldn'’t change anything, except we d have Transcendent copies of them in aquantum
computer leading productive virtud lives. The plague’ sabetter idea. Which isnot to say it’ snot alousy
idea”

Heglared at Michdlangelo, and Michelangel o unfolded his arms, a gesture of acceptance but not
surrender. “We'll wait,” he said. “ For now. Try to come up with something better.”

“Y ou’ re content to walk around breeding retrovirusfor the next two weeks?’

Angelo echoed Vincent’ s gesture, palms across his scalp, but hisversion added ayawn. “ Sounds a
regular vacation, doesn't it?’

On the way out, Lesa stopped in her room, discovered that Walter had apparently gone to the courtyard
to dretch hislegs, and got aleash before heading down to collect him. Far from gamboling with the
children, the khir was sprawled in asunbeam, sdesrising and faling with steady regularity.

Awakened from his nap, he stretched lazily front and back and trotted around her twice on her way to
the door, asif to prove that lesser khir might need to be leashed, but he certainly didn’t. All his
blandishmentswere in vain. She clicked the leash to his collar asthey stepped out the front door, and
then crouched to tap the veranda with her forefinger and say, “Find Katya.”

Water whisked his muzzle across the deck and picked hisway down the stairs, pausing at the bottom to
sniff again before angling left, toward the bigger thoroughfare, threading between merrymakersat arate
that had Lesa hustling to keep up. Shetrotted, too, keeping the leash dack, though Walter occasiondly
turned to glare. “I’'m running asfast as| can!”

Hedidn’t seem to believe her, but he was too well trained to lunge at the lead, even when irritated by
streets clotted by buskers and food vendors. It had been Lesa sideato train the household khir as
messengers, when she was Katya s age, an idea that had turned out well. So well that other households
had copied the trick once they found out how adept the khir were at memorizing routes.



The pace he set was better than ajog. Her honor jarred on her thigh with every footstep; her hair
disarrayed and stuck to her forehead with swesat. She clucked to Walter, dowing him as they threaded
between people so they wouldn't accidentaly trample other pedestrians and spark aduel, or overrun
Katyaand haverather alot of explaining to do.

That Katya had gone on foot heightened Lesa s suspicions. If she'd cdled acar—either public transport
or Pretoriahouse’ s communal one—her destination would have become amatter of record. Walking for
exercisswas onething, but it was early for parties, evenin Carnival, and if Katya were going to parties,
she wouldn't want to arrive sweat-saturated and stinking.

Lesa had dways encouraged Robert to know her children, to devel op relationships with them, far
beyond the customary. He had, and both Robert and the children had seemed to enjoy it.

And now Katyawas making Lesapay for it.

It had seemed like agood idea at thetime.

After their dead-end conversation with Kii, Vincent had happened to be watching when Lesa appeared
in the courtyard, whistled for her pet, and snapped aleash onto his collar. “Angelo,” he' d said, without
turning, “follow her.”

Which was how Kusanagi-Jones came to be dipping through the steadily increasing press of cheering,
staggering, Snging men and women behind Lesaand her animd like the sting on an adder’ stall, following
the rest of what he took to be along and somewhat complicated snake. Vincent remained at Pretoria
house, nursing his sunburn and wrenched knee and covering Kusanagi-Jones stracks, but the drop from
their bal cony was only four meters and Kusanagi-Jones could have done it without tools, stark naked
and on asprained ankle.

Fully equipped, he could amost take it as an insult how easy escape had been.

Robert’ s decampment was more interesting, and K usanagi-Jones was sill trying to comprehend it. Based
on hisimperfect understanding of the layout of Pretoria house, the men’s quarters were isolated well up
the tower and guarded. It was a descent that could not be made inobvioudy on ropes, especidly in the
middle of afestival, and if the guard had not been overpowered, the obvious solution was that somebody
ing de the house had assisted Robert in getting out.

Kusanagi-Jones wasn't surprised to discover that Vincent wasn't sanguine asto Lesa sinvolvement.
Robert certainly wasn't the only double in Pretoria house, and neither Vincent nor Kusanagi-Jones
wanted to trust Lesamore than necessary.

Which was somewhat ridiculous, given how much Kusanagi-Jones was trusting Vincent. But at this point,
if hewasn't going to chooseto trust Vincent he might aswell go home, hand in his commission, and wait
to be surplused. For thefirst timein hislife, political and persona idealswere digning, and if that wasn't
worth dying for, he wasin the wrong line of work.

And s0 asthey |eft the Side street graced by Pretoria house, he dropped the camouflage function on his
wardrobe as he stepped into a shadow, and stepped out again dressed to blend with the Carnival crowd.
Hiswardrobe had no license of amask, but it could provide something that would passfor astreet
license, barring ingpection—and, it being Carnivd, there were alot of men on the thoroughfares. Though
Kusanagi-Jones didn’t think he' d have cared to try it any other time of year.



The moderately illegal modificationsto the cosmetics subroutine he carried—under Cabinet sedl, as
patching awardrobe was beyond even Vincent’ s skills—made it easy to change his skin tone and alter
hisfacia features. Programsfor haircut, color, style, length, and texture came standard.

He couldn’t do much about his height—beyond heeled shoes—or hisbuild, and those were distinctive
enough to cause him worry. Fortunately, Lesa Pretoriawas either stringing along any potentid tail, or she
just wasn't very good at spotting one. She knew what she was supposed to do—the techniques were
there—but the gpplication was crude. And even had she been more accomplished, she was hampered by
the animd that accompanied her. An anima that was going somewhere.

The streetsfilled as sunset gpproached, the air growing heavy with perfume, food smells, and the dightly
rancid aromaof flowersfermenting in their garlands. Kusanagi-Jones saw khir other than Walter, some of
them accompanied and some of them done, al moving with asense of purpose that reminded him of
footage he' d seen of Earth predators. Moreover, al of them seemed to be treated with a casual respect
that surprised him. People and vehicles granted the khir the right of way, to such adegree that Lesa made
better time jogging through the crowd beside the anima than she would have on her own.
Kusanagi-Jones was hard-pressed to keep up.

The game of follow-the-leader ended when Lesaand the khir turned off the main road down a curved,
narrow, unpopul ated street that K usanagi-Jones couldn’t enter without becoming obvious. He hung
back, waiting for Lesato round the corner, and didn’t step into the mouth of the street until her silhouette
dipped out of sight.

If he were her, he’ d have paused then, on the chance that he might get aglimpse of anyone following. So
he didn’t race after. Instead, he chose a sedate path along the inside curve of the street, maintaining the
wall’s cover for aslong as possible. He paused to listen at the most extreme point of the arc—one of the
drawbacks of New Amazonian architecture was the lack of useful reflective surfaces at street level—and
mused briefly that eyes on the back of hishead were dl very nice, but he redly wished that one of the
tricks his wardrobe could perform was generating a periscope. For the space of three heartbeats, he
listened, but heard nothing, not even the patter of awoman’s boots and akhir’s paws.

And then voices, softly, but too low for him to make anything useful of, given the echoes off tight walls.
With careful steps, he rounded the corner. Lesawas not in sight, but the sireet ended in a T-intersection,
and a pedestrian was moving toward him on hurried steps, her eyesfixed on the Street asif she needed to
pay close attention to where she was putting her feet. She walked steadily, though—no trace of

Saggering.

It was reassuring to encounter other traffic. He nodded deferentialy as she passed, even stepping aside
to provide her acomfortable margin, but she paid him no notice. He continued on, dlowing himsdf to
hurry now, and paused before entering the intersection.

Another patch of ground where a couple of nice, big, street-level windows would comein very handy.
Kusanagi-Jones frowned and stared at hisfeet. “House,” he murmured, “which way did Miss Pretoria

go?
He was not answered, not even by aflicker of color absorbed from the degpening sky overhead.
Helicensed ahand mirror and used it to check both ends of the cross street, crouching so when he

extended it, hisarm lay paralée to and near the ground. There was movement to the east, but the mirror
was too smal to revedl more.

Hisfisheye, however, showed him that the pedestrian was safely out of sght. He released the mirror and
touched hiswrigt, keying the wardrobe back into camouflage mode. Then he stepped forward.



LesaPretoriawasthere. Back againgt awall, her hands spread wide but not raised, exactly, so much as
hovering, and Walter beside her, balanced on his hind legs like aminiature kangaroo, with hisforeegs
drawn under his chest and the feathers on hislong, heavy tail fanned wide. They were surrounded by five
armed women, and aman Michelangel o knew from the reception the firgt night: Stefan, a
light-complected fdlow with unusudly fair hair, more so even than Vincent's.

The man had his back to the dley and hisbulk hid part of the scene. Beyond him, what Kusanagi-Jones
had taken to be two attackers was reveded as an attacker and a hostage with her arm twisted behind her
back, her own confiscated weapon by her ear.

The hostage was Katya Pretoria. Which explained Lesa' s careful, motionless poise.

Vincent would have known the ingtant he saw the bystander hurrying away. He would haveread it in her
gait, the guilty downcast of her eyes, the haste.

Kusanagi-Jones would haveto wak in on amugging blind.

Or maybe not amugging. Having Katya as a hostage—miserable, trying with pride not to flinch away
from the muzzle of her own wegpon—would tend to indicate that something more complex was
occurring. Lesahad made casua comment about people kidnapped by pirates, after dl, and notina
sensethat indicated she was, entirely, joking. And there was the incident with Vincent—

As Kusanagi-Jones moved, he obtained amore complete perspective. The stranger was holding the
weapon cocked beside Katya s head. Not actually in contact, but close enough to make the pointin a
professond manner.

Lesa swegpon was till holstered, but the other women were al armed, and only one of them hadn’t
drawn. Kusanagi-Jones didn't take her for the ringleader, though. More likely a scout.

A poorly trained scout. She repestedly glanced over her shoulder at the confrontation, rather than facing
the approach, weapon ready.

Actudly, her right hand was bandaged and splinted, and though her weapon wasrigged for left-hand use,
he thought that hand flexed avkwardly over the holster.

Sometimes you got alucky break.
We|, Michdangdo thought, at least I'minvisible.

For now. He thought he could rely on the New Amazoniansto figure things out once he acted. And while
hiswardrobe could stop bullets, it couldn’t do it forever. It cost in power and in foglets, and the
technology needed time to recharge and repair.

He wasn't without assets, though. She might be female, but Lesawas deadly enough with asidearm to
win Vincent’ s respect, as Vincent had impressed on him after the discussion in Lesa s office. Katyawas
another factor. Duelist or not, Kusanagi-Jones didn’t think she was the sort to just stand there and weep.
And, of course, the khir. Kusanagi-Jones could only guessfrom old mediahow useful it might beina
fight, but he knew police and military had used dogs as attack animals before A ssessment, and the khir
was bigger than any image of adog he' d seen.

He hoped they hadn't overdtated the case.

If Lesawasthe...gundinger...Vincent had intimated, she' d initiate something when she saw an opening.
Which meant Kusanagi-Jones needed to give her that opening, while being dert for any moves she might



make on her own, and standing ready to abort and follow her lead. He just hoped she didn’t do anything
hysterical, or freeze up because of the gun to her daughter’ s head.

He was getting blasted tired of trying to second-guess people smarter than hewas. And it wasn't made
any easer when they were women.

If thiswas the same crew that had attempted to abduct Vincent—asthe lousy perimeter guard's
bandaged hand tended to indicate—they might be armed chiefly with nonlethal weapons. They would
want everyone dive.

Which would be why the woman controlling Katyawas using Katya s wegpon. Because it would be
|loaded with lethal rounds, and Lesawould know that. If one meant to threaten, it never hurt to reinforce
your intention with alittle evidence.

If one meant to act, however, sometimes the eement of total surprise camein handy.

Kusanagi-Jones moved forward. The wardrobe' s camouflage function was designed to bypass
automated security. Mere human senses never stood a chance as he picked his route between the
atackers. Thetarget was of average height, for aNew Amazonian. Her dark brown hair was cropped
short and brushed forward into a coxcomb, dyed cherry-red at the tips. She held Katya s weapon with
confidence, and her voice carried.

“Please place your hands on your head, Miss Pretoria, and turn to face the wall.”

L esa seemed to be obeying, dowly and with deliberation. Her handsrose, her eyes unswerving on the
gunwoman' sface. Walter’ sleash il did looped around her left wrist, and the khir hissed as she turned,
its nogtrils flaring. Michelangelo wondered how long it could balance on its hind legs—it showed no signs
of strain yet—and he wondered aso why the cherry-haired woman didn’t just drop it. Whatever need
kept them from harming Lesa, he couldn’t imagineit gpplied to her pet.

That was, he hoped, secondary. He found a position behind the gunwoman before Lesa finished her
hesitation-march pirouette. His moment would come when Lesa s back was fully turned. Thetarget's
attention should shift, momentarily, from controlling Lesaand Katyato ordering her troops.

That would be the moment when Katyawould be at the least risk from hisintervention. And he saw it
coming in the shifting of the target’ sweight, the instant when she drew a deeper bregth, preparatory to

gpesking.

New Amazonia had specified that the negotiators come unarmed, al security to be provided by
Penthesilean forces. And so Vincent and K usanagi-Jones had carried no obvious weagpons. But a utility
fog was, by itsvery nature, adaptable technology, and they carried data under diplomatic sed. And
among those data were licenses for weapons banned on every Codlition world.

The cutting wire that formed between Kusanagi-Jones s hands as he raised them wasn't actually a
monofilament. It was composed of asingle chain of hand-linked foglets, and it was neither as strong nor
as sharp asamonomolecular wire.

It didn't need to be.

Heformed hisarmsinto an interrupted loop, asif to capture her in a surprise embrace, and brought the
wire down.

It caught the target below the elbows. Slight resistance shivered up theinvigbly thin wire asit made
contact, and Michelangelo jerked down.



The target made no sound. For a hopelessy long time—athird of a second, longer—she stared in shock
at the abrupt termination of her arms. Both her hands fell, and Michelangel o had just enough time to hope
the pistal didn’t discharge from the shock when they hit.

And then the target’ s heart best and blood sprayed from her stumps, soaking Katya and spattering Lesa,
Walter, and thewall. A thin moan filtered through her teeth, cut off abruptly as Michdangelo dit her
throat, passing the wire through flesh with aquick, diding tug that didn’t sever her spine because he
snapped the filament off beforeit pulled completely through.

He stepped clear as shefell. Shock would buy him split seconds, but there were five more enemiesto
account for. With any luck, Katyawould reclaim her wegpon and help even the odds.

Michelangelo surrendered to the mercy of trained reflexes. He spun, moved to the next target, dipping in
blood. Its pewter stink and the reek of urine rose as he took a second woman down, striking nerve
clugtersin the neck and solar plexus. A bullet sank into hiswardrobe, the sting unbaancing, but he
recovered as shefdl. Lesa s gun spoke; the fair-haired man grunted as Walter plowed into his chest.

It would be good to have at least two for questioning. Michelangelo used feet and fists and elbows,
gouged and kicked. A tangler splashed against awall, shunted aside by hiswardrobe. He heard a second
onedischarge, but it wasn't close. He didn't see where; it was ablur of motion in hisfisheye, and he was
distracted by the passage of blowswith a gap-toothed woman whose hair lay in flat braids behind each
€.

She couldn’t see him, but she could fight. Air compression or ingtinct, she parried six blows, each one
flowering blue sparks as his wardrobe shocked her. She gave ground as he advanced. She would have
caught the seventh on the cross of her armsif she hadn’t dipped in blood.

The grin was arictus as she raised her hands, seared patches showing on her forearms, one foot coming
up, bracing to roll her over and aside. Too dow. Michelangelo stepped forward between her knees and
kicked her hard, in the crotch.

Her expression as she coiled around the pain was dmost worth three very long New Amazonian days of
being treated like a child-eating monster, and anot very bright one at that.

Lesa sgun was slent, and as Michelangel o kicked hislatest target in the temple to keep her quiet, he
saw her snared in webbing, writhing against the strands in an effort to free her wegpon hand. Walter was
down, too, sprawled on his sde with a gash through feathers and scales across hisribs. Katya pushed
hersdlf to her feet, so drenched in blood asto be barely recognizable, but with her sidearm clutched in
one sticky hand. Thelast two assailants | eft sanding were casting left and right for any sign of their
invisble attacker.

Katyalifted clotted hair from her eyes|eft-handed as she brought her weapon up. “ Stand down,” she
sad.

The women stepped forward. Michelangel o kicked the one on the left under the chin; they ducked
sideways as the other woman discharged a chemica firearm. The three-shot burst stuttered against his
wardrobe, transferred shock emptying his lungs.

“Stand down!” Katyayelled, before he regained his balance, but the other woman didn’t lower her
wegpon. He turned, moved toward her—

—and Katya shot her through the heart. Michelangelo didn’t even see an impact. Flechette rounds,
maybe. She went down anyway, looking shocked, and hit with aliquid thud.



“Shit,” Katya said, wiping her bloody mouth on a hand that wasn't any better. “ Shit.”
Kusanagi-Jones spared a glance around the battlefield. “ Nice shooting for agirl who doesn’'t duel.”

Katya put ahand down and pushed herself to her feet, then planted both hands on her knees and stood
doubled over, panting, for amoment. “Mom made sure | knew what | was doing with weapons. It isn't
her fault | think shooting people for points of honor is stupid. Michelangelo?’

“It' sme,” hesaid, snapping off hiswardrobe' sfilters as she came upright.
She blinked, looked down at the weapon in her hands, and back up at him. “Wow.”
“Good trick, huh?’

She swdlowed and didn’t nod. Instead she came toward him, pistol hanging from half-curled fingers,
shaking so hard her shoulders trembled. He looked down, frowned, checked one more time for enemies
in apogtion to do damage, and uncomfortably dialed his wardrobe down to offer the girl ahug.

Not even shaking, shuddering, from the nape of her neck to the soles of her feet, and the only reason
her teeth weren't clacking was because her jaw was clenched so tightly the muscles stood out under her
ears. “Never killed anybody before?’

She shook her head.

He sgueezed her roughly and backed away, pushing her in the direction of the downed khir. “Gets easier.
Il untangle Miss Pretoria.”

Shewent, silently. He checked the casudties one more time while picking hisway between them to get to
Miss Pretoria. It never hurt to be sure.

And Katyawas agood kid, for agirl. He was even more impressed if thiswas her first fight.

He left the wardrobe dided down. He' d need to touch Lesato get the tangler off. “Thiswon't take
long,” he said, picking through licenses as he crouched beside her, looking for the right antiadhesive
formula

Hewasloading it when Katya shot him in the back.

18

AT DINNERTIME, THE HOUSEHOLD DISCOVERED MICHELANGEL O was missing, and
Vincent was subjected to a brief, cursorily polite interview with Elenaon awicker-furnished sun porch
overlooking the central courtyard.

“Heleft with Lesa,” Vincent said, shading the truth.

Elena, seated with her back to the courtyard, the evening’ s bamy air blowing the scents of fireworks and
wilted flowers around her, frowned over her datapad.

“Lesa’snot answering her com,” she said with the air of one bestowing state secrets. “And Walter, one
of the household khir, ismissing.”

“Let meguess,” Vincent said, unable to keep the dryness out of hisvoice. “Lesa sespecia pet.”



“It would be amigtake to think of khir as pets, exactly.”

She had kept him standing, and he conscioudly arranged himself at parade rest, weight on his hedls, body
relaxed, spine hanging from his skull like astring of beads straightened by gravity. “Though you collar
them?’

“Weidentify who the respongble humans are. But the khir are perfectly capable of resettling if conditions
don’t suit them. They have their own packs and family arrangements. It's considered unwiseto
intervene.” She pushed idly at theiced drink resting on the low table before her, tracing fingertips down
the glass-beaded side. “ Thiswastheir city first. In any case, in thelight of yesterday, we must consider

foul play.”

Vincent folded hisarms, firming his mouth. Nothing as daunting as Micheangel o’ sfrictionless mask, but
he wouldn’'t be much of adiplomat if he couldn’t liewith astraight face. “1 find it surprising they would
have left without security.”

“They didn’t make you aware of their destination, then?” The furrow between Elena s eyebrows creased
deeper. She sat back abruptly, flicking moisture off her fingerslike acat. “I assumed the lack of security
meant it had something to do with”—adancing gesture, back and forth— private matters.”

“Between you and me?’

She nodded.

“It might have,” he said. “1 presume Lesa passed a ong the substance of our conversation last night.”
“She said you were unforthcoming enough about your partner’ s politics to make her curious.”

“l was,” hesaid.

Elenasat forward. “I’ [l have contact codes for your mother, documents, atimetable. Coordination is
going to require discretion and effort.”

“Elder Pretoria,” he said, leveing hisvoice with far more effort than he dlowed to show init, “what about
Angelo and your daughter?’

“Katyaand Agnes have taken out search parties,” she said. “I'veinformed Miss Delhi and the rest of her
security team, and no doubt they are scouring the city aswell. In the meantime, it’snot asif our other
busnesswill wait.”

“Inthe meantime,” hereplied, “1 don't suppose you' ve made any progressin locating the missing
Satue”

“ Phoenix Abased?” She studied her fingernails. “I believe security directorateislooking intoit.”

“If it'snot located,” he said, “I may have some difficulty convincing the Codition Cabinet that it' swiseto
repatriate the rest of the liberated art. To acity that can’t manage to keep track of the jewel of the
collection for twelve hours, onceit’ sreleased to their authority.”

“That would be unfortunate,” she said. “ Because New Amazoniawould no doubt interpret that as further
evidence of the Codition’s perfidy. And | think even Claude would find it chalenging maintaining
generalized acceptance of neutrality or appeasement under those circumstances.”

“The Chrigt,” he said, biting hislip to keep the grin under contral. “ That’ sworthy of my mother.”



Elenatipped her head. “It’ shard to imagine a higher compliment.”

Lesahad said it. Only amember of Parliament could have pulled off the theft. One such as Elena
Pretoria, the Opposition leader. “ So you have a plan to foment revolution. Convenient. What do you plan
to do about Robert?’

She spread her fingerswide. “He sjust astud male. An unusual male, but amale. His chances of
successfully accusing three well-placed women are dim. Unless he had hard evidence—which | don't
believe—histestimony iseasly discredited. It'saminor scanda how much Lesaspoils him, anyway.”

The chill that crawled across his shoulders might have been the sunburn. “ So you' re unconcerned.”

“Honedtly,” she said, “ given Claude s blunder in chalenging Miss Kusanagi-Jones, | find it hard to see
how our situation could be better. Assuming, of course, that they are located quickly.”

“Assuming.” Hetook it asleave to go when shelifted her drink and turned to the window. She could
meask her worry from her family, but not from him, and it made them both uncomfortable.

Stll, he managed to avoid panic until after nightfal, when acommotion in the courtyard roused him from
unprofitable celling staring, watching the reproduced image of the Gorgon dowly color the darkening
periwinkle of acrepuscular sky. Herolled off the bed quickly and hurried to the arch, hisinjured leg
lagging. The pain medication helped, but couldn’t obscure ongoing twinges.

He came out under the real sky, washed by city lightsuntil it shone less bright than the reproduction
ingde, and paused with his hands on the bacony railing. A stem of carpetplant stuck between histoes,
and he momentarily forgot the ache of his knee and the seared shivers crossing histender back. Below,
severa dark heads gathered, women rushing barefoot from the house, and adoorway in the courtyard
wall—a sort of garden gate without a garden—stood open on the street beyond, two girls observing
through the crack with gamine eyes.

He spotted Elena easily as she strode into the courtyard, the others giving way before her, except for
one. Katya Pretoria stayed crouched beside an exhausted, bedraggled khir. The anima’s head curled up
on along neck, trembling, but otherwiseit lay soread onitsside, and Vincent could see the white glare of
bandages against scaled, feathered hide.

“Dammit,” he said, stepping back. “Dammit, dammit, dammit.”

A few limping steps brought him ingide, into the gentler light projected from the celling. He stopped,
stared up at the pae colors of the nebula, and forced himself to breasthe dowly.

The door irised open at his approach. An dert and concerned-looking guard met him, setting aside the
datapad she was reading to rise from her bench. “Miss Katherinessen?’

“Why wasn't | informed?’ he snarled. She stepped back, arms crossed, and he sighed and modulated his
tone. “I’'m sorry,” he said, through the taste of gall. 1 need to speak to Elder Pretoriaimmediately.”

“I'll seewhat | can do. If you'll return to your room...”
“No. I’'m going with you.”

She stared, but he refused to glance down. She wasn't wearing aweapon, unlike most women, and he
was glad. Otherwise, he thought she might shoot him if he stepped any closer. At least he had height and
age on her. Helifted his chin and folded hisarms, feding like the heroinein aVictorian drama.



Her arms dropped to her sides. “Thisway.”

Hefollowed meekly, rubbing grit from the corners of his eyes. He was not losing Michelangelo. Not with
long-elusive dreams about to settle on his hand like butterflies. War, revolution, treason—these seemed
minor consderations now.

He amost didn't recognize the emotion. It was hope. And it was aso hope settling into hisgut with a
painful chill. He d forgotten what it was like having something to lose. But apparently he hadn’t forgotten
how muchit hurt to loseit.

Along thewalk, he learned that the guard’ s name was Alys, and that shewasn't amember of Elena' s
family, but was raised in aless wedthy household and working in service until she could afford her own
citizenship stake. Sheled him down stairs and dong another curved corridor tiled in faux terra-cotta,
which combined with the thicketed landscape of the wallsto suggest ajungle path. At least the movement
eased the ache in aknee further strained in descending the Stairs.

“Your culture believesin the beneficid power of walking,” he said asthey paused for Alysto consult her
datacart and locate Elder Pretoria.

“Saves on chemica antidepressants,” she quipped, and frowned dightly when he didn’t laugh.

“And | would have guessed the jungle was rich in useful pharmaceuticas.” He knew he should have
bitten histongue, and couldn’t be bothered. Michelangel o was still missing, he was being kept
ddiberately in the dark, and she had the nerve to ook disappointed at hislack of attention to her jokes.

“I believe you should discuss that with Elder Singapore,” she said coolly. “Elder Pretoriais on the porch,
Miss Katherinessen. She'll seeyou.”

Her pique amused him, and it might have been impalitic to let her seeit, but he was beyond caring. So he
nodded and smiled as he walked past her down the short corridor to the veranda, through an open
archway and into the till-warm night.

Elenawaited as promised. She placed arough pottery cup in his hand before he spoke aword. The
shape clung to hisfingers, and the contents perfumed the air above with the fermented tang of acohol. He
st it down without tasting it, brushing garlands off the ledge to make room, and drummed hisfingers
besdeit.

“Katyamust have checked in, mustn’'t she? Before she brought the khir in for medica trestment.”
“Wedidn't want to distress you with imperfect data.”

“Of coursenot.” Theledge was very smooth, and lattice laced with flowers and sticks of incense
stretched aboveit to the veranda s overhanging roof, so he had to peer through the chinks asif through a
vell to see the courtyard beyond. The khir had been brought insgde. Neither Katya nor any of the
household staff and family members who had descended to assist her were present. “1 understand that
you wouldn’t want to disturb my fragile emotiond equilibrium.”

The finger drumming was unlikely to convince her that he was calm. With an effort, he smoothed his
hands and curled them around the base of the cup. The pottery wasn't cool, but compared to the
sun-retained warmth of the ledge, it seemed so.

“My apologies, Miss Katherinessen. It was thoughtless.”
Helicked hislips, lifted the cup, and turned back. She stood as he had Ieft her, hands folded around a



smilar cup—he couldn’t be sure of the color in the dark—and her face haf shadowed, half picked out in
pinpricks from nebulaand courtyard light filtering through thelattice. “ Tell me now,” he said.

“Katyafound Water in astreet about six kilometers from here. In Cascade, which is not the best
neighborhood. He was wounded, unconscious, and there were signs of afight.”

Vincent redized the cup was a hislips only when it clicked againgt histeeth. “What Sgns?’
Elenarocked back on her hedls. “Blood. A great ded of it. Marks of bullet ricochets and tangler fire.”
“Bodies?’

“None.”

He closed his eyes, breathed out, and breathed in acrossthe liquor. The sting brought tearsto his eyes.
“What now?’

“There may be aransom note,” she said. “Or an extortion demand. Security directorate isinvestigating.
A house-to-house search has been authorized—"

“Unacceptable.”

“MissKatherinessen,” shesaid, her dignity unmoderated by the interruption, “my daughter ismissing as
wdl.”

“Yes” hesad. “You haven't even been able to find one ‘ stud mae' inacity where he can't legdly wak
the streets without awoman’s permission. And I’ m supposed to take your effortsto ensure Angelo's
safety serioudy?’

“It's Carnival, Miss Katherinessen. Y ou’ ve seen what the Streets are like thistime of year.”
“And yet nobody witnessed anything? | want to see the scene.”

“And expose yoursdf further?’

“Y ou had no qualms about exposing me when | was shot a—"

“Now wedo,” she said. Shelooked down at the surface of her beverage. He wondered what she saw
reflected. “Relax,” shesaid. “Not only is Elder Kyoto very interested in getting Miss Kusanagi-Jones
back, but Saide Austin has become involved. And sheis very well connected. If anybody in Penthesilea
can find Lesaand your partner, it’ sthe pair of them.”

Of course Saide Austin wants him back, hethought. It'd be a crying shame if her time bomb died
on New Amazonian soil, far from the people he was meant to infect. What he said was, “I wishto
return to the government center. | will fed safer there, under proper security.”

“I'll seetoit tonight,” she said. “ Go make your farewellsto the house, if you have any.”

Hewent quietly. The guard Alyswas not waiting in the hal. He glanced left and right, but saw no trace.
She must have expected Elder Pretoriato send for her when she was required.

Or Elenahad sent him out intentionally unescorted for some purpose of her own. He paused in the hall,
recaling the route back to his borrowed rooms unerringly. He could retraceit. ..or he could do alittle
unofficia wandering under the guise of being logt.



Don't be silly, hetold himsdf, following the corridor back the way he'd come. You' re inventing
busywork to keep your brain off Michelangelo. It's as likely an oversight; she’'s a crafty old
creature, but not everything is conspiracy, not even on this planet, and not even everything in
Pretoria household happensto Elena’s plan.

Lesa Pretoriawas proof enough of that.

He paused at the foot of the stair, one hand raised to rub at his nose, and froze that way. Of course.
Elenacouldn’t arrange for him to visit the scene of the kidnapping, if it were akidnapping and not a
murder—and the Christ damn this outpost of hell for its archaic technology anyway. If they could manage
an engineered retrovirus, they ought to be able to swing atwelve-hour DNA type. But she could buy
Vincent adiver of timein which to spesk to Katyain private about what she' d seen. And Katyawould
doubtless be with the injured khir.

“House” he asked, “which way to theinfirmary?’

Theripple of brightness was expected this time, a pattern of motion designed to catch a predator’ seye
just the way light snagged on the V-shaped track of abig fish underwater.

If he had to take a guess, he' d wager that was what Dragons ate. It made sense of the jaw full of dender,
needle-sharp back-curved teeth, the sharply hooked talons. Following the light, he thought about that,
distracted himsdlf with images of arrowing, broad-winged green-and-blue beings hauling grest slver fish
squirming from the protected waters of the bay.

They werefar superior images to the one that persisted when he did not force himsdlf to think of
something frivolous.

Therill led him through cool rooms and severa corridors, hisfeet passing over carpetplant and what
passed for tile the way the strand of light passed over moving images of jungle understory. He memorized
thisroute, too. It was adways good to know how to get out of whatever you were getting into.

He smeled cut greenery, and then cooking, and findly the hospital reek of antiseptic, adhesive, and
gynthetic skin. The pale glow lingered around aclosed iris. Vincent paused and rested hisfingertips
againg the wall beside the door.

“House, open the door, please.”

It spiraled obediently wide. Thiswas a public space, and there was no reason for House to forbid him
entrance.

The murmur of voices washed out as he stepped inside. Or avoice, anyway. Katya bent over a
flat-topped table covered with layers of folded cloth, one hand on the neck of the animal she whispered
to and the other on hismuzzle. It looked asif the bandages had been changed.

Girl and khir were alone in the room. Katyaglanced up, tensing, at the sound of the door. Walter might
have lifted his head, but she stroked his neck and restrained him, and he relaxed under her hand. She dso
seemed to calm when she saw Vincent, but he knew it for a pretense. Her shoulders eased and her face
smoothed, but no matter how softly she petted the khir’ s feathersthe lingering tension in her fingers
propagated minute shivers across his skin.

Vincent cleared histhroat. “ Just how smart isakhir?’

She gmiled. “Smart.”



“Assmart asahuman?’

“Wadll,” she said, stroking Walter’ s feathers back aong the bony ridge at the back of his skull, “not the
same kind of smart. No. They don't usetools or tak, but they understand fairly complicated instructions
and they coordinate with humans and with their pack mates.”

“So they must communicate.”
“Oh, yes”
“Pity hecan’t talk,” Vincent said, sadly.

Katyacolored, olive-tan skin pinking at the cheeks. “Miss Katherinessen,” she said, “1’m sorry about
Miss Kusanagi-Jones. | want to offer my personal assurancesthat | and everyone in Pretoria house will
do everything we can to find him and bring him home safe. Agnesis coordinating the search now, and I'll
relieve her inthemorning.”

Asif her words were permission, he stepped over the threshold and came fully into the room. The white
tile floor was coal, even cold, shocking to feet that had aready grown accustomed to carpetplant and the
blood-warmth of House' shdlways. 1 shall be praying for your mother,” he said, “and her safe and
timey return.”

“Thank you,” she said after ahegitation, and licked her lips before she looked up again. “Do you pray
often?’

“Sometimes.”
“Ur isaChrigtian colony.”
“Founded by Chrigtians. Radicdls, like New Amazonia.”

She kept her eyes on the khir, asif watching him breathe. He lay quietly, the nictitating membrane closed
under outer lids at haf-mast. She smoothed hisfeathers again. “We re taught that Christians were among
the worst oppressors of women. On Old Earth. That they held women responsible for al thesin and
wickednessin theworld.”

He chuckled. “Not my branch of the Church. We're heretics.”
“Redly?’ Shebrightened asif it wereamagic word. “Like Protestants?’

He shook his head and reached out dowly to lay his hand on Water’ sflank behind the bandages. The
khir’ s hide was soft and supple under scales like beads on an evening gown, pebbled againgt his
fingertips. The khir sghed as another bresth of tenson left his muscles. Vincent' s own heart dowed, the
ache across his shoulders easing in response.

“Descended, philosophically speaking, from the very first heresy of dl. One that was eradicated by the
Paulines about two and a haf thousand years ago, for being prone to sentiments that were thought to
undermine the authority of the Church.”

He had her interest. She brushed the back of hishand and he could fed her trembling, though she
restrained the appearance of it well. “But wasit redly a...church yet?’

“Therewas abishop.” She laughed, so he continued. “Who didn’t approve of their ideas, such asthat the
Christ might speak to anyone and not solely through the Apostles, and that God was both masculine and



feminine and thus women might serve equaly aswell as men, and that the passion of the Chrig wasa
physicd orded only, and did not affect his divine essence, and so martyrdom waskind of slly. You
know, the usud hereses”

“Andyou believedl that?’

He smiled and turned his hand over, pressing it to hers pdm to pam. “1 was raised to. My mother’s
philosophy isa utilitarian one. She believes the purpose of religion, or government, isto maintain the
maximum number of people in the maximum possible comfort. And so it suits her to believe that what the
serpent offered Evein the garden wasn't Sin, but self-knowledge. Enlightenment. Gnosis.”

Katya shook her head. “ That' s supposed to be the story that was used to justify oppressing women.”
“But what if the snake did her afavor?’

“Then Eve snot the villain. Y our mother’ s supposed to be some kind of a prophet, isn't she? On your
homeworld?

“Gnodgtics believe that anyone can prophesy, if the spirit moves them. Sheis’—he shrugged—" very good
at getting peopleto listen to her. On Ur, and €l sawhere. Enough so that even Earth hasto deal with her.”

She squeezed lightly before she pulled her hand away. “ Okay, you said you were raised to believe that.
But you didn’'t answer my question.”

He grinned and let her let go. “ Do you believe everything you' re taught, Miss Pretoria?’

When she paused and swallowed, it was dl therein her expression, for far longer and much more plainly
than she would have liked. How Lesahad missed it, Vincent couldn’t imagine.

Of course, he' d missed Michdangelo’ sduplicity. And even for aLiar, that was an impressivetrick. The
hardest people to read were the ones one was most emotionally attached to, because one' sown
projections and desires would interfere with the analysis. One would see what one wanted to see.

There was no surprisein not noticing the knifein Brutus s hand.

Katya Pretoria stepped back, shaking filthy locks of hair out of her eyes. Flecks of blood stuck the
strands together. “ Of course | don't,” she said. “Now, if you will excuse me, Miss Katherinessen, I'm
going to get Wadter upstairs and try for some deep mysdif. | haveto rdieve Agnesin the morning.”

Kii watches the rust-colored biped climb. Its heartbeat is fast, blood pressure elevated, serotonin
levels depleted, blood sugar dropping, lactic acid levels high, breathing shallow. It is, in short,
exhausted, hungry, and dangerously emotional.

Kii waits until it regainsitstemporary refuge and is alone, in what the bipeds call privacy. Then
he clears the wall and appears. “ Greetings, Vincent Katherinessen.”

“Kii,” it says. “ | wasjust about to call you. | know the Consent is that you will not assist me—"
“You wish to know if Kii can locate Michelangelo Osiris Leary Kusanagi-Jones.”

“1 wish it, yes.” The biped pauses its speech, but not its motion. If anything, the short quick steps
appear to Kii like a futile struggle against the inevitable edict. “ And Lesa. Katya Pretoria knows
what happened.”



“ It shoots Kusanagi-Jones in the back,” Kii says.
The russet biped rounds on Kii’ s projected image, manipulators clenching. “ What?”

“Your mate isunharmed,” Kii adds speedily. “ It is struck by a sedative capsule. No permanent
damage inflicted. Lesa Pretoriaisalso uninjured, and isrestrained in a tangler.”

Thislinear, discursive mode of communication is vastly limited and inefficient, prone to
misparsing. It requires finesse to communicate accurately in this fashion. How much more elegant
to present information in poem matrices, with observed, stipulated, speculated, and potential
elements clearly identified and quantified by the grammar of the construct.

The Katherinessen biped sinks on the edge of the bed, elbows on its legs, manipulators that seem
powerful for its size dangling between its knees, knuckles facing. “ Where are they?”

Kii accesses records, flicks through House' sfiles. At last, reluctantly, Kii says, “ They arenot in
range of House' s nodes.”

“They re out of the city. In the jungle?”
“That follows as a strong potential .”

“Hell,” the biped says. “ Now | haveto tell Elena that her granddaughter isatraitor. | do not get
paid enough for this.”

19

LESA WOKE COLD, A NOVEL EXPERIENCE IN PENTHESILEA in summer. Her handsin
particular were numb (the left one beyond pins-and-needles and into deadness), her ankles sore, her
neck cramped from lying dumped on her side. The hair that dragged through her mouth was foul with
blood and dirt and the acrid bitterness of tangler solvent, and she spat and spat trying to clear it away.

Shelay on an earthen floor, and she could smell the jungle. Smell it—and hear it. Night sounds, which
explained why her eyes strained at darkness. The canopy filtered daylight, but blocked the Gorgon’slight
amost entirely. She heard birds and insects—and afexa swarble, closer than sheliked, even if shewas
lucky and there was a stout stockade between them.

She flexed and kicked but didn’t learn anything that surprised her. Her wrists were bound at the small of
her back and her ankles strapped. When shelifted her head, her neck amended its status from painful to
excruciating, and she fell back, trying to ease the spasm, crying between her teeth.

Incapacitating pain wasthefirg priority. That, and getting her weight off her left arm.

A wriggle of her hipsflopped her onto her back, yanking her wrists againgt the cords. This position was
no kinder to her hands, but she bore the pressure and the cutting tautness for the sheer, blessed relief of
|etting the earth support the weight of her head.

Something festher-quick and many-legged scurried across her ankle, but she managed not to react.
Pointless caution. She' d made enough noise dready that one little thrash and scream would cause no
harm. But most New Amazonian “insects’ were completdy disnterested in any Old Earth faunathat
wasn't actively forcing them to defend themsalves. Lesa guessed that when it came down to it, human
type people just smelled wrong.



Something stretched on her |eft Side, close enough that she could fed the heet radiating from it and hear
the dow hiss of breathing, in and out. Now that Lesa could concentrate on something other than the pain
in her neck, she smelled unwashed mae over her own sweeat and tangler solvent. The solvent explained
why she was cold. The stuff was something like 95 percent isopropyl acohal.

Michelangelo. She got her knees drawn up, straps cutting the tendons of her ankles, and with one hard
shove flopped onto her right Side. Pain seared up her neck and her left arm szzled violently to life. She
had preferred it, she decided, when it was flopping from her shoulder like the corpse of adead animal.

Kusanagi-Joneswasn't cold. She pressed againgt his back, but he breathed regularly, his body swaying
in response to her nudges with the fluidity of degp unconsciousness. Her right shoulder and upper arm
scraped earth painfully as she squirmed closer, writhing over broad shouldersto press her face against
the close-clipped base of his skull. As she cuddled up, she redlized she heard two sets of
snores—Kusanagi-Jones's, faintly, and muffled asif through walls, alouder rasp.

| hope Vincent’ s not the jeal ous type. Galows humor. The pain of one bitten-off chuckle brought tears
to her eyes.

“Miss Kusanagi-Jones.” She heaved hersdf againgt him. Every movement jostling her neck fdlt asif
somebody had run eectrified wires under her skin. “Miss Kusanagi-Jones!”

His breath caught and alight moan fluttered at the back of histhroat, but he didn’t wake. She lowered
her head and shoved, smacking her head into his neck. “ Dammit, Michelangelo.”

He vanished.

A second later, air cooling againgt her chest, she redlized she had fet him move. One momert,
Kusanagi-Jones was ayielding obstacle rocking in timeto her efforts. The next, shewasdoneinthe
dark, and something thumped—a meat-on-bare-earth sound—followed by silence.

And then avoice, barely abreath. “Miss Pretoria?’

She sghed, trying not to dwell on the strength it would have taken to flip himsdlf to hisfeet while bound
wrigt and ankle. “Very impressive. So how are you a square knots?’

Micheangelo’ swardrobe wasn't functioning, information ddlivered quite unceremonioudy by the weight
of imitation cloth on his shoulders. He couldn’t tell if it had failed due to power drain or because of
exposure to an e ectromagnetic pul se wegpon of some sort.

The wardrobe was shielded, but shielded was not invulnerable. Hislow-light add-ons, hiswatch, and
his other sense enhancements weren’t functioning either, which told him it was a power problem and not
just thewardrobe. But in the case of failure, the fog assumed a default configuration. In Kusanagi-Jones' s
case, his gi—and that was what hung around him now with astrangely material weight.

A quick triage would not rank amalfunctioning wardrobe as the greatest of his problems. Thefoglets
would have made short work of hisrestraints, but he was trained to operate without them. No, the
immediate problem was one of where he was being held, and how to get out of there.

“Keeptaking,” hesaid. “1 don’t want to step on you.”
“What would you like to talk about?’



The voice located her. He sat in adifferent direction, with as dight athump as he could manage. The
rammed earth didn’t give. Herolled onto his back, lifting hislegs, forcing his arms down againgt cords
that cut a hiswrigts.

“Tak about anything,” he said, keeping hisvoice aslevel and soft as he could. She didn’t need to know
about hispain.

“| heard someone snoring before you woke. | think our guard is napping againgt the wall.”
“Who do you think isholding us?’
“Right Hand,” she answered immediatdly.

Discomfort escaped him on a hiss as he stretched to work hisarms around his hips, dragging his
shoulders down. “Why?’

“Wadl,” shesaid, “weknow it’snot Parity. And whoever it is has dragged us off to ahut in thejungle,
where you might expect bandits and runaways.”

His hands were free suddenly, with ascraping pop. Or, not exactly free, but bound behind hisknees
rather than behind his back. Awkward, but easily remedied, and once he got them around hisfeet, he
had teeth. A bloody good thing they hadn’t had shackles. “Y ou weren't kidding about pirates.”

“No,” shesaid. “Damn Robert to aman’shdl anyway.”

Kusanagi-Jones brought hislegs up, hooked his hands under his hedls, and stretched and wriggled until
blood broke through his scabbed wrists and trickled across the skin. If he had Vincent’ sloose-limbed
build, thiswould be easy, but long flexible arms were another of the advantages that hadn’t madeit into
Kusanagi-Jones s heritage.

He made it happen anyway, and then sprawled on his back, panting as quietly as he could manage while
blood dripped off his thumbs and spattered his chest. It wouldn't soak into the gi the way it would redl
cloth, but it could seep between the minuscule handclasped robots that made up the utility fog, and there
was no way hewas getting it out of there—short of wading into the ocean—until he found a power
source.

“Ow,” hesaid. “Ever noticed thisdoesn't get eeser?”’
“Indeed,” shesaid. “1 have.”

A good smearing of blood and swesat hadn’t made the thin cords binding hiswrists any smpler to
manage. They weretight enough that they’ d be more bleif he gnawed histhumbs off first. Also
tight enough that he wouldn't even fed it much.

Which would defeat the purpose of getting his hands free. Instead, he dug at the cords with histeeth,
scraping at the fibers and working as much mayhem on his own flesh as on the bindings. But eventualy he
heard a pop and felt a cord part, and the constriction loosened.

The next thing he felt, unfortunately, was hisfingers. Which made him wish for onelong, brutal instant that
he' d just been agood well-behaved secret agent and lain there peaceably waiting for the firing squad.

The painfilled his snuses, flooded his nogtrils, floated hiseyesin ther orbits. It was physicaly
blinding—he couldn’t see the darknessfor the flashesin hisvison. Beyond pain, and into awhite static
he couldn’t see or move or breathe through. Michelangel o gritted histeeth, pressed hisforehead to



thumbs while tears and snot streaked hisface, and held on.
It would crest. It would peak and roll back.

All he had to do was live throughtit.

All he had to do—

He wheezed, hard, when his digphragm finaly relaxed enough that he could get a breath, and then threw
his head back, panting. “Bugger,” hesaid indistinctly, and let hishandsfall againgt his chest.

Hisfingersfdt thick and hot, and they bent only reluctantly, but he could fed them, and they hurt less
now than did hiswrigs.

“Y ou ever needed to disprove the existence of a Creator God,” he said, “the miracle of efficiency that the
human body isn't would be afucking good place to start.”

“Miss Kusanagi-Jones?’

Deities or not, there was obvioudy still room in theworld for miracles. Miss Pretoria honestly sounded
scared.

“Under the circumstances, call me Michelangelo. Will you roll onto your ssomach, please?’

Her wrists were more important than his ankles. He knelt over her, hands on either sde of her waist, and
used histeeth on these cords, too. His fingers weren’t strong enough.

She whimpered once or twice, but overal, he thought she made |ess noise than he had.

When he was done, and she was taking her turn coiled shaking around the agony of returning circulation,
he sat up and began fumbling at the strapping on hisankles. It was adhesive, wound tight, but he
managed to fed thetorn edge. It came off noisily, dong with agenerous quantity of hair.

A ripping sound in the darkness, followed by aseries of haf-breathed “ow” s, informed him that Miss
Pretoriadidn’t need any ingtruction in order to follow hisexample. “Now | understand why males
complain so much about waxing their backs for the Trias,” she murmured, barely audible under the
sawing and bowing of whatever animdsinfested the jungle night.

Kusanagi-Jones gifled alaugh. “Hold onto that strapping,” he said. “Might comein useful.”
“It sdticky.”

“And strong,” he answered, attempting to disentangle his own length so asto wind it around hiswaist.
“Seeanything yet?’

“Now that you mention it, it might be graying. Slightly.”

Hethought so, too. If the walls were boards, as he suspected, and the roof wasthatch, the divers of faint
brightness he saw might very well disclosethefirst grayness of morning. The exotic noises outside were
increasing in volume, frequency, and complexity.

Dawn was coming.

“Y ou don’t have atheory why pirates would want to kidnap a couple of diplomats, do you?’



“Not yet,” she answered, and now he could make out enough of her silhouette to see her, head bent,
tucking the strapping around hersdlf like a sash. “1’m aso curious about how they’ ve cometo recruit so

many young women.”
“Including your daughter.”

Shelifted her head to stare & the dimly outlined wall. Her lipswere pursed. Her eyes caught the growing
light, gligening. Shedidn’t blink. “Maybe they’ re al the daughters or ssters or lovers of maes associated
with the Right Hand. Maybe...” She sighed and shrugged. “1 don't know. If they can infiltrate Pretoria
house, they could be anywhere.”

“Could befacing arevolution.”

Shelicked her lips, turned, and blinked a him. “Did you think for amoment there was a possibility we
aren’'t? Comeon. Let's make abreak for it.”

She shook herself and moved toward the door they could now see outlined against the far wall, her hand
twitching toward a nonexistent weapon. The door was chained around the post, but Kusanagi-Jones
thought he could handle it. He touched the chain, stroked it, rust rubbing off on hisfingertips. That chain
would hold against anything he could manage barehanded.

The planks of the door, on the other hand...
“Sneak, or rush?’ he asked Miss Pretoria.

She crouched beside him, examining the door. “ There will be astockade,” she said. “If they have any
sense. A kind of barrier of cut thorn trees.”

“A zareba”
Sheblinked at him. “1 don’t know that word.”

There was enough light now to show asmile, so he madeit agood one. “If you had ever lived in Africa,
you would. Before the Diaspora, people waled themselves in with stockades made of thornbushes, to
keep out predators like hyenas. Village was caled akraal or enkang. Stockade was a zareba.”

For amoment, he thought she was about to ask him what ahyenawas, but instead she returned his smile
and dusted her hands on her knees. “Miss Kusanagi-Jones, | think that’ s the longest speech I’ ve heard
you make.”

He grunted his answer and stepped back, gesturing her to one side as he squared himsdlf before the
door. She went, standing with her back against the wall, but the curve of her lip told him she wasn't
about to leaveit done.

“Why do you let people assume you' re the lump of dumb mesat on Vincent's ebow?’

“Suitsme,” he said, after along enough pauseto let her know she'd overstepped. His own fault for giving
her the opening. “Y ou never said: got a better route out of here than kicking the door down?’

“No,” she answered, rubbing her wrigts. “1 don't.”

She’ d missed the opportunity to redly see him move when he' d saved Claude Singapore' slife, and
during the previous evening’ s skirmish she’ d been only peripheraly aware of what hedid, the



phenomend efficiency and speed with which he' d managed three armed women.
“Farther left,” he said, waving her aside. “ Splinters.”

Another time, she might have taken him to task for hislack of deference, but she didn’t want to break his
focus, so she edged two more steps away from the door frame and flattened hersdlf against thewall,
bresthing steadily, ready to spring out and intercept the swinging pand on the rebound. She shielded her
face with her hand, but couldn’t resist watching between her fingers as K usanagi-Jones took one deep
breath.

“If I godown,” shesaid, “run and keep running.”
Hedidn't spare her aglance. “ Try not to be the one that goes down.”

Without breaking the steady rhythm of his breathing, he took two fluid steps, spun, and kicked out, hard.
The door shattered againgt the chain, and Lesa kicked off thewall and dung hersdf through it, catching
the rebound on her flat hand. Flesh tore on splintered wood, but she didn't hesitate.

As she cleared the doorway and broke into abare, scuffed-dirt yard, the unwary guard lunged for her
and missed. The unshod footsteps behind her were Kusanagi-Jones's. She heard the grunt and thud as
he dammed into the sentry and hoped Michelangel o had body-checked him hard enough to break bones.

Not hard enough to shut him up, unfortunately, because he was shouting before hel d picked himsalf up
on hiselbows. But Michelangelo was still with her, pulling up beside her, running hard as the camp boiled
like akicked nant’s nest.

Gunfire spattered around her, ended by a curse. Chemical accelerant had a distinctive sound. These were
lethal loads, and they came close enough to sting her with kicked-up earth and splinters. Kusanagi-Jones
grunted as he dropped back astep, faling in behind her, shielding her body with hisown.

Shewasn't going to get him shot by running dow. Lesa dodged around the side of alow hut constructed
of thatch and daub over awooden frame and dove past two unarmed males, ebowing the nearer in the
jaw as she went by. Judging by the collision, Kusanagi-Jones took the other one down without breaking
gride.

“Go,” Kusanagi-Jones yelled as she did around the second corner, between the shelter and the thorn
wall. She could see green jungle through the gaps in the canes, and the wall was no more than ameter
beyond the hut. His footsteps stopped, his breathing no longer close on her hedls.

He was buying her time to get out, turning to make a stand.

Below the edge of the overhang, Lesa bent her knees and jumped. Not for the thorn wall—the long
curved spines of wire plant rendered it asimpossible to climb as a hegp of razors—buit for the roof. Her
fingersdipped in rain-dimed thatch, and insects and shreds of vegetation showered her face and
shoulders. The top layers were wet, but underneath the fronds were dry—old enough to need
replacing—and her hands sank through to latch onto the beam underneath. Wood cracked under her
weight, and for amoment she dangled, cursing. Then she got her motion under control, pumped her legs,
and haf svung, haf scrambled up, armstrembling and chest aching with the train.

Thiswas not aroof built for walking on. Shelay flat and turned to pull Kusanagi-Jones after her.

“Go,” he said, with aglance over his shoulder. He had aweapon in his hands that he must have liberated
from thefirgt, unwary guard, and he was bleeding, red dripping from the right deeve of hisgi and
spreading over hisfingers, more than historn wrists could explain.



Therewas no timefor thanks, for gpologies.
Shewert.

She dithered across the hunchbacked roof on her bely, turning so she faced the thorn wall, and paused
where rafters gave way to the unsupported fringe of thatch. The flat sharp cracks of three more gunshots
echoed through the trees, the birds of morning shrieking and then silent. The bullets came nowhere near
their position. Encouraging, because the hut wouldn’t offer Kusanagi-Jones anything except visua cover,
but she hoped the partisans might think they were working their way toward the gate.

Kusanagi-Jones conserved his ammunition, making them find him and then ded with his ability to shoot
back. Smart boy. She' d serioudy underestimated the Codlition males.

Lesa clenched her hands around that last flaking roof beam and drew her feet forward into a crouch. It
was hard to judge distancesin the gray morning light, but she could hear calls through the camp now.
Another two or three random shots might serveto raise the darm for any distant sentries. She stared at
the thornbresk onelast time, closed her eyes, and jumped for her life.

She might have madeit if she could have gotten arunning start. Asit was, she kicked off hard, stretched,
tucked, rolled, and amost cleared the wall. She made it over the top, but the doped sides were too
wide. Thornstore her shinsand forearms, lacerated her shoulders, pierced the hands she raised to shield
her eyes and throat. Brittle canes shattered under her weight, and momentum sprawled her clear, lungs
emptied, digphragm aching from the impact.

She gasped and shoved hersdlf up, shaking off bits of twig and barb, driving thornsinto her palms and
knees as she scrambled to her feet, piercing her unshod soles as she staggered forward through the
rubbish. Shewasleaving atrail of blood and bitsagirl could follow, but there was nothing to be done for
it now.

Tears and swesat stinging her lacerated face, sheran.

20

ELENA HANDLED KATYA’SARREST HERSELF. SHE SUMMONED Agnes—a Pretoriacousin
who had the same stocky build and epicanthic folds as L esa—and requested Vincent wait for their
return. He was | eft a one on the sun porch that served as Pretoria house' s center of operations, but
deemed it unwise to wander about the house with Elenain the mood he' d put her in. So instead he paced
the length of the veranda, reviewing documents on hiswatch that he already knew by heart.

He' d accomplished everything he' d come here to do—the redl reasons, not the surface justifications.
He' d met his mother’ s opposite number, deemed her honest, established a secure line of communication,
exchanged the necessary codes.

Now al he had to do was wrap up two kidnappings, a sabotage operation, afirst-contact Situation, a
dud to the death, convince Michelangelo he didn’t want to play kamikaze, and figure out exactly how he
was going to get rid of the Governors and protect Ur and New Amazoniafrom the imperia ambitions of
the Codlition. Oh, yes, and at least give his ostensible task—that of reaching some sort of détente with
whoever wasin charge of the New Amazonian government by the end of the week—enough of alick
and apromise that he could justify declaring the mission accomplished and heading home. Or, potentidly,
blow it so badly that he and Angelo were both discharged in disgrace, which would save him the
additiona delicate operation of prying Micheangelo loose from the OECC.



Because Michdangd o was coming homewith him,
Just as soon as Vincent reclaimed him.
Piece of cake.

He closed the documents and stood in the darkness, running fingertips along the dick leaves and soft
petas garlanding thelattice. A flicker of movement in hisfisheye aerted him to company, and he turned
his head, but it wasn't Elenaor any of her servants. Instead, a child stood framed in the doorway,
pressed close to one of the posts asif he thought he could meld into them. A boy child, nine or ten Old
Earth years, six or seven New Amazonian.

Lesa s son, the one she so desperately wanted to be gentle.
“Hdlo,” Vincent said.

“Hélo,” the boy answered. He came forward afew more steps, from the lighted hallway to the darkness
of the porch. “ Areyou redly adiplomat?’

Vincent smiled. The boy—Julian—was hesitant and calm, but the lilt in his voice said he was curious.
And Lesathought he was a genius, and wasted on New Amazonia.

She might even beright.

Inany case, if Vincent waslikely to wind up smuggling the kid homein his suitcase, he might aswell get
to know him. “1 am, among other things. Y our mother’ s very proud of you.”

The child sdled dong thewall sideways, back to the house but meeting Vincent' s eyes defiantly. “ She
saysif | want to be amathematician | haveto be like you.”

“Likeme?’

Julian nodded, his hands linking behind him, shoulders squeezing back as he crowded againgt the wall.
“Gentle. Otherwise I'll be sent to foster and train soon, and then I'll go to the Trials and be chosen by
another house.”

“And you won't have time for mathematicsthen?” AsVincent understood it, not everybody was
as...permissive...with their sud males as Pretoria house. His heart skipped painfully while he waited for
the answer. Poor kid.

“Mother says,” Julian said, tilting his head back as he recaled her words, “that women don't like males
who seem too smart. They find them threatening.”

What an elegant little parrot she's created, Vincent thought, and wanted to bury hisfacein his hands.

“So shesays| can only play with computers and numberswhen | grow up if I'm gentle,” Julian
continued, gtill childlike enough to take his silence for rapt attention. “Likeyou. So | must be gentle...”

“Because you love numbers so much.”
Julian nodded. “But it' s not bad, being like you, right?’

Vincent found the edge of Elena swicker chair, sat down onit, and leaned forward with his elbows on
his knees. The cosmic irony of the moment didn’t eude him. This child was no more abudding
homosexua than Michelangel o was thick-headed, and Vincent had to fold his hands together to keep



them from shaking as he thought about Julian embarking on alife of sexua deception so he'd have an
option of careers. “No,” he said. “ People can be cruel. But being like meisn't bad. | had to lie about it
for avery long time, though, and pretend to be something | wasn't to keep my job.”

The boy’ s eyeswere wide. “I thought you were a diplomat because you' re, you know, because you
don't fight.”

It cost Vincent apainful effort to keep the smile off hisface. The last thing this fumbling child needed was
to think somebody he was|ooking to asarole modd found him amusing. “Things are different on Old
Eath,” hesad. “Gentle maes are.. . stigmatized. Do you know that word?’

“The stud maes run everything and don’t like gentle ones.”
“Yes”

“Likethe other boys make fun of mefor playing with numbers.”
“Yes”

“How come?’ An earnest question, not plaintive, as Julian’shandsfell to his sides as he forgot himsdlf
enough to step away from the wall.

It deserved an honest answer. “1 don’t know.” Which was as honest as he could be. *Y our mother says
you'revery talented.”

The boy’ s skin was dark, darker than Lesa sif not as dark as Robert’s. In a better light, Vincent
wouldn't have been ableto see him blush. “ She said that?”’

“Shedid. She asked meif | would sort of be amentor for you.” Not too much of a stretch, and Vincent
didn’t fed bad about it. The child’'s mother and father were missing, his Sster was under arrest, and if he
felt done and frightened, he didn’'t haveto fed that alone and frightened.

Julian glanced over his shoulder toward the door, the sdelong look of somebody operating under a guilty
conscience. “Do you know anything about programming quantum arrays?’

“Not athing,” Vincent admitted. “But | listen well. Y ou can teach me.”

He set hiswatch to record, and let the boy chatter on about transforms and quantifiable logic and fractal
decison trees and afew thousand other things that might aswell have been Swahili. No, not even. Urdu,
because thanks to Michelangd o’ s remarkable—and habitualy conced ed—agift for languages, Vincent
actualy spoke afair amount of Swahili.

Inany case, Julian talked, and Vincent made encouraging noises. And before too long, he started to
wonder exactly what Julian was doing wandering around the house donein the middle of the night, when
from what Vincent had seen even young males didn’t go about unescorted. Except, of course, during
Caniva.

The boy had to pause for breath eventudly. “ dulian,” Vincent said, “how did you get out of the Blue
Roomsto cometalk to me? Did somebody give you apass?’

Julian’ s mobile mouth thinned and he shook his head jerkily. “No pass”
“So how?’

Because as far as Vincent knew there was supposed to be only one route out of the harem, and it was



supposed to be guarded. By Agnes, usualy, who had been out of the house trying to locate any trace of
Lesaand Michdangd o, and whom Elena had just summoned hometo help deal with Katya.

“Did you just walk out?’
“My sre showed me,” Julian said, quietly. “There sa secret sair. I’ m not supposed to tell anybody.”

Which explained how Robert had escaped. “Julian,” Vincent said, “1 think you'’ d better go back before
your grandmother catchesyou out of bed.”

“ Bl,lt—”

“It'sokay. | promisewe |l talk some moretomorrow.” He stood up, douching enough to minimize his
height advantage on akid who hadn’t hit his growth spurt yet, and came over to Julian, hunkering down a
little to speak to him eyeto eye. He put his hand on Julian’ s shoulder and felt the boy shudder, asif the
companionable contact was athrest.

In his society, asanereaction. “It' sokay,” Vincent said again. “I’ll help. Right now, we have to get your
mom back, and my partner. After that—"

Julian nodded jerkily and stepped back into the doorway. They stared a one another for amoment, and
then amoment later Julian sidestepped and was gone.

Kii isrestless.

Thisis not a sensation Kii isany longer accustomed to, and Kii is some time in identifying it.
Restlessness is not one of the emotional routines that Kii finds useful in Kii’s work.

Kii is somewhat disconcerted at first. Inspection, however, reveals the source of the emotion; it is
an outflow of the Consent. The Consent wishes more information regarding Kaiwo Maru and
regarding the life forms that inhabit her.

They are made things, like the khir, and like the khir, they are guardians. They areintelligent, and
they are designed, but they are not people.

There are differences. The khir serve. They guard the Consent’ s endless dreamings, but these
Governors, while designed to serve a purpose, serveit by ruling over the esthelich creatures who
created them.

[tisaninversion.

Perhaps the bipeds are truly alien enough to place their destiny in the hands of monsters. Or
perhapsthereis a miscalculation, and thisisthe result. Kii cannot yet be sure, and the Consent is
chary of deciding on so thin a pattern.

Kii continues to research. The Governors are an advantage to Kii’ s bipeds—the local colony, that
is. The bipeds Kii identifies as Kii’ s pets, and which the Consent is to abet.

The Governors advantage Kii’ s bipeds because they severely curtail the growth of the nonlocal
population.

But they are a disadvantage as well. They create a population that is extremely creative and
active, without the drain of substandard individuals. In other words, by ensuring that only



extraordinary and accomplished individual s survive, and by skewing that population toward those
most practically creative, the Governors nourish innovation. They force the Coalition outward,
groping, grasping, subsuming other colony worlds.

They are the engine that drives the expansion that Kii has informed Michelangelo Osiris Leary
Kusanagi-Jones that Kii will not permit in local space-time.

The Consent is temporary. The potentialities are complex, the patterns not yet emergent. The
current solution isto prepare for three eventualities deemed likely. Thefirst requires no action, as
there are possibilities in motion that carry the Coalition away from local space-time for the
foreseeable potentialities. The second is the need to eradicate the Governors as a species, which
will alleviate immediate population pressure on the Coalition worlds and thus the immediate
threat to the local colony. This solution carries an attendant ecological cost and an eventual
pattern that may mean dealing with stronger and larger Coalition feelers. The third isto prepare
to exterminate as much of the nonlocal population of bipeds as is deemed necessary to prevent
their encroachment, if the emerging pattern proves them belligerent.

When the waves collapse, Kii will be glad to no longer worry. But they are not yet resolved, and so
Kii isworried, and the Consent is not open to Kii’ s advice.

Kii believes that a preemptive strike would be more effective. Kaiwo Maru is the nexus of
probabilities, the center of the indeterminacies. If Kailwo Maru is destroyed, so many waves

collapse—

Kii isoverruled. The Consent is that there are too many esthelich intelligences aboard Kawo
Maru in addition to the Governors, and the esthelich do not act yet in belligerence. The Consent is
to observe and prepare.

The Consent takes hold, and Kii ceases to recall why Kii, in an alternately collapsed wave, would
have felt differently.

When Elenareturned in the growing light of morning, Vincent’ s fisheye showed that she’ d been crying.
He hadn’t resumed her chair after Julian left, and instead stood in the shadows near the |l attice, watching
things like moths and probably named for them come and go among the dead, plucked flowers, ignoring
what threads of music and laughter drifted in from the streets. They werejangling, frantic sounds. Have
fun quick, before someone comes and stops you.

“You don't likethe garland,” Elenasaid, when he redlized she was waiting for him to notice her, and
turned. Her voice rasped. She coughed and rubbed her mouth with her hand.

“They' re dead. It trikes me as macabre to hang murdered plants al over your buildings. How much
longer isCarniva?’

“Seven days,” shesaid. “Ten al together. And the flowers are dead because nothing growsin a Dragon
city. Except carpetplant. They do their own weeding.”

“I didn’t think of that.”

“That's how the cities survived intact.” She came closer and joined him at the lattice, peering through the
bloomsto the empty courtyard. “Katya s not talking,” she said. “We re going to have to go to Claude.”

“Not an option,” he said, and bit hislip. “1 didn’t mean to say that. Some sneaky, underhanded diplomat



| am.”

Shedidn’t step closer, but hefelt her warmth againgt hisarm. It reminded him that his shouldersitched,
and he tightened hisfingers on the ledge of the porch railing.

“Y ou’ re more worried about him than you pretend.”

Helooked at her standing there, open-eyed, empty-palmed, and for amoment amost managed to think
of her as human.

“We need to involve security and the militia,” she continued when it became gpparent he had nothing to
say. “1 can't do that without Claude.”

“Elder Kyoto ison our sde”

“Elder Kyoto wouldn’t keep her job long enough to be of any useto usif shetried to sneak this past the
adminigtration. Why are you so opposed to involving them?’

“Other than her chalenging Angdoto adud?’
“Political maneuvering,” Elenasaid with awave of her hand. “Thereé smore.”

“All right,” Vincent said, and let hishandsfal open, too. “1 believe she and Saide Austin are aware
of—no, in colluson with—the operators of anillega genetics lab somewhere on New Amazonia. And
that they used that lab to create aretrovirus with which they then infected my partner, with the intent of
spreading a deadly epidemic across Old Earth.”

“Y ou have proof?’ Elenaasked, as of course she would.

“It'sin Angelo’s bloodstream,” Vincent answered. “We hadn’t had time to get it taken care of yet.”
“Oh.” Shetook ahaf-step forward, belly against the railing, her hands curled hard on the edge.
“Yeah,” Vincent said. “I’m not suretaking to Claude is the best possible solution.”

“No,” Elenasaid. “The genetic engineering, though. If we could prove that, we wouldn’t even have to
have her killed.”

“So dl we haveto doisfind agenetic lab so well hidden nobody in Penthesileaknowswhereitis.”

“You venever hadtofind anillega drug lab?’ Elenasaid. “ Somebody awaysknows. | just wish Lesa
were here.”

“Out of danger?’

“To help find it. Security directorate iswhat she does.”

21

LESA KNEW HER WAY THROUGH THE BUSH. UNARMED, barefoat, injured, and clad in the
rags of city clothes, she managed to stay ahead of the pursuit for most twelve hours, through the
afternoon rain and well into the evening of the long New Amazonian day, until the sounds of voices faded
and the only man-made sound she heard was the occasiond distant, echoing sgnd by gunfire, followed



by acrescendo of animal complaint.

She regretted not having a bush knife most of al. A gun would have been nice, and it chafed not to have
her honor at her hip, but aknife would have made travd infinitely easer. It aso would have left adefined
trail, of course, but crawling under still more thorny wire-plant, her scratched hands and forearms
swelling with infection, she didn’t think she' d care. At least the tender rednesswas likely just her own
skin flora; most New Amazonian bacteriadidn’t like the taste of Earth meat any better than did the New
Amazonian bugs.

Once the sun was up, she had managed a good bearing, though that wasn’t much use without a reference
point. Then, for lack of options, she had headed east. If the Right Hand hadn’t brought her too far from
Penthesilea, she'd find acoast in that direction. And if they’ d transported her any distance—well, this
looked like home jungle, and if it wasn't, something was very likely to eat her before she starved.

Unlikethe“insects’ and the “bacteria,” some of the larger New Amazonian life had absolutely no
objection to the taste of mammal. And fexawere quite territoridl.

In any case, it was bound to be along walk.

At least she could entertain herself as she picked her way over borer-addled trunks and through drapes
of waterlogged vines by trying to decide how she was going to explain to Vincent that she’ d left
Kusanagi-Jones behind.

The conscious edge of her brain wasn't helping her anyway. What she needed was the inner animdl, the
ingtincts tuned to shifts of light and the cries of big-eyed, ringtailed treekats awakening for the night and
the black-and-violet, four-winged Francisco's macaws settling down in their roosts. She thought about
fashioning weapons, but that would take time, and her advantage right now was in staying ahead of her
pursuers—wel l-armed men who knew thelay of the land.

Shedid pick up astout branch, green and springy. It had agnawed, pointed gnarl a the base where it
had been disarticulated by atreekat after the infestation of bugsin the heartwood. The smdler twigs had
withered sinceit fell, but only afew rootlets protruded; she stripped them away, broke the dender end
off, and found herself possessed of a serviceable three-foot-long club.

The rich scent of loam rose from under her denting footsteps, and insectoids scurried from overturned
litter. She made an effort to walk more lightly, picking past clumps of mossthat would show her
footsteps, hopping between patches of wild carpetplant that flourished where sunlight managed to pierce
the canopy in long, flickering rays. It wouldn't bruise, even when she jumped on it, and it beat sticking to
gametrails. Those would lead pursuit right to her.

She needed to find a place to bed down for the night.

Lesahad dept rough before, but she had no illusions about her odds of surviving anight inthejungle
unarmed, without shelter, and without daring to build afire even if she had the wherewithal to do so. It
might keep off animals, but it would be as good as a beacon to the Right Hand.

At least being dive-bombed and picked clean by sirens or strangled by afexawould be quick.

She found acrevice under afdlen log big enough to cram hersdlf into, hegped leef litter under it to
conserve warmth, and hauled a drape of living wire-plant over the top to serve as a barricade to any
wandering animass, savaging her hands further in the process. She picked the thorns out of her pAmswith
her teeth, and dropped them in the cup of arain-collecting plant among wriggling tadpoles so the water
could help hide the scent of her blood.



The pungent stinging scent of wire-plant sap would serveto concedl her own body odor.

She crammed hersdlf into her impromptu shelter as dusk was growing thick under the trees, controlled
her breathing, and resolutely closed her eyes.

Kusanagi-Jones sighed and tugged idly &t his shackles, galling hiswrists and pulling at the shalow knife
cut on hisforearm. He didn’t shift either the three-centimeter-thick staple they were locked to or the
beam behind it. Apparently better bondage equipment had arrived during the night. And when he' d been
lying on the ground in the center of camp, flat on his back from the paraytic agent the insurgents had used
to bring him down, he’ d seen severa more good-sized shelters dl overhung with holographic and utility
fog camouflage. At least two aircars had gone out after Lesa. The entire camp was under afase
rain-forest canopy, dl but invisible from the air, probably protected by IR and other countermeasures.

Codlition technology. Which aso explained how they’ d managed to shut down hiswardrobe. Miss
Ouagadougou wasn't the only Codlition agent on the ground here.

Somebody was running guns.

And the nasty, suspicious part of Kusanagi-Jones s mind—the one that tended to keep him divein
Stuations like this—chipped in with the observation that he and Vincent hadn’t been trusted with the
information. Which told him that they weren't the primary operation in thistheater.

They were the staking horse. And the real operation was an armed insurrection.

Who'd missacouple of disgraced old faggots anyway? And if Vincent happened to get himsdlf killedin
theater by enemy action, it wasn't asif Katherine Lexasdaughter could complain, no matter how much
pull she had with the Codlition Cabinet. Which made sense of yesterday’ s unutterably stupid grab for
Vincent in Penthesileg, too. It gave the Codlition one more big black check mark in the invade New
Amazonia column to present the Governors.

At least he was more comfortable now. They’ d permitted him access to a privy, and the shackles gave
him enough dack to stand, Sit, or even stretch out on hisback if he crossed hisarms over his ches—and
enough dack to kick the“food” they’ d brought him amost far enough away that he didn’t have to smell
charred flesh every time he turned his head.

The water, he' d drunk; it was clean, and there had been plenty of it, and if they wanted to drug him they
didn’t need to hideit in hisrations when another dart would work just fine. He had tried afew bites of
the bread, but there was something cloying about the taste and texture that made him suspect it contained
someingredient he didn’t care to consume.

He' d wait. Hewas't hungry enough for it to affect his performance, yet.

It was best that Lesa had escaped. She had a better chance of getting back than he did, and a better
chance of being heard when she did so. And Kusanagi-Jones was safer in captivity anyway. Lesslikely
to be raped or tortured—and they hadn't tried anything yet, though he wouldn’t bet his ration number on
it—and more likely to survive the experienceif they wanted to use him to extract something from
Vincent.

Hewouldn’t be held as abargaining chip, though. Not if they were dready receiving Codlition aid.
Presuming they knew who they were receiving it from. Which was presuming alot.

He shifted again, wishing he could rub the torn skin under his manacles or his cut shoulder. Hisdocs



weren't dependent on the power supply of hiswatch or hiswardrobe; they used the kinetic energy of his
own bloodstream to power themselves, afailsafe that kept them operational aslong as his heart was
besting. And they were doing an acceptable job of preventing infection, and even speeding hedling, but
the wounds could hardly have itched more.

Another damned irritation, like the hunger and the dehydration making him light-headed in the hest.

He closed his eyes, leaned his head back against the post, and tried to think as Vincent would. What
purpose would holding him serve? What was he doing dive?

There was the obvious answer. Bait.

“You know,” Kusanagi-Jones said to the air, “he redlly only brings me dong so they’ [| have someoneto
take hostage.”

Hewasbait. A hook in Vincent. Because the Right Hand had missed Vincent, and the Right Hand was
taking aid from the OECC. And if anything happened to Vincent, while Katherine Lexasdaughter
couldn’t very well take the OECC to task for it, she could certainly demand somekind of retaliation
aganst New Amazoniafor so cardlessy disposing of her son. And if shedidn’t, the Codlition could.

Vincent’ s abduction and death was probably a good enough excuse that the Governorswould alow the
OECC to go to war against New Amazonia. And if anybody in the Cabinet suspected that the
recacitrant leader of the Captain’s Council on Ur was plotting with abunch of hysterica and heavily
armed Amazons, the desth of Katherine's son at the hands of such might be seen as a good enough way
of putting an end to any revolutionary aliances.

And wasn't it just adamned shame that Lesa had aready |eft, and Kusanagi-Jones didn’t have any way
of transferring that particular sartling deduction to Vincent.

He could reconstruct the scenario easily enough. Lesa had followed Katya, caught her about to join
Stefan and the rest of the revolutionaries, and Katya s controller had taken Katya “ hostage” with a
wegpon they both knew was loaded with stun capsules, but which Lesawould think lethd. After
Kusanagi-Jones rode to the rescue, Katya had had the presence of mind to establish hersalf on the
winning team by incapacitating her colleagues. . .until Kusanagi-Jones let his guard down long enough to
get shot in the back like arookie. And the Right Hand had seen achanceto reset itstrap for Vincent.

Kusanagi-Jones closed his eyes again, settled his shoulders againgt the unfinished wood of the beam, and
tried to ignore the pain in his shoulder enough to nap. It looked like he’ d be wanting to escape after dl.

He dozed intermittently through the heet of the afternoon. His disabled wardrobe dragged at his body
and trapped the heat againgt his skin, raising irritated bumps, but the docs were working well enough to
sedl hiswound. Occasional shadows across the gap under the door told him when he was observed, and
the sweat rolled across his forehead and down his neck to sting hiseyes and his cuts.

Hedidn't think they’d unsecure him after dark, and was surprised when, asthe light wasfailing, the chain
around the doorpost finally rattled and did. A moment later, the door cracked open and abig silhouette
filled theframe.

The door shut behind it and Kusanagi-Jones heard the chain refastened by someone outside.

“Micheangelo,” the man said, as Kusanagi-Joneswas il blinking his eyesto refocus them after thelight.
“I amntruly sorry about this.”



It was Robert. As he approached, Kusanagi-Jones pushed himself up the post, determined to meet him
ganding.

He found the apology somewhat specious, but this didn’t seem the time to explain. So he grunted, and
consdered for amoment how best to absorb theinjury if it cameto blows.

But instead, Robert crouched just out of range of Kusanagi-Jones sfeet and began pulling things from the
capacious pockets of hisvest. He laid them on the floor, bulbs of some cloudy yellowish fluid and three
pieces of unfamiliar fruit. One was knobby and purple-black in the dim light, the other two larger and
creamy yellow, covered in bumps that reminded Kusanagi-Jones unpleasantly of his current case of
prickly hest.

“I brought something you can eat,” Robert said, without rising. His shiny black boots creased acrossthe
toes as he balanced lightly, the insteps and toes daubed with clotted mud. Bloused trousers were tucked
into the topsjust below the knees. His head jerked dismissively at the flat leaf Kusanagi-Jones had
shoved asfar away as he could. “1 didn’t expect they would have taken any care about it.”

Robert edged the offering forward, while Kusanagi-Jones watched, feet planted and chained hands
hanging at his sides. He kept his eyes on those creases across the toes of Robert’ s boots, and not on the
hands, or on thefood. Or, most important after the endless hest, the liquid.

“What'sin the bulbs?’ he asked when Robert had pushed them as close as he meant to and settled back
onhisheds.

“Dilute bitterfruit. Electrolytes, sugars, and water. Factory sedled, don't worry.”
“Can’'t exactly pick it up,” Kusanagi-Jones said, moving his hands enough to make the shackles clank.

Robert folded hisarms over his knees and looked up, mouth quirking, the faint light catching on the scars
that marked his shaven scalp. “Don’'t you know how to juggle? Use your feet.”

Kusanagi-Jones sighed. But he knew how to juggle.

He leaned againgt the pole, angled one leg out and braced it beside the offerings, and used the ball of the
other oneto roll thefirst bulb onto the top of histoes. Then he planted the second foot, shifted hisweight,
and used thefirst to flip the bulb into his hands.

Robert gpplauded lightly, so Kusanagi-Jones lifted an eyebrow at him and angled his body from the
waist, abow amid clanking. Then he raised his handsto his mouth, the cool, sweating bulb turning the
filth on his pamsinto mud. He tore through the ssem with histeeth.

The beverage was an acquired taste. It stung his mouth like tonic water.

It might be nasty, but it cleared his head. He drank dowly, so as not to shock his system, and then
retrieved the second globe the same way as the first before he said anything else to the patient,
motionless Robert. “So,” he said, weighing the soft-sided container in his pams, “what price charity?’

“No price.” He heditated. “If you gave me your promise of good behavior, | could see you moved to
better quarters.”

“Don’t pretend concern for my welfare.”

“I am concerned,” Robert said. “We re freedom fighters, not barbarians. And I’ m sorry your arriva here
was S0 rough. It wasimprovised. They were under instructions not to harm you or Vincent, or Lesa”



“Y ou make it sound dmost asif we re not bargaining chips.”

Robert smiled, teeth flashing white in the darkness. “Y ou’ re dmost not. Y ou won't give me your word?’
And Kusanagi-Jones opened hismouth to lie—

And could not doit.

He could judtify hisfailurein adozen ways. The smplest wasto tell himsdlf thet if he gave Robert his
word and broke it, here, now, under these circumstances, he would become useless as an operative in
any capacity relating to New Amazonian culture, forever. Their system of honor wouldn't tolerate it. But
it wasn't that.

“Thanksfor the drinks,” he answered, and shook his head.

And Robert grunted and stood, and made aformal sort of bow with folded hands. “Don’t forget your
fruit,” he said, and turned to rap on the door, which opened to let him |eave.

By the time Kusanagi-Jones finished the fruit, the hut was as dark asthe one he’d woken up in. He dried
dick hands on hisfilthy gi, and then clutched his chains below the shackles, holding tight. Leaning back on
his hedls, pulling the heavy chain taut, he began to rock back and forth againgt the staple, trying to limit
the pressure on hiswounded arm.

Something sniffed Lesa slair in the dark of night, the blackness under the shadow of the trees. Whatever
it was, it found the wire-plant discouraging and continued on itsway. Lesadept in fits, too exhausted to
stay awake and too overwrought to deep. She' d never spent alonger night.

In the morning, the cheeping and whirring of darm cals brought her from a doze asthe skies grayed
under an encroaching sun. Lesafrozein her paltry shelter, jammed back against the leef litter that cupped
her meager warmth, and held her breath.

There were three of them, two maes and awoman. All carried long arms—the woman in addition to the
honor &t her hip, while the men had bush knives—and one of the males and the woman held them &t the
ready. Thethird had his dung and was nodding over asmall devicein the pam of hishand. They
conferred too quietly for Lesato make out the words, and then the woman leveled her weapon and
pointed it at Lesa stree. “Y ou might aswell come out, Miss Pretoria. Otherwise I’ll just shoot you
through the vines, and that would be ignominious.”

Lesa scramped limbs trembled as she pried hersdf from her cave, collecting more long superficia
scratches from the wire-plant as she pushed it asde. She stood hunched, her resting place having done
nothing to help the spasm in her neck, and Sared at the taller of the two males. Hishair was
unmigtakable, agtartling light color that Lesawas dmost tempted to cal blond, though nobody classically
blond had survived Assessment. He was out of context, though, and it took her amoment to place him.
The shock of recognition, when it came, was disorienting. Stefan. Stefan, the gentle male who worked as
asecretary in the Cultura Directorate. Under Miss Ouagadougou.

Not adirection in which Lesa had been looking for conspiracy.

“Your hands,” the woman said, continuing to cover her while the second male did his detecting
equipment into a cargo pocket and came forth to immobilize her wrists. No cords thistime, but ceramic
shacklesjoined by ahinge that dlowed only alimited range of motion.



At least he cuffed her handsin front of her and the smooth ceramic didn’t irritate her lacerated wrists. He
stepped back three quick steps and grabbed Stefan by the shoulder, turning him away.

Thewoman didn’t let her rifle waver, and Lesawatched her for severa moments, and then sighed and
sat down on the mossy log, her bound handsin her 1ap.

Backsturned or not, she could hear more than they intended her to. And it wasn't reassuring. Robert’s
name was mentioned, followed by amumble that made the woman snap over her shoulder, “I don't give
adamn what she thinks”

“If we take her back to camp, it’ sjust one more decision to makein theend,” Stefan said. He turned,
and caught her gaping before she could glance down. His mouth firmed over histeeth, an expression she
understood. A dudist’s expression, and one she' d seen on the faces of stud malesbeforeaTrial.

“It' stoo much risk to keep her alive,” he said, and Lesalet the bregth she seemed to be holding hiss out
over her teeth, and, for amoment, closed her eyes.

“ And too much risk to shoot her,” the woman said. Lesa opened her eyesin time to see Stefan answer
her with aflip of hishand, but she continued. “ She has family in the group, Stefan. | don't think
anybody’ s going to be comfortable with the ideathat their relatives aren’'t ssfe—"

“Do you suppose they thought we' d be able to overthrow the government without bloodshed?”
The woman bit her lip. “I don’t think they expected their loversto be shot out of hand.”

Stefan nodded, till staring at Lesa, who managed another shalow breath around the tightnessin her
throat. “It' [l havetolook naturd, then,” he said. “That’ snot hard. There are plenty of waysto dieinthe
jungle. Exposure, fexa, sneakbite.”

He glanced around, and Lesawobbled to her feet. The woman leveled her rifle again, her squint creasing
the corners of her eyes. Thank you, Lesamouthed at her, but she only shrugged and shifted her grip on
therifle

“Here” Stefan said. “Mikhall, give meyour gloves.”

The second man pulled apair of hide gloves from another cargo pocket and passed them to Stefan. He
tugged them on, his eyes on hisfingersrather than Lesa as he made sure they were seated perfectly. And
then he walked toward her, past her, and began tugging at the mess of wire-plant until the bulk of it was
on the ground, the long stems dragging down from their parasitic anchor pointsin the canopy. Nestsfell
in showers of twigs and twists of desiccated parasitic moss, two yellow-gray eggs shattering on the
ground and one bouncing unharmed on a patch of carpetplant.

When he' d freed most of the vines, Stefan placed his hands carefully between thorns and gave the plant a
hard, definite yank, enough to sway the strangler oak it rooted in and bring another shower of twigs and
dead leaves down. A glistening black Francisco’'s macaw swooped down, shrieking, and made aclose
pass at his head, fore-wings beating wildly and the hind-wings folded so closeto its body that the gold
primary feathers merged with thetall plumage.

Stefan ignored it completely, even when it made a second pass, close enough for the claws of its
hind-wingsto brush hishair. “Bring her up here.”

Mikhail and the woman started forward, though she waited until Mikhail had agood grip on Lesabefore
lowering therifle.



Lesamadethem drag her. A few scuffsin the earth might be revealing, if the right person found her bodly.
If anyone ever found her body.
She shook her head. Negative thinking. She would find away out of this.

Mikhail unlocked her cuffs, but by then Stefan had her armstoo tightly restrained for her struggling and
feet-dragging to make any difference. But she kept squirming and kicking anyway, until fighting made the
thorns of the wire-plant Stefan wound around her bite that much deeper. Then she sagged, dead weight,
but he hung her on the plant like so much laundry anyway, vineswinding her wrists and crossing her
chest, thorns sunk like hooksinto her skin.

When Mikhail released her and the thorns took her weight, she couldn’t even scream. She choked out a
whimper, bit her lip, managed to pull it back to the barest whine. Her flesh stretched against imbedded
thorns.

Mikhail backed up, scrubbing his pams againgt his capacioudy pocketed trousers, and the woman
looked down as Stefan draped afew more vines artistically across her chest. Then he a'so moved away,
frowning at his handiwork. Lesa could barely see him, though the morning had grown bright. Her vison
was empty at the edges, and every breath, no matter how shallow, sank the vine' s three-centimeter
thorns more deeply into her skin. Some of them shattered, stripping off the vines, but there were many
more, and they were fresh and green.

They took her weight.

Stefan dropped out of sight. Lesa heard scuffling, but couldn’t turn her head. A moment later, he
reappeared, diding from under her log with her improvised club in hishand. He weighed it across his
palm, and then took good hold of it and smashed at the ground with a croquet-malet swing.

Whatever he was doing, afew blows satisfied him. He whirled the club overhead, and dung it tumbling
deep among the trees. Mikhail stared down at hisfeet, and flinched when Lesa couldn’t hold back
another whimper.

“Right,” Stefan said, grabbing the woman’swrigt in aliberty that would have shocked Lesa under other
circumstances. “Comeon,” he said, and paused long enough to smile up at Lesa. “Pleasant dreams, Miss
Pretoria”

Then he herded his companions away.

They were out of sight, and Lesa considering her optionsfor the least painful method of breething, when
shefdt thefirst savage, stinging bite on the edge of her foot and jerked stupidly againgt the thorns, and
cried.

Stefan had broken open anant’s nest. And while they might not think humans were good egting, they
were more enthusiastic about driving off something that might be the predator that had attacked their
home.

Except this predator didn’t have anyplace to run.

22
KUSANAGI-JONESWASSTILL AT IT LONG AFTER SUNRISE, but he thought the staple might



be loosening. He heard afaint clicking now when herocked it against the wood. When it went, it would
goal at once, and he' d find himsdf sprawled flat on hisback in the dirt. At least the chains and the staple
were stedl, unlike the manacles. They’ d make areasonably effective weapon, once the other end was no
longer bolted down.

The clatter of the door lock |eft him plenty of warning that somebody was about to enter, if the murmur of
voices hadn't been enough. He released his grip on the chains and began pacing, wearing out the brief

arc permitted. Two steps and pivot, two steps and pivot the other way. Exactly what Vincent would have
been doing in his pogtion.

He had lessthan ameter of dack.

Light spilled in when the door opened with the brilliance of midmorning. Kusanagi-Jones averted his
eyes, staring toward the darkest corner of hisdomain, and waited until the door banged the frame again
and the brightness dimmed.

“Michelangelo.” Robert again, standing by the door, hisleft hand cupped beside histhigh asif hehdd
something concedled in the pam.

“Breskfast dready?’ Kusanagi-Jones asked. “ Seemslikeyou just left.”

Robert’ s smile wastight. “ Do you remember what | said about the Right Hand not being the barbarians
we're painted?’

Kusanagi-Jonesfolded his handsin front of him and nodded dowly, the chains pulling againgt hiswrigts.
“I waswrong,” Robert said, and flipped something through the air.

Kusanagi-Jones caught it reflexively. A code stick, the sort that worked asakey. Heheld it up
inquiringly, the shackles stopping his hand before it came leve with hisface.

“Go ahead,” Robert said. He crouched, and began digging in the capacious pockets of hisvest. Objects
piled on the packed dirt before him. Kusanagi-Jones recognized emergency gear, a primitive datacart of
the sort that seemed ubiquitous on New Amazonia, atwo-foot knife that Robert pulled from under his
vest, apocket lighter, and the crinkly packaging of asterile med-kit.

Hedidn't stand and gawk. He skipped the code stick over the manacles and pried them open with a
sgh, careful not to let the chains clang againgt the pole when he lowered them. He dropped the code
stick on the floor and kicked dirt over it, and stepped toward Robert.

“Y ou' re heping me escepe.”
“WE re going together,” Robert said. “ The team that went after Lesa came back.”

“Without her?” Kusanagi-Jones sank onto his haunches and began picking items out of the pile and
dipping them insde his gi, where the belt would hold them in place. Robert had aso provided socks and
apair of low boots, which Kusanagi-Jonesjammed hisfeet into.

“Stefan and Mikhail said they found no sign of her.”

Kusanagi-Jones was not Vincent, but even he could read the irony in that tone. He hefted the knife—he
would call it amachete—and shoved it through hisbelt like apirate’ s scimitar. The hilt poked him under
theribs.



“There was athird with them. Medeline Angkor-Wat. The tracker. Who told me the truth, after Stefan
and Mikhail went to get coffee.”

Kusanagi-Jones waited.

Robert lifted his head, fixed Kusanagi-Jones with alook that froze histhroat, and filled the slence, the
way peopledid. “We might have achance to get to her while she's4till dlive,” he said, and shoved a
water bottle into Kusanagi-Jones s hand. “ There' sa GPS locator and amap in the datacart. If we get
separated. Medeline s best-guess location for where they left Lesais plotted. It won't be off by more
than afew hundred meters. She'sgood.”

Unless she' s lying to you. Kusanagi-Jones pressed his elbow againgt the pad insde his gi, without
voicing the comment. “What about the guard?’

“I brought Chun breskfast,” Robert said. “He should be unconscious by now. And the guards at the gate
won't know you. Here.” He produced a wadded-up dark green shirt from somewhere, and tossed it at
Kusanagi-Jones's chest.

Kusanagi-Jones shrugged it on over hisgi. It looked less out of place, and the bottoms were dirty enough
to pass for the same sort of baggy tan trousers that Robert was wearing.

Robert stood and rattled the door. “ Chun?”

There was no answer. Kusanagi-Jones breathed out a sigh he knew better than to have been holding,
and waited while Robert pulled the chain through the hole in the door and used another code stick to
unfasten thelock.

They had to heave Chun’ s unconscious body aside to dip through. The sentry had passed out leaning
againg the door with hisplatein hislap. Kusanagi-Jones carefully reclosed the door, pulled the chain free
and dipped it into his pocket, and propped Chun back up as he had been. There was no need to leave
the place looking like an escape in progress.

And then, side by side, Robert chatting aimlesdy about some sporting event, they headed for the gate.
“Eader to sted anaircar,” Kusanagi-Jones suggested in low tones. “1 can hotwire those.”
“They dl have beacons. Besides, it’s only about fifteen kilometers. We' ll befine.”

The boots were too tight and pinched across the ball of Kusanagi-Jones sfeet. He could aready fed
every step of that fifteen kilometers. “I hope you can run,” he quipped, which earned him an arched
eyebrow.

He wondered what Vincent would have made of that look, of the jaunty set of Robert’s shoulders.

And if it would have meant anything. Because if Robert had been fooling Lesafor aslong as he must
have been, the only explanation wasthat either hewasaL.iar, too, or he' d been very lucky never to find
himself in acontext that Lesa could pick up what he was conceding from her.

Of course, it was possible that the New Amazonian women just didn’t talk to their men very much.

The guard a the gap in the zareba barely gave them aglance. They emerged into a camouflaged clearing
that extended afew meters beyond the stockade, and crossed it quickly, Kusanagi-Jones blinking
gratefully when they entered the shade of the trees. He did a hand under the borrowed shirt and retrieved
the datacart, wincing at the beep when it activated.



Amateurs.

Something took flight overheed, invisible among the branches.
“What are you doing?’ Robert asked.

“She'seast?’

“So Meddinesaid.” Robert stepped into the lead, using hisown long knifeto lift vegetation out of the
way rather than dashing at it. Of that, at least, Kusanagi-Jones approved.

The map was easy to use. Lesa s estimated position was marked by ayellow dot, that of
Kusanagi-Jones and Robert by a pulsing green glow. All he had to do was make the second match the
fird.

He d done harder thingsin Academy.

Robert never knew what hit him. Michelangel o stepped | eft, the chain from the door doubled in hisright
hand, thelock swinging fredly. It struck Robert at the base of the skull, on arising arc that snapped his
head forward and sent him crashing forward into the brush. Hisknife went flying.

Michelangelo had to search to find it, after he straddled Robert and broke his neck.

It was a pity, because Michelangelo had sort of liked him. But he' d dready proved he would switch
Sdes over awoman he d betrayed at least once, and unlike Vincent, Michelangelo didn’t believein
redemption.

Andyou couldn’t trust aLiar.

Lesawould have taken the night before over the day that followed. At least nants weren’t much for
climbing, and few of them bothered to scalethe inside of her trousers past where they bunched at the
knee. After awhile, the scathing agony of each individud bite, like a heated needle dipped into her skin,
dulled into consistent pain as her flesh puffed up, honeycombed with lymph.

And when she could manage not to flinch reflexively a every bite, shedidn’t wind up imbedding the
thornsfarther into her skin. Thrashing wouldn't help her anyway. The wire-plant’ s barbs were
backcurved like fishhooks, and every twist impaed her more. But if she could get her hands around the
Vines...

They were strong enough to take Stefan’ sweight. If Lesa could manage agrip on them while she till had
the strength, she could lift hersdf off the barbs. They hurt, but they weren't long enough to threaten her
unlessthey tore her throat or eyes, or punctured her inner thighs where the femoral arteries ran shalow.

It meant freeing one arm, however, while her entire weight rested on the wire-plant wrapping her other
arm and her torso, and every movement earned her anguish.

Thethorns didn’t come out any sweeter than they’ d gonein. She closed her eyesin concentration and
lifted, edged, bending her writ in an arc that encouraged the burred vine to drag down the back of her
hand. She couldn’t just yank hersdf off the thorns without impaling herself on others; she had to coax it.

It was like giving birth, one centimeter, two centimeters. A dide and amoan and afraction closer to
freedom.



Flecks of sun dotted her face through the fluttering leaves of the strangler oak, and her tongue swelled in
her mouth by the time she got the last serrated coil to scrape down her arm and drop away. She swayed
with reaction and gasped painfully, the vines crossing her torso tightening.

Lifting her head, blinking sweat from her lashes, she studied the vines on her right Side, looking for a
place with fewer thorns. The motion made her light-headed, the jungle agreen whirl around her as she
tilted her head back. But it would go faster now. She had ahand free, through careful work and resolute
refusal to panic, and there was a pot about a hadf-meter to the right and dightly over her head where the
thorns might be thin enough that she' d only shred her hand grabbing onto the vine, rather than crippling it.

It beat dying here.
She reached out and took hold, gritting her teeth against the pain as she forced hersdf to close her hand.

Some of the thorns broke, while others cut deep, but she held on. Held on, and tensed the shoulder, and
flexed the biceps, and pulled. Shefelt the tendonsin her forearm take the strain, the searing heet flash up
her neck, blinding white static, and aconcomitant lessening of pain as her weight came off the thorns.

This might just work.

When Vincent had asked to talk to Katya, he hadn’t expected Elenato consent. They both knew talk
was a euphemism. But she showed him into the room and left him there, and almost two days later, there
he still sat, acrossalow table from Katya, his bare hedls resting on the strictly decorative rungs of astool
that was an outgrowth of House rather than a piece of individud furniture. He was dready growing
accustomed to single-purpose objects, wasteful asthey were. Thelittle cultural differences could seem
absolutely homey, compared to the big ones.

Katya stared sullenly, her hands folded in her Iap asif to hide the manacleslinking her wrists. She
wouldn't shift her gaze from his chin, which was meant to be disconcerting.

Vincent wouldn't permit it to Succeed.

Shewas good. Very practiced, very serene, offering open, neutral body language nearly as controlled as
Michelangel o' s despite exhaustion that had her swaying in her chair. Many years of practicein lying to
her mother had given her that edge.

But Vincent wasn't Lesa, and he didn’t have amother’ s blindness, her self-deception.
Katya Pretoria had no power over him.

They had been stting here, with brief intermissions, for sixty-one hours, most of two New Amazonian
days. Katya had been sitting longer than Vincent, because Agnestook over when Vincent left the room,
and Katya...didn't leave the room.

Agnes, Katyawould plead with. Vincent didn’t envy the older woman that.

Vincent could have taken longer breaks, but he contented himsalf with catnaps barely longer than
microd eeps, because they were in thistogether. She needed never to redlize he had been gone long
enough to rest...and when she broke, he needed to be there. He needed to be making a difference,
doing something, anything. Eveniif it waswrong.

And besides, he had something neither Katya nor Agnes had. He had chemistry, and his superperceiver’s



ills.

He hadn’t seen Elena Pretoria since the interrogation started, and he didn’t blame her. He didn't have a
granddaughter, but if he did, he didn’t think he' d care to watch her browbesaten, cgjoled, mided,
manipulated, and entrapped by the likes of Vincent Katherinessen.

Especidly if hischild' slife hungin the baance.

He could only hope that wherever she was, Elenawas putting as much effort into locating Saide Austin’s
illegd genetic engineering lab as Vincent wasinto prying any potentidly useful information out of Katya.
And having better success.

He thought she might be weakening, though. The pauses were growing longer, the disconnects between
her sentences had become disconnects between phrases, and she could no longer maintain the thread of
alie—or even anarrative. Her wobble on the stool had become a sway.

Shewould break. All he needed wastime. And to put away the sinking, invaid knowledge that
Michelangelo could aready be dead. That was unbearable, the ideathat something could have
happened, and Vincent would not know. He wanted to believe there was some connection, that
somehow he' d understand if anything happened. 1t was sdf-delusion. Magicd thinking.

Even breaking her wasn't without risks. After acertain point, she'd tell him anything just to get himto
leave her done. If shelied, he was counting on his ability to catch it. Almost as much as he was counting
on her actualy possessing the information he needed, which might be alittle more problematic. But he'd
ded with that crisswhen he got there.

“Katya,” he said as he hopped off his stool and came around the table to stand beside her, “if you tell me
where they took your mother, | can let you deep. | can get you something to drink and put you in your
own bed. Wouldn’'t that be nice?’

She blinked, wrapping her fingers around each other, her legs splayed wide as she tried to balance
hersaf. Her toes curled into the carpetplant, flexing tendons playing across the tops of her feet. “Can't
tell,” shesaid, inatired little-girl voice that could have broken his heart. “ S important.”

She sounded drunk. But she still was't to the point of giving him any old answer he asked for just to
placate him.

“Y our mother’slifeisin danger,” he said, and managed not to frown when Katya shook her head.

No impatience. It wasn't hisstyle. And however long it wasfor him, it seemed twice aslong to her.
Katyacouldn't know it, because House had been asked to conced time cuesin the celling and walls
(which Vincent also hoped was disconcerting to someone who had spent her life under, more or less,
natural light), but the sun was setting outside, and Lesaand Michelangelo had been in captivity sncethe
afternoon of the day before yesterday.

And the evening and the morning were the second day, Vincent thought, and stroked her hair,
pushing dark strands off her clammy forehead. Admittedly, the insurgents had taken greet care to capture
them dive, and if it was the same group that had tried to snatch Vincent, they had been amost solicitous.

But histraining and his experience told him hostages that weren't rescued within seventy-two hours
usudly weren't rescued. Thelogistics of keeping somebody divein detention started to wear on the
captors, arguments started, and mistakes. ..were made.

“Y our mother needs you. Y ou can save her, Katya.”



“My mother’sfine,” sheindsted, words durring out after such adelay that he startled at the sound.

“What if she'shurt? What if she needs medica attention? Y ou made some bad choices, Katya. But
nothing we can't fix, if we get to her intime.”

“They wouldn't hurt her.” A chink, the first admission she' d made that she knew who had Lesa. She
didn’'t seemto redlize her error. Instead, she waved her hands for emphasis, but the manacles brought
her up short and the weight of her own arms overbalanced her. Like Vincent's, her stool was an
extenson of House. It didn't tip.

But Katyadid, flailing, and fell hard. Vincent caught her, cushioned the impact, but he wastired, too, and
she dipped through his hands and landed on her shoulder on the carpetplant with a sharp sound. She
pulled her knees up asif to hide her face againgt them.

Vincent crouched beside her, none too steady himsalf. He had to pause and adjust his chemistry, or he
would have joined her on the floor. Energy rose through him like sap. 1t didn’t fool him; he could fed the
ache of wearinessin his bones, the sensation of every joint in his hands swollen and fouled with grit. The
itch and ache of peeling skin on hisback, thighs, and shoulderswasn't hel ping. At least the sun toxicity
had faded, and hisfever, muscle pain, and nausea had broken. If he wasn't so damned tired, he might
even bethinking clearly.

It was asmall enough consolation.

Katyagiggled as he got his hands under her armpits and hauled her upright. It morphed into a sob when
he deposited her back onto the stool, balancing her carefully before he stepped away. Agnes, wherever
she was watching from, was probably scandaized. Vincent redlly didn't care.

With Katya swaying behind him, he crossed to the door and tapped it open. As he' d predicted, Agnes
waited there, arms crossed, chin tilted belligerently when he stepped into the corridor.

“Would you get usadrink?’ he asked. “ Something sugary. Fruit juice. With agimulant in it.”

She nodded and turned away. He waited just outside the door until she came back, two cupsin her
hand. He took only one of them, smiled, and stepped back into the small chamber that had become an
interrogation room.

Katya, miraculoudy, was till on her stool. He set the cup down on the table, out of her reach, and stood
between her and it. “Come on, Katya,” he said, quietly. “Help me out here.”

Shelifted her eyes, focused on hisface. Another crack in the armor. His heart rate picked up.
Sometimes, when they broke, it happened dl at once. Like pebblesrolling down ahill. “I want to deep,”
she said, more digtinctly than he would have thought she could manage.

“Me, too.” He reached around behind him, picked up the mug, took asip of thejuice. It was cold and
swest, with bits of pulp that burst on histongue when he swallowed. By an act of will, he managed not to
dranit.

Katyawatched what he was doing, and couldn’t stop herself from licking her lips. She wouldn't beg,
though.

He cameto her, put his hip against her shoulder, and with one hand encouraged her to lean back against
him. He brushed her hair, stroked it gently, smoothed the tangled strands. “ Talk to me, swestie,” he said.
“We both want to deep. Y ou can end this, you know, anytime.”



“Can't,” shesad. Her hair was dirty; the greasy strands coiled between hisfingers when she shook her
head. She probably would have fallen over again if he hadn’t braced her.

Hisfingerswanted to tighten in frustration, but hurting her wouldn’t net him anything. “Not can't,” he said.
“Won't. | can save her, Katya, but you haveto let me.”

She leaned her head againgt hisbelly, and he stroked her hair and held the cup to her mouth so she could
drink. Her manacled hands cupped around his, and she drank in long, lingering swallows, licking the edge
of the empty cup before she’'d let him take it away.

The sugar and stimulants worked fast. He felt her stabilizing before he finished reaching over her to set
the empty cup down. She shifted on the stool, but didn’t fal or pull away. Instead, she leaned her head
againgt his tomach, closed her eyes, and Sghed.

Hedidn't say anything, just kept stroking her hair. Gently, impersonally, as he would stroke a child' s hair.
Shewasrelaxing, dowly.

People were surprisingly easy to tame, when you knew how to go about it. A little kindness at an
unexpected moment could create abond. An interrogation was arelationship, and relationships were
based on developing trust. All seductions worked the same way; the seducer must creste empathy with
histarget. He must project himself into the target’ s emotiona space and create a connection. Such
connections were only effective when they ran both ways.

Vincent couldn’t remember if this had ever bothered him.
“Would you like another drink?’
“Please.” She hedtated. “ Could | usethetoilet, please?”’

She hadn’t been so palite thirty hours ago. “In amoment,” he said, and steadied her with one hand
before he stepped away. He made sure to collect the empty cup before going to the door. It waslight
and rounded, shatterproof, not much of aweapon—but any weapon was better than none.

He' d once seen aman killed with an antique paper fan. It was the sort of experience that stayed with a
person.

He exchanged the empty cup for the full, ignoring Agnes s glower, and returned. Katya s eyes were
closed. Thismoment of clarity would be brief, and before long she d crash harder than ever. Borrowed
energy would be repaid with interest.

He held the cup for her again, and again her hands came up to cover and contral his, the ceramic of her
manacleswarm againgt hiswrigt. She drank half, paused, and drank again, licking her lips when he took
the empty cup away. “ Do you redly think she'sin danger?’

Vincent turned and put his backside on the edge of the table. He folded his arms over his chest and
waited, letting his Slence be hisanswer.

“You'reredly worried.” Her voice dtill had that vague, frail note, more strained now though the
hoarseness had faded.

“I'm scared giff.” He made it into a confidence, leaning forward over hisfolded arms. “And | do want to
help. Y our mother, and Robert. And my partner.”

She bit her lip. He crossed his ankles and waited, insouciant though it was everything he could do not to



jitter againgt the table edge.
“Whatever they told you, therewill be bloodshed,” he said.
“Claude sgoing to el us out to you. To the Coalition.”

“Claude s your best hope of keeping the Codition out,” he said. All Kii’ s confidence aside, Vincent
wasn't certain that the Dragons could handle the combined might of the Governors and the OECC.
“Claude, or your grandmother. If the people you' re working for succeed in overthrowing the
government, who do you think will be here to pick up the pieces? A civil war isexactly what they would
want.”

“What you would want, you mean. | don't think so.” She still wasn't thinking well. It was evident in her
squint, in the pauses between her words. “If the Codlition wanted a, achange of government, you
wouldn't bearguing againg it.”

He sighed and straightened, came to her, and smoothed her filthy hair again. “ Sweetheart, | don’t work
for the Codition.”

Her eyeswere closed. She waslistening.

“I work with your mother,” he continued. “ And | agree with you, things have got to change on New
Amazonia. But wiping each other out for the convenience of the Governorsis not theway. Trust meon
this, as one born on arepatriated world.”

She pressed her face into his wardrobe.
“Get meamap,” shesad. “And apot of coffee.”

Vincent craved a shower, long and hot and decadent and New Amazonian. Anything to wash the deceit
off his skin. Instead, he bent down and kissed her on top of the head. Agneswas dready on theway in
with adatapad in her hand when, silently, her shoulders shaking, Katya started to cry.

When Kusanagi-Jones found Lesa, he judged by the drag marks that she had hauled hersdlf at least fifty
meters after disentangling hersdlf from the thorns. The sun was high, the air breathless and heavy under
the great arched trees, but the afternoon had not yet dimmed with the clouds that might bring rain, and
Kusanagi-Jones had not heard thunder. Lesalay curled among the arched roots of some smooth-boled,
gray-skinned tree, her hands locked over her face, her back wedged into a crevice more of asizefor a
child.

Kusanagi-Jones could smell the blood from two meters off. He couldn’t see her breathing. And he was
panting hard enough that he couldn’t have heard her.

His knees ached, his calves were shaking, his heart pounding hard enough that he saw itsrhythmin his
trembling hands. His feet were chafed raw and blistered in the boots, the borrowed socks soaked to
uselessness with sweet and serosanguinous fluid. He' d run the fifteen kilometers.

Hewasn't as young as he had been.

Timeto get out of the field, he thought, and considered for amoment the serious possibility that he
might be suffering amyocardid infarction. But the hammering pulse, the stabbing pain across his chest,
and the dark edges around his vision faded rather than worsening, and he managed to ssumble close



enough to go down on one knee beside Lesa, even as he didn’t quite manage to avoid thinking of her as
the body.

And now, findly, he heard thunder and adistant pattering like dry rice shaken in acontainer that might be
the sound of |leaves brushed aside by rain. The jungle was big and disorienting, full of thingsto trip over
and ground too soft to run on without twisting your ankle, the trees teeming with flickering animals, black
birds with feathered hind-limbs that they used like a second pair of wings and screaming green-feathered
lemurswith bright, blinking eyes.

Too late, hetold himsdlf as he gathered himself to touch her, bracing for disappointment, taking in the
seeping, swollen lumps of her feet, the glossiness of the infected scratches on her hands. He could kill
without hesitation, but it took him seconds to gather the courage to reach out and push her matted hair
away from her face.

Warm.

Of course, she would be. The air was hotter than his skin. Shedidn’t stir, and he reached to brush her
hair back, to afford her whatever privacy in death he could.

But something caught his attention and held it, and he heard himself bringing in adow, thoughtful breath,
full of the scents of blood and infection and the warm sweset yeasty smell of the moss and the fermenting
earth.

Her eyeswere closed. Closed adl the way, closed softly and completely, the way a dead woman’s eyes
would not be.

He grabbed her wrists and dragged her huddled body out from under the curve of theroot, laying her flat
on her back asrain began to patter on the leaves overhead, not penetrating the canopy at first but then
pounding down, splashing hisface, soaking adead man’ s shirt, washing the grime and sgp and blood off
the deep angry scratches on Lesa sface.

Kusanagi-Jones leaned back on his hedls, gathered Lesa up in hisarms so the water wouldn’t pound up
her nose, and tilted his own face to the warm rain, mouth open, feding her heart beat dowly againgt his
chest.

She awoke fifteen minuteslater, while he was dragging her into a hastily constructed shelter, rain il
smacking their heads. Thefirst thing she did when she blinked fevered eyes and saw him bent over, half
carrying and half-shoving her under a badly thatched |ean-to, was start to laugh.

“Onething | never understood,” Lesa said, rainwater dripping down the back of her neck. “Why the
Codlition is S0 set againgt gentle males—"

“What' s not to understand?’ Michelangelo might seem brusgue and hardhanded, sarcastic and cold, but
he touched her damaged skin with exquidite care. He' d gotten amedicd kit somewhere, and ashirt he
was tearing into bandages. Whatever he was doing made her feet hurt less. Which wasn't surprising; her
ankleslooked like the trunks of unhedlthy trees, and could hardly have hurt more.

He had gtarted at the soles of her feet, mummifying her from toes to ankles, and was now dabbing the
red, swollen bites on her calves.



“It'snot like you contribute to population growth,” she said, frowning. He pressed the sides of a bite,
clear fluid seeping between hisfingertips. “ Ow!”

“Sorry.” He smeared that wound, too, glossy leaves dimpling and catching under his knees as hisweight
shifted. The motion tumbled another scatter of rain down Lesa' s neck, and afew jeweled drops made
minute lenses on his close-cropped cap of hair. “No, it’s not. Not by accident, anyway.”

1] BlJt?l
“Y ou'’ re operating on spurious assumptions, so your conclusions are flawed.”
“How—Ow! How s07’

“One, that sexud preferences have anything to do with reproduction. Doesn’t matter who you fuck. Only
way to have an unauthorized baby on Earthisto planit.” His hands shook as he tucked in astray end of
bandage, and she thought, tartled, that he wasn't lying to her now.

“Two?" she pressed, when he' d been silent alittle longer.

“Human societiesaren't logical. Yoursisn't. Mineisn't. Vincent—" He coughed, or laughed, and shook
dripping water out of hishair. “—wadl, hisisat leest humaneinitsillogicaity.”

“Sowhy?
“Y ou want my theory? Worth what you pay for it.”
She nodded. He looked away .

“Culturd hegemony is based on conformity,” he said, after a pause long enough that she had expected to
go unanswered. “ Siege mentality. Look at oppressed philosophies, reigions—or religionsthat cast
themsel ves as oppressed to encourage that kind of defensiveness. Logic has no pull. What the lizard
brain wants, the monkey brain justifies, and when things are scary, anything different isthe enemy. Can
come up with ahundred pseudologica reasonswhy, but they dl boil down to onething: if you aren’'t one
of us, you're one of them.” He shrugged roughly into her silence. “I’m one of them.”

“But you worked for...'us.”
“In appearance.” He reached for another strip of cloth.

It was damp, but so was everything. She shivered when helaid it over seeping flesh. “How long have you
been adouble?’

The dow amile he turned on her when he looked up from the work of bandaging her legs might, she
thought, be the first honest expression she'd ever seen cross hisface. Helet it linger on her for amoment,
then glanced down again.

“I cantell you one way your society does make sense” Lesasaid. “ The reason Old Earth women don’t
work.”

“And New Amazonian men? But some do. Not everyone can afford the luxury of staying home.”
“Luxury? Don’t you think it’ satrap for some people?’

“Like Julian?’ Harshly, though his hands stayed consderate.



Shewinced. “Yes”

The silence stretched while he tore cloth. She leaned againgt rough bark. At least her back was mostly
unbitten. “During the Diaspora,” Lesasaid, “therewasn't work on Old Earth. Industry failed, demand
fell, money wasworth nothing. The only focus was on getting off-planet. Then, after the Vigil, after the
Second A ssessment, when the popul ation stabilized, there was an artificial surplus of Stuff left over from
before. The Old Earth economy relies on maintaining that labor shortage. So women'svaueto society is
not as professionas, but as homemakers or low-paid labor. And then you fetishize motherhood, and tell
them that they aren’t all good enough for that...”

Shetrailed off, looking down to see what he was doing to her legs. More salve, more bandages.
Meticulous care, up to her knees now. That was the worst of it.

“The Governors engineerswere mostly femae,” Micheangelo said, asif tofill up her silence. “ Seemed
likeagood ideaat thetime.”

“And Vincent didn’t know about your sympathies?’
“To Free Earth? He didn’t. Not the sort of thing you share. If | wind these, it’Il make it hard to walk.”

“Just salve,” she decided, regretfully. The pressure of the wraps made the bitesfed better. “He knows
now, though.”

“We both know. Ddlicious, isn't it?’

She' d never understand how he said that without the dightest trace of bitterness. “ So you grew up gentle
on Old Earth, and you became arevolutionary.”

“Never said they werelinked.”
“I can speculate.” Shetouched his shoulder. His nonfunctional wardrobe couldn't spark her hand away.

Hetucked thelast tail of the bandagesin, and handed her the lotion so she could dab it on the scattered
bites higher on her legs, her thighs and belly and hands. He sat back, and shrugged. “I1t’ s not common.
Maybe 4 percent, basdline, and they do genetic surgery. Mostly not an issue to manage homosexual
tendencies before birth. In boys. Girlsaretrickier.”

Histone made her flinch.

“Did | hurt you?’

“No,” shesad. “Jud...genetic surgery. You're so casud.”

“As casud asyou are about eating animals?’

It wasn't acomment she could answer. “And your mom didn’t opt for the surgery?”

“My mother,” he said, sitting back on his heds asthe imperturbable wall did closed again, * planned an
unauthorized pregnancy. And concedled it. | wasn't diagnosed prenatally. And | don’t think anybody
expected me to make it to mgority without being Assessed.”

“And you weren't.”

“No,” hesaid, quietly. “Shewas.”



Thistime, when he touched her ankle, she shivered. But not because of him. She covered his hand with
her own, leaning forward to do it, breaking open the crusted cuts on her palm and not caring. “I’ m glad
you weren't,” she said. And then she leaned back against the smooth gray aerid root of the big
rubbermaid tree that formed the beam and one wall of the lean-to, and dowly, definitely, closed her eyes.

23

VINCENT COULD SEE NOTHING FROM THE AIR, BUT THAT failed to surprise him. He
perched on the observer’ s seat of the aircar, beside the pilot, and made sure his wardrobe was active
and primed. The Penthesileans wouldn't give him awegpon, but aslong as he had hiswits, he wasn't
helpless.

A wegponized utility fog didn’t hurt either.
“They must have a camouflage screen up,” he said over his shoulder.
Elena, in the backseat, grunted asthe aircar circled. “ Or Katyalied to us”

“Also possible” Vincent admitted, asthe pilot reported finding nothing on infrared. “1 don’t suppose any
of these vehicles have pulse capability.”

“Thisonedoes,” the pilot answered, after aglance to Elenafor permission.

There were seven aircarsin the caravan, armored vehicles provided by Elder Kyoto through the Security
Directorate. According to Katya, that should be more than enough to handle the complement of this
particular Right Hand outpost.

And again, Katya might be wrong. Or she might be decoying them into atrap, though Vincent'sown
skillsand indinctstold him she believed she wastelling the truth.

Of course, he' d dso trusted his own skills and ingtincts about Michelangelo. But Angelo was the best
Liar in the busness—and close enough in Vincent' s affections that any reading would be suspect

anyway.

“Take us higher, please,” Vincent said. The pilot gave him adubiouslook, but when Elenadidn’t
intervene she shrugged and brought them up. Somewhere down there, indistinguishable from the rest of
the canopy by Gorgon-light, had to be the camouflage field. Invisible—but not unlocatable.

Vincent’ swardrobe included licenses for dozens of useful implements, among them an echolocator. It
was designed for use in Situations where there was no available light and generating more would be
unwise. In this case, he was obligated to patch through the aircar’ s ventilation systemsto externdize the
tympanic membranes, but that was the work of afew moments.

The readout projected to hisimplants was many-edged, shifting, tranducent, but perfectly detailed, each
individua leaf and branch discernable over the spongy reflection of the litter-covered ground. And just off
to the south was a gap in the fragile, shadowy echoes of the canopy, amysterious, rough-edged hole
floored with sharp regular echoes and softer elevated patches.

“There,” Vincent said, and pointed. “ South by southeast, 40 degrees descent.”

“It'sdl trees,” the pilot said, and Vincent frowned at her—the frown he reserved for people who
obvioudy couldn’t have meant to disappoint him, and so must have done it through some oversight. “It’s



autility fog,” hesaid. “A limited-license one. It pattern-matches the surrounding territory. Look, seethat
tree?’

Therewasone, in particular, abit taller than the rest and abit paer in color, asif it hadn’t entirely leafed
out yet or were growing in iron-poor oil.

The pilot nodded. Elenaleaned over the chair back to see better, laying a possessive hand on Vincent's
shoulder.

“There sanother one,” she said, and pointed |eft. The angle was different, and so the Slhouettes didn’'t
quite match, but there they were, asdike asif cloned. “Whichisred?’

Vincent indicated the second onewith ajerk of histhumb, making an effort not to shrug her hand away,
no matter how it irritated. And reminded him of the tenderness of pedling skin.

At least the damned sunburn hurt less than it had and his wardrobe was doing an adequate job of coping
with the doughing epidermis. Which was unpleasant. But, by comparison, didn’t hurt enough to be
worthy of theterm.

“Isit safe to descend through the canopy?’

He hegtated. “Theoreticaly.”

“Meaning?’

“Meaning it’sauitility fog, and they can be wegponized. Elder Pretoria—"
Her hand flexed on his shoulder. He hid aflinch. “Yes, Vincent?

Not Miss Katherinessen anymore. “ Does anybody on New Amazonia use fog technology? Because
something Lesasaid led meto bdieveit wasn't warmly considered—"

“No,” Elenasaid. “They don't.”

Henodded. “Then | can’'t guarantee what we' Il runinto.”

“Right,” shesaid, and released him. “ Jayne?”’

“Elder Pretoria?’

“Bring us down onto the canopy, would you? And |et the others know what we' re doing, and why.”

Theaircar didn’'t have the flexibility of programmable vehiclesthat VVincent was used to, but he had to
admit that the landing nets were impressive. Jointed insectile limbs unfolded, stretching glistening mesh
between them, and the aircar settled onto aforest canopy made mysterious by nebulalight. The trees
dimpled and groaned under the distributed weight, and Vincent heard wood creak and twigs snap wetly,
but they bore up under the weight. On each side, the other aircars settled into the canopy, surrounding
the camouflaged clearing, pastel swirlsof night sky reflected in their glossy cargpaces so they looked like
enormous, jeweled beetles resting on spinners’ webs.

“How do we get out?’ he asked, because he knew it was expected of him.

And Elena smiled, ducked down, folded the center rear seat up, and tugged open a hatch in the floor.



The camp was deserted, which surprised Vincent even lessthan itsinvisibility. The security personnd had
body armor, weapons, meta detectors, and khir trained to sniff for explosives and hidden people, and he
was content to let them conduct the search. He stuck close to Elenaand to Antonia Kyoto, who had
arrived in aseparate car, and eavesdropped on incoming reports with their complicity.

It took them less than haf an hour to secure the camp, which showed signs of having been abandoned
with great haste and insufficient discipline. Supplies had not been taken, and one of Kyoto's people
uncovered a cache of weapons under abed in one of the ten or eleven huts clustered within the zareba.

It was Shafagat Delhi who found Robert Pretoria’ s body, though, and hurried back into the camp to
inform Vincent and Elena—and then had to jog to keep up with him on the way back out, while Elena
followed more sedately.

Somebody had rolled Robert over, but that wasn't how it had fallen. Vincent crouched beside crushed
greenery and traced the outline of the body in the loam, running fingers along the deeper, smoother
imprint where someone had shoved Robert’ s chest into the ground while he broke his neck.

Vincent turned and ran his fingertips across the base of Robert’ s skull, below the occiput. The distended
softness of aswelling met his fingertips, exactly where he expected.

“Vincent?’

“Blow to the head,” he said, wiping his hands on Robert’ s shirt before he stood. The dead man's
pockets had been rifled, and any gear he had with him taken, and the legf litter in the area of the body
was roughed up asif from ascuffle,

There hadn’t been any scuffle. HE d been as good as dead the minute he turned his back.

Vincent stood, hisfeet where Angelo’ s feet would have been when he struck, and turned adow
pirouette. And thereit was, exactly at aheight to catch hiseye. A single hair, black and tightly coiled,
snagged in the rough bark of atree about four meters from the murder scene.

It could have been Robert’ s hair, if his head wasn't shaved. But it wasn't.

Vincent covered the distance in three long steps and stopped. The forest floor was undisturbed, leaves
and sticks and bits of moss exactly asthey should be. He crouched again, feeling alongside the roots of
the trees, combing through the litter with his fingertips. Worm-eaten nuts, curled crisp leaves, sticksand
bits of things he couldn’t identify—

—something smooth and warm.

Hisfingers recognized the datacart before he unearthed it, though Michelangelo had wrapped itina
scrap torn from adirty shirt. Vincent brushed it carefully clean, aware that Shafagat and Elenawere
watching himin breathless anticipation. A sense of the dramatic made him hold hisslence until he could
turn, drop one knee to the ground to brace himself, and raise the datacart into their line of sght before he
powered it on. There was a password, but Vincent could have entered it in his deep.

He had been meant to guessit.

It didn’t beep. Somebody had disabled that function. But it did load something: aglowing eectronic
image of green and golden contour linesand insstently blinking dots.

“What' sthat?’ Shafagat asked.



Elena put one hand out, pressing her pam to the bole of atree to steady herself, and sighed asif she
could put al her pain and worry onto thewind and let it be carried away. “A scavenger map,” she said.
And then she stood up straight and rolled her shoulders back. “ Come dong, Miss Delhi, Miss
Katherinessen. No rest for the wicked yet.”

Even by Kusanagi-Jones s standards, it was a pretty cinematic rescue. He awoke from afitful doze at
dawn, when afrenzy of animal cries greeted half adozen digita-camouflage-clad New Amazonian
commandas rappeling through the canopy. They landed in the glade where Lesa had been hdf-crucified
on the thorn vines and undlipped, fanning out with polished professonaism. Haf adozen
commandos—and Vincent, dapper and pressed and shiny-booted as aways, handling the absailing gear
asif he spent every Saturday swinging from the belly of an ornithopter.

Kusanagi-Jones rolled onto his back and reached out to nudge L esa awake, but she was aready
propped up on one elbow, peering over his shoulder. Her face, if anything, looked more lined with
tirednessthan it had the night before, and more of her scratches were inflamed, but the smile curving her
lipswasone of relief. “Come on,” Kusanagi-Jones said, holding out hishand. “1I’ll carry you down there.”

“Fuck that,” sheanswered. “I’ll walk.”
And shedid, or hobbled, anyway, leaning on his elbow harder than either of them let on.

Kusanagi-Jones didn’t even redlly mind when thefirst thing Vincent did was hug him hard enough that it
knocked him back astep. Especialy when the second thing he did was piggyback their watches
together, and give Kusanagi-Jones swardrobe akick start and arecharge to basdline functiona levels.

Later, after the medics had seen to hisinjuries, and while he was still tucked into bed hydrating on an IV
while they worked on Lesa’s more serious wounds, Vincent brought him atray, and spread jam on
crackersfor himto eat. They sat silently, shoulder to shoulder. Kusanagi-Jones had edged over to make
room, and Vincent leaned against the headboard with one foot on the floor and one propped up on the
bed.

“Can’'t go homeyet,” Kusanagi-Jones said at last, over thar private channel, when it became evident that
Vincent wasn't going to bring it up.

“No,” Vincent answered, after letting the statement hang for abit. And then he said out loud, * Eat the
soup. It'sgood.”

“I hatelentils” But he ateit, thick and pasty and full of garlic, and it was better than he expected. He
needed the protein, anyway. And the sdt. “ There' s Claude to dedl with.”

“Thereis,” Vincent admitted, “<till anegotiation to complete. And adud to fight if we can’t find that |ab,
and link Singapore and Audtintoit.”

Kusanagi-Jones glanced down at hiswatch. Every light shone clean and green, except the blinking yellow
letting him know fatigue toxins were building to the point where chemigiry was't cutting it anymore. He
held it up so Vincent could see. “There saso this”

“Y ou know what | think,” Vincent answered, hisvoice chilly and flat. Kusanagi-Jones reached out and
curved hisfingersaround Vincent' swrigt, and Vincent didn’t shake him off.



Kusanagi-Jones couldn’t remember how he' d ever decided anything on his own. Maybe he hadn't.
Maybe he' d just done what other peopletold him. “What are we going to do?’

Vincent shrugged to hide his shudder, and pushed another cracker in front of Kusanagi-Jones.
“Thereare no limitsto brane technology,” Kusanagi-Jones said, ignoring the cracker.

Vincent did off the bed, but gently, and moved away. There was awindow in the room, shaded by
louversthat broke the tropical sunlight into bars. He stood before it and laced his hands behind his back.
“Once there were no limits to what you could discover with asailing ship.”

“Faseandogy—"

“Fine. It sfdse. What' sthe mora implication of the damage we do to the planets we colonize? What
about gravity pollution, for the Christ’s sake? Can you even begin to come up with alist of potentid ill
effects? Black holes? Supernovae? Planetary orhits? It' s not a clean technology. It just pollutesin ways
we can't begin to cope with.”

“Areno clean technologies,” Kusanagi-Jones reminded.

Vincent continued asif he hadn’t said aword. “What if we expand into species less companionable than
the Dragons? There' salot of what-ifs.”

“Do what we' ve dways done,” Michdangdo said. “ Trust the next generation to solve their problemsthe
way we' ve solved ours. Risk isrisk. Welivewithit.”

“By hitting the cosmic reset button one moretime. That’ satechnica solution to an ethica problem. Hell,
it snot even asolution—it’ sadeaying action. That' swhat got usinto thisstuation in thefirst place.”

“Entropy,” Kusanagi-Jones said, “isabitch. There still theretrovirus—"
“Angdo, | will shoot you mysdf.”

Their eyesmet. Vincent wasn't aLiar. He meant every word. “All right,” Kusanagi-Jones said. “There
isn't theretrovirus”

“There sanother solution,” Vincent said coolly, athough the pit of Kusanagi-Jones s own stomach
lurched when herealized what his partner meant. “We leave the Governorsin place.”

13 No! ”
“Yes” Vincent said. “Listen to me. Thereé smagic in it. Because once we learn to control ourselves—"
“Oh, no. Vincent, you are not saying this”

“—the Governors become obsolete. On their own. If we clean up after ourselves, Angelo, they have no
reason to intervene.” Vincent let hishandsfal and squeezed them into fists, as Kusanagi-Jones squeezed
back againgt the headboard, asif he could crowd himself into the wall and somehow get away.

“Thenwedl diein afucking Colonia revolt. Y ou, me, your mother, Lesa, Elena. For abunch of
geniuses, you'redl idiotsfor thinking you can stand up to the Codition.”

“New Earth stood up.”

“New Earth had help. And even if the Governors wouldn't permit an open Coadlition intervention, how



many New Earthers do you suppose died in the covert retdiations for what | did to Skidbladnir ?Wasn't
methat paid that price.”

Vincent’sanswering slence waslong. “The Dragons?’

“Might defend the New Amazonians. Not Ur. And thisis the human society you want to protect? | don't
think s0.”

He could hear Vincent breathing. He wondered if he knew what K usanagi-Jones was about to say.
Kusanagi-Jones, his eyes shut, rubbed his knuckles across hisface.

Hisvoice dropped. “Consent.”

Vincent' sflat expression, when Michelangel o opened his eyes again, seemed an attempt to convince
himsdlf that he hadn’t actually understood. K usanagi-Jones sface felt numb.

He kept talking.

“Kii won't give usthe brane tech. What if we offer him another way out of awar? He' s ethical. We offer
Kii the opportunity to engineer avirus that modifies the human genome, that induces Consent, and we
get the fucker to downgrade sdf-interest as amotivating force.”

“The Chrigt,” Vincent whispered. They stared a each other.
“Vincent. Thisis...thishasto be exactly—"

Vincent'slarynx bobbed as he swallowed, ashadow dipping in the hollow of histhroat. “They werethe
first onesto die, you know. Y ou can’t accuse them of hypocrisy. The Governors Assessed their creators
firg”

“Cowards,” Michdlangelo said. He shoved the tray aside and swung hisfeet out of bed, wincing as
blistered flesh contacted thetiled floor. “ Cowards who didn’t want to watch their program carried ouit.
Could cause agenocide, but couldn’t stand to live through it.”

“Thisisjust how they felt.”

“Heady, isn'tit?”

“Angelo—"

“No. Don't argue. Think. What do you have that’ s better?’
“Who are we to choose for an entire species?’

Michelangel o gave Vincent his sweetest smile. “Who better?”

Vincent backed up to lean againgt thewall and folded hisarms. “ Every solution isgoing to present us
with new problems down the line. And thiswould put an end to Lesa s problem, too. The way to stop
men from preying on women without tresting the entire sex as criminalsis smply to remove the predatory
urge. If we can’t be trained, we can be broken.”

“You're Advocating.”

Vincent winked, but Kusanagi-Jones saw his hand shake when he checked his chemigtry, taking a
moment to revise the adrenaline |oad down to something managesble. “ All right. I'll Advocate. I'm Lesa.



Shewould say it wasimmora to tamper with human biology, and more defensible to ingtitute socia
controlsto the same effect.”

“So davery ismore mord than engineering out aggression.”

“It'snot chettel davery.”

“No,” Kusanagi-Jones said. “ An extreme sort of second-class citizenship.”
“Not much worse than women in the Codition.”

“Women in the Codlition can vote, can work—"

“Can be e ected to the government.”

“Theoreticaly.”

“Precticdly?’

“Doesn’'t happen.” Kusanagi-Jones swallowed. “Who' d want awoman in charge?’ Except on some of
the repatriated worlds. But Ur was the only one with the nerve to send awoman to the Cabinet. The
conviction had dropped from hisvoice. “I can’t even Advocate this anymore, Vincent. It'sjust wrong.”

“No fanatic like anew fanatic,” Vincent said. He came to Kusanagi-Jones and crouched beside him, and
paited him on the knee. “We' | figure something out.”

“Scared,” Michelangelo said, araw admission meant as much for himsdf asfor Vincent.

And Vincent knew it. Michelangelo could tell by his expression, the arched eyebrows, the line between
them. “Having your preconceptions rettled is unsettling.”

“No,” Michdangdo said. He dropped hisface to his hands, pushed fingertips againg hiseydids until the
pressure hurt. The pain didn’t help hisfocus, so he dropped his hands and looked up instead. “ Scared
we ve dready figured it out.”

Vincent stood, al lithe grace, and let his hand rest warmly on Michelangelo's shoulder. “Whatever,” he
sad. “Let’'sat least talk to Kii about getting that weapon cleaned out of your bloodstream, shall we?’

Michelangel o nodded. “And then tell Lesaabout Kii, and seewhat she bloody thinks.”

Vincent and Michelangel o found Lesa on Elena’ s beloved veranda, her bandaged feet propped on the
softest available cushion, a plate on her lgp and a sweeting glass beside her as she watched Julian and
some other children romp in the courtyard with a couple of khir. Vincent didn’t think Elenawould have
left her donewillingly. It must have taken a spectacular temper tantrum.

She didn’'t acknowledge them at first, as he and Angelo came up bes de her—unescorted—and took
places on awooden bench. It was polished smooth, the wood warm in the muggy afternoon, and Vincent
leaned forward with his elbows on his knees, watching in fascinated horror as Lesaworked her way
around apiece of shellfish sushi rather like a snake ingesting atoo-large mouse: lingeringly and with many

paUSES.

“I"'m sorry about Robert,” Angelo said findly when the slence had gone on longer than Vincent
expected.



Lesadidn’'tlook. “I’'m not,” she said. “But don't let Katya find out about it, okay?’
Vincent fdt Micheangdo shrug. “I won't.”

Shedid turn, then, and give them apainfully dilute smile. “I’ ve just heard from AntoniaKyoto. She
wanted meto pass dong her thanks for your information aswell, Michelangeo. And let you know that
Miss Ouagadougou and Stefan have been arrested. And are under...considerable pressure to name the
rest of the Right Hand apparatus.”

He grunted. “Miss Ouagadougou wasn't working for the Right Hand,” he said. “ She' s Codiition.”

“Yes” Lesasad. “Antoniajust led araid on another encampment and found more Codlition tech. It
might save us an insurrection if we can find enough of them.”

Vincent said, “And Katya?’

“Shelll goto prison.” Lesasaid it so camly that Vincent looked at her twice. The tenson lines around her
eyestold another story. “But she’ syoung. And it won't be forever.”

Vincent had no answer. He leaned on Michelangelo and didn’t try to come up with one.
Lesacleared her throat. “And | aso heard from Claude.”

“And?

“She wantsto set the dud for the sixth of Carniva.”

Vincent glanced doubtfully at Angelo, but Angelo’s gaze was on the children in the yard. “ Three days.
Will you be ableto wak by then?’

That homeopathic smile didn’t flicker. She picked up another piece of sushi and contemplated it before
shesad, “I don’'t need to walk to shoot somebody, Vincent.”

“And are you asfast today as you were the other afternoon?’

She didn’t answer, and he thought about her silence while she chewed. Angel o shifted on the bench,
leaning closer while Vincent pretended not to notice. Funny how he could alwaystdl exactly where
Michdangd o’ s atention was, even when Angelo was pretending it was somewhere else.

“We need to find that |ab. Then therewon’t beadud.”

Too late, he remembered she didn’t have the context, and was opening his mouth to explain when she
dlenced him with awave. “Mother told me.”

“I thought shewould.”

“And | told Antonia,” she continued. Vincent opened his mouth, and she silenced him with oneraised
finger and a chipped stone glare. “If | don't live through the duel, she needs to know what Claudeis

capableof.”
Vincent didn’'t answer, but he swallowed and nodded. All right.

Lesaturned to Angelo. “ Are you going to get the infection taken care of ? Can you get it taken care of 7’
She spoke to Michdange o rather than Vincent, but Michelangelo didn't look at her.



“Wecan,” Vincent said. “And will. Which reminds me. There' s somebody we want you to meet.”
“Where?’
113 | r]slm.”

“Hand memy crutches.”

Michelangelo was il at his shoulder when they came into the house, following the stubborn staccato of
Lesa scrutches. She managed them well, sumping forward grimly—though she winced when her weight
hit her hands. Thick batting padded the handles; it obvioudy wasn’t enough.

She paused before the lift rather than heading for the stairs. Just aswell, because Vincent didn’t fancy
carrying her up them, and Michelangel o' s feet were in no shape for chivary.

Stubborn or not, Lesawas swaying by the time she stopped, and Vincent steadied her with ahand on
her shoulder as he commanded the lift. The venom had |eft her weak, febrile, and probably aching. Insde
thelift, she propped hersaf on him without seeming to, and he smiled as hetilted toward her. He hadn’t
dept in days, and though he till had chemistry it was wearing thin. If Michelangelo wastoo proud to
lean, Vincent wasn't.

Thelift brought them to the third floor, and Lesa paused before the doors to her bedroom. “Excuse the
mess,” she said, and gestured them inside.

Michelangelo went first, covering Vincent, and for once Vincent reveled in it rather than chafing. But
there was no oneinsde except adeepy khir in abasket, who lifted his ear-feathers at them but seemed
otherwise disinclined to gtir. Vincent recognized Walter by his bandages and dmost thought the khir
grinned & him—if khir grinned.

Heturned to assist Lesain managing her crutches through the door, but she didn’t need him. She
clumped to her bed and flopped down, |etting the crutches dide to the carpetplant longside. She closed
her eyes, face sdlow with pain, and didn’t seem to notice when Angelo bent down, picked up the
crutches, and slently braced them upright against the wall between her bed and her nightstand.

“All right,” shesaid. “Thisisasprivate as| can manage on short notice.”
Vincent nodded and raised hiseyesto the wall. “Kii, would you introduce yoursdlf to Miss Pretoria?’

The swirling effect in thewall pandswas just as before, though Vincent noticed that Lesa had turned off
the jungle scenesin thisroom, leaving blank taupe walls. First eyes and then atal lithe body coaesced
from swirling pixels, and Kii lay at ease, itswings folded comfortably dong itssSides so it could recline on
itselbows. It settled its plumed head between its shoulders like a somnolent bird and blinked at them.

“Greetings, LesaPretoria,” it said. “ Greetings, Vincent Katherinessen and Michelangelo OsirisLeary
Kusanagi-Jones. Kii anticipates your questions.”

At the sound of the mellow, neutra voice, Lesalurched upright on the bed, hands braced to either sde.
“Dragon,” she said, and shook her head, many-colored hair flying around her.

Shelooked to Micheangelo, not Vincent. “ Simulation?”

“Transcended,” Vincent answered, when Michelangelo didn’t. “Kii, Michelangelo would like to accept



your offer of medica trestment.”
Kii’s head settled more solidly between ridged shoulder blades. “Micheangdo, isthat s0?’
Michelangelo kept his eyes straight ahead, though Vincent was waiting for the glance. “Y es, Kii.”

“Itisdone” Kii sad. “You will find adocument for your life support device available in the datastream. It
should enable your implants to locate and eradicate the infection.”

“Kii,” Vincent said, “can you tell mewhere to find the lab where that virus was tailored?’

“Itisnot within Kii’ srange of access,” Kii said. It angled its head and stretched its neck, asif regarding
Lesamore closdy than before. “The khir like you, when you come. The Consent isthat you may stay, to
please the khir. We are fond of the khir. And Kii isgrown fond of you.”

Lesasat very ill, the bedclothes knotted in her hands. She licked her lips, pulsevisible at her throat, and
Vincent found himself in sympathy with her nervousness. The Dragon’ s regard had atendency to make
him fed like asnack, aswell.

“That' syou-humans, not you-Lesa?” Michdlangelo, surprising Vincent.

“Thekhir approve of LesaPretoria,” Kii said, thelong neck swaying dightly, plumage ruffled by an
unseen breeze.

In his basket, Walter flopped on his side and hissed, showing hisbelly to the air. Lesaturned her head
and looked at him, leaning forward on the bed without lowering her feet to the floor. Not trying to stare
the Dragon in the eye seemed to ease her. Vincent remembered some Old Earth legend about snakes
and hypnosis, or maybe turning peopleinto stone.

“Thekhir redly aren’'t smart enough to...tak...arethey?’ she said. Walter lifted his head, neck craning
around like a hand puppet, and blinked back at her with triangular-pupiled eyes.

It wasthat look that did it. HE d been telling himself, over and over, that his gift shouldn’t apply to
Dragons or to khir. That their kinesthetics, their everything was different from that of humans, and

deceptive.

But that intellectual knowledge hadn’t stopped him from reading them, and reading them
correctly—Dragon and khir.

Because the khir had been living with New Amazoniansfor 150 years, and the khir—nonverba, with a
predator’ s extended jaw structure and limited facia expressions—were quite perfectly capable of
communicating through kinesthetics, theriseand fal of their peculiarly expressive plumage that ruffled
independent of any wind.

Just asthe Dragons must have, when they were meat.
“Actudly,” Vincent said, “1 think the khir tell the Dragonsrather alot, don't they?”

“The khir areinvauable,” Kii said. “ They are the protectors of the old world. We make them safe
denning, and they give the city purpose. Asnow you do aswell.”

“Becausethecity is esthelich, igTtit?

“That can be no revdation, Vincent Katherinessen.”



“No,” Vincent said, aware of Michelangel o shifting a half-step closer to him, awarm pressure at his
elbow. “I’ve known that for awhile. Since it helped me hide from the kidnappers. If it's esthelich by
your stlandards, it must have an aesthetic. And its aesthetic is...comfort? The care of itsinhabitants?’

“Would you create adomicile that thought otherwise?’
13 NO_”

Lesahad looked away from Walter and was now sitting curled forward, the bedclothes dragged over her
lap as she stared a Vincent. “And of course” she sad, “even if you were Transcendent, there' sadways
the chance that something could go wrong with the system, isn't there?’

Smart woman. Which was no more arevelation than House' staste in art had been. “ The possibility
exigs” Kii sad, hunching between itswings.

Vincent said, “And if you needed physica bodies again? Could you read your ... persondity onto an
organic sysem?’

“The possibility exigs”

“Thekhir areafalssfe”

“Thekhir are not disposable,” it answered, contracting again, pulling itself back on its haunches.
“Kii,” Michdangdo said. “If you had to trandate esthelich. What would you say it meant?’

The Dragon hesitated. Its head siwung side to Sde, the tongue flickering through agap initslower lip. “It
does not trandate into merely one of your words.”

13 Try.”
“Fledged,” it said, with no weight of emotion on the word.

If Kii were human, Vincent would have scrupled to press. He would have known he was millimeters from
amord pit trap, abit of doublethink that would expose aviolent defensive reaction when triggered. But
the Dragons had Consent. They were as physically incapable of experiencing moral qualms about
following orders as Vincent’ s own hand was of rebelling when his consciousnessingructed it to pull a
trigger.

Hesad, “They’re not a separate species, are they?’
And Kii shifted, itswings furled tight againgt its Sdes, and blinked dowly. “The khir? They are not.”

“They’ re young Dragons. Neotenous. With their growth and intellectua development intentionally
retarded.”

“They are not esthelich. They have no Consent. We provided for them, and they protect us.”

“That'shorrible,” Lesasaid. She dropped the bedcovers and climbed to her feet, wincing as her
bandages touched the carpetplant. “Y ou...engineered your own children into daves?’

“Pets...no, domestic animals are not daves,” Kii indsted. “ They are without aesthetic. They are not
people. Y our infant creatures are immoral—no. Sociopathic. They are not people.”

Vincent reached behind Angelo to put ahand on Lesa sarm, steadying. She shook it off. “But they could



have been.”

“Not these, no. They were conceived to this purpose, and they breed true. They are animds, and would
never have been born, otherwise.”

“Unlessyou remove the, what, the chemical inhibition? And then they transform into adults. Only with the
minds of Transcended Dragons downloaded into their skulls, rather than whatever they might have
become?’

“Itis” Kii said, “the Consent.”

Lesamight have wanted nothing to do with Vincent, but Michelangelo stepped closer, shoulder to
shoulder, and Vincent leaned on hiswarmth, their wardrobes melding. “Wheat if we lobotomized girl
babies” Angelo said. “Kept them as cattle. Destroyed their higher functions—"

“They would not be esthelich,” Kii said. “They would be as domestic animds, asthe khir. But it would
beimmora to destroy the potentid to be peoplein one born withiit.”

“But the Consent finds no ethicd failing in creating the khir?’
“The Consent finds no ethical failing in the selective breeding of domestic animas.”
“Lesa,” Angdo said, “please sit down. It hurtsto watch you.”

She stared at him, head drawing back as her neck stiffened, and then she nodded and sank down on the
unmade bed. “| have another question for the Consent,” Vincent said.

Kii lifted its chin, ear-feathers forward to cup sound. Alert and listening.
“If you can reprogram Michelangel 0’ s docs, can you rewrite other code?’
“Wecan.”

“The Governors,” Vincent said.

And with acareful, human gesture, Kii shook its head. “It is discussed. The Consent isthat it isunwise.
And aso that the Governors are not esthelich, but that they are art. And not to be destroyed.”

“Fuck,” Michedangelo said, and Vincent didn’'t blame him. “Then it sawar.”

24

THE MALESLEFT SHORTLY AFTER THE DRAGON DID, LEAVING Lesaaonein her bedroom
with the deeping khir. Michelangelo wouldn't let her rise to see them to the door, his stern glower as
effective asaseat bdt, but hiding agtriking chivary that Lesawouldn't pretend not to chafe at and
couldn’t understand how she' d earned. It il carried ataint of chauvinism, but Michelangelo seemed to
think it indicated respect.

It didn’'t matter. He wastrying to learn, to accommodate. And she’ d have fought for him even if he
wasn't. Her own honor was at stake now.

When the door spirded closed behind Vincent and Michelangel o—and stayed closed; Lesawaswiseto
that trick—she pried hersdf off the bed again and settled wearily on the carpetplant besideit. The pain



was bad enough, though analgesics and anti-inflammatories were some use—but the vertigo wastruly
incapacitating.
She could livewith pain.

Her citizenship piece was till missing. Logt to her forever, probably, dong with her daughter and her
mate. But she had more than one weapon and it wasn't asif she could go about unarmed. Therewasa
pistol and an old holster in the bottom of the nightstand.

Lesapulled the box out, ingpected the wegpon—clean and smelling muskily of gun oil—and strapped the
soft, worn lesther of the gunbelt around her waist. Then sheloaded the honor, safetied it, and laid it on
the bed. It took the same casaless ammunition as her citizenship piece.

Standing was unpleasant. But she couldn’t settle the holster properly while hunched on the floor, and
whatever bravado she' d issued to the males about not needing to be able to walk to shoot, she had to be
ableto stand to dudl.

She dipped her new honor into the holster, checked twice to make sure it was locked and no round was
chambered, and pulled one of the crutches away from the wall to brace hersdlf on.

“House” shesad, “I need amirror.”

Thelong interior wall with no doorwayswas her usua mirror. It misted gray and glazed reflective asLesa
limped toward it, transferring as much weight to the crutch as possible to keep it off her feet. She paused
two metersfrom thewall and stared at her reflection in true color.

She looked like ragged death. Her face was puffy around the scratches and shiny with antibiotic
ointment. Her hands were red-fleshed and torn, her forearms more scab than skin. She wobbled, and
leaned againgt the crutch hard enough that her whole body canted Ieft. The fingers of her right hand,
hovering over the butt of her honor, looked like undercooked sausages, and the gouges on her palm had
cracked open again and were leaking pinkish fluid.

“I am,” shewhispered, “so fucked.”

The draw was reflex, wired into nerve and muscle by decades of practice. She shouldn’t have to think
about it. She should barely be conscious of feding it happen.

Theair dragged at her wrigt, thickened around siff fingers. The hand was dow, the fingersinflexible; they
didn’t hook the butt of the honor and glide inside the trigger guard as they should. The weight was wrong,
the balance off—

Her honor skipped from her hand, spinning, and hit with athud butt-first on the carpetplant, tottering a
moment before toppling onto its side. The crutch skipped, and Lesa hit a split second later, down on one
knee, her right hand damming thefloor with al her weight behind it.

The pain was asphyxiating. She fought for breath—diaphragm spasming, the gasp more likeawhineif
she was being honest—and blinked until her vision cleared. And then she picked up her honor, holstered
it, found the crutch left-handed, and forced hersdlf up, to face the mirror again.

The twenty-fifth attempt was no more successful than the third.

Pain couldn’t force her to stop, but eventually the bleeding and nausea did. She holstered her honor one
last time, resettled the crutch under her armpit, and hobbled to the balcony. Julian was till down there
with the other boys, running and laughing. The echoes of hisvoice carried to her room before she



stepped outside, and she found asmile for that. The only thing he loved better than handball was his
numbers.

Lesahitched to astop afew steps shy of therailing. She stared down, at the running children, at the
watching tutors. Her gouged hand tightened on the crutch; she barely noticed.

She took two steps back, into the frame of the doorway. “House,” she said. 1 need to speak to Julian.
Please have Alys send him down.”

When Lesa summoned them again, even Kusanagi-Jones could tell she had not been resting. Her color
wasworse, her hair tangled and the knees of her trousers stained with chlorophyll. And then there was
the matter of the dender dark boy curled on the seat before her terminal, pecking at the keyswith
concentrated precision.

“Miss Pretoria?’

She gave him that eyebrow, but stepped aside to dlow him into the room, Vincent at his hedls. The door
clicked asit contracted shut behind them, and K usanagi-Jones paused and glanced over his shoulder.
Vincent caught him looking, of course, eyebrows quirked and the faintest hint of a smile—an expresson
that did through Kusanagi-Jones s heart like a skewer. He would have sworn he could fed the muscle
contracting around penetrating metd, trying to beat and only managing to shred itsdlf alittle further.

Three months, on the Kaiwo Maru. Three months they could have had. And he had been too much of a
sodding coward to even reach for it.

Then Vincent’ s hdf-amileturned into ared one, asif he knew exactly what K usanagi-Jones was thinking,
and loved himfor it, or in spite of it. And Kusanagi-Jones smiled back.

So it went.
Kill or bekilled.

Vincent took him by the elbow and steered him into the room. “Y ou have the look of awoman with a
plan,” Vincent said, and the corners of Lesa s eyes crinkled, an expression that made K usanagi-Jones
homesick.

“Canyou shidd thisroom?’ she asked.
“Shidd it fromwhet?’
“Electromagnetic monitoring.”

Vincent glanced at Kusanagi-Jones, who looked right back, silently. “Yes” Vincent said. He touched his
watch. “Thewhole room?’

“It'd be more convenient. I’ ve dready isolated it from House.”

“Angdo?

Kusanagi-Jones nodded, and daved hiswardrobe to Vincent’s. Between them, they had enough foglets
to manage a Faraday cage, since their wardrobes—given time—could manufacture more as needed.

The processtook afew minutes, and Lesa said nothing further throughout, which seemed an indication



for communal silence. “There,” Vincent said when it was done. “I” ve added eavesdropping
countermeasures.”

Lesadidn’'t answer. Instead, she stared at Kusanagi-Jones and asked, “ Did you download Kii’ s medical
program?’

“Hedid,” Vincent answered.
“Doyou dill haveit?

Julian, who hadn’t spoken, came up beside Lesa, close enough to fed her body heat without the childish
admission of actualy touching her or stepping behind her. Kusanagi-Jones looked at him, not at Lesa,
and held up hisleft arm, stripping the deeve off the forearm to show the status lights on hiswatch. Only
one blinked green now, the dow flicker of the nanodoc condition readout. The rest glowed red or dark
amber, for critical infection.

There was more amber than there had been an hour before, and not just because Kusanagi-Jones had
grabbed anap.

“I need that,” Julian said.
Kusanagi-Jones|et hisarm fdl, and his deeve drop over it. “ The program?’

“A copy of it.” He shuffled forward, forgetting that he had been haf hiding behind his mother, and
grabbed Kusanagi-Jones swrist to pull him toward the termind.

Bemused, Kusanagi-Jones was about to step forward and follow, until Julian froze and turned back,
gazing up a Vincent with stricken eyes.

Vincent, sod him, waswaiting for it. He amiled at Julian and waved him away, Kusanagi-Jones included.

Nice to know I’ ve still got his mark stamped between my eyes. But he went, as Vincent must have
known hewould.

“What frequency doesit use?’ Julian asked, and Kusanagi-Jonestold him. And then queued and
transferred the archive copy of Kii’s program as soon as the protocol connected.

“What exactly are you planning?’ Vincent hadn’t done more than step sideways and lean back againgt
the wall before the door. Kusanagi-Jones knew without turning that his chin would be dropped
insouciantly toward his chest, his ankles crossed.

“Julian’s been working on quantum decison trees” Lesasaid.

“Fractd,” Julian corrected, without looking up from his displays and the holographic array floating in the
ar before him. “Fractal decision trees.”

“Which meanswhat, in layman’ sterms?’ It dmost sounded asif Vincent knew what was going on.
Which was fine with Kusanagi-Jones, because he certainly didn’t. He could code alittle, hack a
wardrobe license aswell as anybody—which wasto say, not very well at al—but whatever Julian was
doing with confident, sweeping gestures of his hands over the holopad was beyond him.

“House hasits own programming language,” Lesasaid. “ Julian’ sbeen learning to code for it.”

“It usesfour-dimensiona matrices,” Julian said. “Y ou would not believe how tricky.” He looked up, and
seemed to redlize that Kusanagi-Jones was gtill standing behind him, peering over his shoulder with a



befuddled expresson. “Thisisgoing to take awhile,” he said, with achild’ s sublime confidencein his
field of expertise. “ Y ou might aswell get something to eat. | won't have anything done before
tomorrow.”

“But what,” Kusanagi-Jones said, folding his hands together to keep hisfingersfrom tightening, “are you
doing?

“Kii’sacomputer program, right?’ Lesasaid. “I mean, he' s Transcendent. HE' samachine intelligence,
So theoreticaly you could rewrite him—"

“Avirus,” Vincent said.

“A worm,” Julian corrected. “ Or morelike...like...repurposing the worm hewrote for Miss
Kusanagi-Jones.”

“Cdl me Angdo,” Kusanagi-Jones said, unable to contemplate the specter of thisinfant caling him Miss
anything. A week was overtime on this planet. Ten days was beyond the call of duty.

Julian glanced sideways enough to grin. “ Anyway, we ve got aworm. | just haveto, you know, tweak
it

“It' snot Kii,” Kusanagi-Jones said reluctantly. It was such an arrogant, audacious plan. Exactly the sort
of thing Vincent would come up with, redly.

He hated to punch holesinit.

“What do you mean?’ Lesa asked. She had sat back down on the bed, and Kusanagi-Jones was glad.
He' d seen her feet, even if she was determined not to show the pain.

And Vincent waslooking at him, too. When he' d rather hoped that VVincent would pick up the thread
and do the explaining. “It’ sthe Consent,” Kusanagi-Jones said. “Not ahive mind, redly. But the
community makes up itsmind and Kii does what the Consent decides. Democracy by decree.
Everybody votes, and whatever gets voted up retroactively becomes everybody’ sidea. Biochemicd. So
when Kii saysit’snot his decision, he'snot saying anything more than the truth.”

And anyway, he didn’t care how good the New Amazonians were at programming for their adopted
domicile, hedidn’t believe for asecond that the child could actualy hack a Transcendent brain. And he
didn’t think any of them wanted to live with the consequences of failure.

Lesadtared at him, eyebrows crawling under streaked hair, and then folded her hands over her lap.
“Biochemicd.”

HY$H
“Except it can't very well be biochemicd if he doesn’'t have any damned biology, can it?’

“A programmed approximation of biology,” Vincent said. “Theimportant part is he' s not an individua
once the decisions have been made. He' s a happy cog, abit of the machine.”

Lesanodded dowly. And then she looked at Julian. “ So what do you think he' d do if we cut him off
from the Consent? I solated him? Let him....make up hisown mind?’

Thistime, it was Vincent's gaze on the back of his head that turned Kusanagi-Jones around. They traded
alook, and Vincent dowly shook hishead. “1 get the impression he' sbeen edging up to thelimits of his



authority to help us. Julian, do you think you can do that?’

Julian shrugged. Lesadrew one foot up onto the bed, wincing. She cleared her throat. “1 told you hewas
agenius”

Julian, head bent over thetermindl, snorted. “Mom. Please.”

Kii listens.

The bipeds plot. Clever, delicious bipeds, random and amusing. They are eager for change,
ravenous for it, the antithesis of the Consent. The Consent are firmin their judgment,
unambiguous, and Kii isin agreement. It istoo dangerous to become involved with such a chaotic
species, one prone to generating and collapsing wave-states with mad abandon. The wave-states
that originate in the possibility of the Consent intervening on behalf of the bipeds are
unpredictable, and some of them endanger the Consent itself.

The possibilities that stem from noninvolvement are safer. Predictable. Thereisa war, and the
defense of the local population of bipeds, those that the khir are fond of.

Most of the others do not survive.

Kawo Maru remains a nexus. Wher e she enters the local system, the potentialities propagate.
Where she leaves, they collapse. One choice is safety. The other—

—unpredictable.

Thereis no intervention. That is the Consent. The ac tions of the Governors and the Coalition
Cabinet follow predictions to a nicety. Kii is one with the Consent in this.

But Julian’ s involvement is an emerging pattern, one not forecast. It is a new wave. And Kii is not
reporting yet, for Kii has neither instruction nor Consent.

Kii isfond of the bipeds. Kii is explorer-caste. Kii isalien to the Consent in many ways, a
valuable, diverse voice in the chorus of similar voices, an evolved risk taker, an outside
per spective that exists to be heard and then ignored.

Kii does not resent this. Kii isin agreement with the Consent. Kii will always be one with the
Consent.

But the bipeds are so interesting when they're plotting. And Kii knows that the Consent will be to
prevent their plots from coming to fruition. And once the Consent is reached, Kii will bein
agreement of it. Will always have been in agreement with it.

Kii will report it when the plotting ceases to be interesting. But Kii is explorer-caste.

Kii wantsto listen first.

They dept while dulian wasworking. It didn’t matter that it was bright afternoon, hours before sestaand
the rains not even ahint of darkness on the horizon; Lesa dropped off midsentence, dumped on her bed
with her feet propped on pillows, and when Vincent turned to share a grin with Michelangel o, he found

his partner leaned againgt the wall with his head tipped back and his eyelids fluttering, hands palm-up on



histhighs

Just aswell, Vincent thought. He wasin the best shape of any of them, and he was running on ninety-odd
hours of chemistry and snatches of deep. Hetold Julian to wake him if anything interesting happened, sat
down next to Michelangel o and made a pillow of his shoulder, and was adeep too fast to redlize exactly
how uncomfortable the position actudly was.

He noticed it waking, however.

It was dark in Lesa s bedroom, the image of the nebula overhead banished as surely asthe jungles of the
walls. But there was light from the door to the balcony, and Vincent could make out Julian’ s SThouette
crouched beside him. Any lingering grogginess fled before the lancing pain when he lifted his head. “How
long have | been adeep?”

“It'sdmost morning,” Julian said. “ Agnes came at supper time, but she said not to wake you. The
household’sin bed.”

Michdangelo stirred againgt Vincent’ s shoulder, lifting his head and wincing, too. “Done?’
Trust Angelo to cut to the heart. “I’m not sure,” Julian said. “I might be. I'm asdone as | know how—"

“Right,” Vincent said. He checked hiswatch: two hours before sunrise. He' d dept across twenty-one
hours and felt like he could use another eight. Lying flat, preferably; his neck was not forgiving of an
evening spent dumped againg his partner and the wall.

He scrubbed crusts from his eyes and reached over to push Michelangel 0’ s deeve up, checking the
gatus lights on hiswatch. They burned amber and green, and in thair reflected light Angelo'slips
twitched. “Aw.”

Vincent kicked Angelo’sankle. “Let’ swake your mom up, Julian, and see if we can make your plan
happen.”

Even if they had been inclined to skip eating, someone must have requested that House dert the kitchen
when Lesarosg, for by the time she’ d emerged from the fresher with atowe wrapped around her head,
Alyshad arrived at the door toting atray of coffee, toast, fruit, and preserves, dong with an assortment
of less appetizing things. House produced asmall table and four chairsfor their use and then Alys had left
them done with their breskfast.

It wouldn’t have occurred to Vincent to fed guilty for the hour if Michelangelo hadn’t mentioned it, but
despite that momentary pang of conscience his ssomach thanked him for the care and the coffee—which
they must grow localy, the way they went through the stuff. On Ur, it was an expensive, imported tredt,
but Ur was notably lacking the sort of tropica climatesin which the plantsthrived. In Penthesilea, you
could probably grow them on rooftops, if the city had permitted it.

Of course, on Ur, apotentidly invasive alien plant would never belegdly cultivated, though Vincent
knew there were black-market greenhouses. It marked another way in which New Amazonia s
government was environmentally permissve.

Vincent, watching Lesanurse her third cup of coffee while Angelo took histurn in the shower, noticed
that she wasn’t wearing her honor, and tried not to think that today was the day of the duel.

Lesa d dressed in askirt and atunic and freshened her bandages, and though she till hobbled on
crutches, Vincent thought her feet and ankles |ooked less swollen. He could make out the outline of
bones and muscle under the tightly wrapped gauze, anyway, which he couldn’t have done yesterday.



She seemed calm as she watched Julian pack food away, and not &t al like awoman contemplating a
Dragon. Or adud.

The human animd’ s ability to acclimate to nearly anything hadn’t ceased to amaze Vincent. And
confound him alittle, he thought, as he poured ancther cup of coffeefor himsdf. The flavor was bitter,
satisfyingly rich and full-bodied, and he cupped both hands around the cup and hooked one hedl over the
Segt of hischair so he could rest his elbow on hisknee.

Micheangelo, clean and steaming faintly, hiswardrobe arranged in aplain roya blue shirt and black
trousers, came padding out of the fresher and kissed Vincent on the top of the head in a shocking display
of affection. He still walked gingerly, hisfeet dotted with blood blisters and raw places, but even those
looked better since yesterday.

Therewas akind of pleasing domedticity to thislittle scene—woman, child, khir catching tossed scraps
of toadt, uncharacterigticdly pleasant Michdange o—and it amused Vincent when he caught himself
thinking so. Thiswas nice, the dim room lit by the glow of Julian’s coding display and the gray-gold sky
outside, stained aong the rooftops with a peach hue that echoed the color of the tatter-patterns on Kii’s
wing leather. It was ataste of something he’ d left behind on Ur, lazy rest-day mornings with hissisters
and brother and mother and both of her husbands sprawled about the atrium, quoting news stories and
satireto each other. And it pained him to think of this, and that, arrayed in frail defiance againgt the
meachines of the Codlition.

He and Angelo ranked as subtle weapons.

When helooked up from the broken rainbows scattered across the oily surface of his coffee, Lesawas
frowning at him. “Y ou're thinking about what happensif this doesn’'t work.”

He shrugged. She probably knew what he wasthinking aswell ashe did. “If it doesn’t work, wefight.”

“Assuming | beat Claudetoday.” She glanced guiltily at Julian—who was hunched over the termind,
getting toast crumbsin the interface—and then looked down at her hands, both curled clumsily around
her coffee mug, and frowned. When she set the mug down and turned her hands up to examinethe
pams, the fingers stayed curled, and Vincent could see how the heat had puffed and softened her
wounds, which were glossy and dick looking where she d showered the scabs away.

Micheangelo wasfull of surprisesthis morning. He crossed behind Vincent, trailing hisfingers across his
shoulder, and took the four steps to crouch down next to Lesa’ s chair with something like hisold grace.
And then he reached out gingerly and did thick fingers around her wrigt, drawing her hand out and turning
it over so he could brush akiss across the back. Old Earth chivary.

“Capable hands,” he said, while Lesa stared down a him with twisted lips and awrinkled brow. “You'll
manage.”

Hisfingersflexed on her wrigt, and then he replaced her hand in her lgp and stood, patting her lightly on
the shoulder.

Sheturned to follow him with her eyes. “And if | lose?’

“If we havetofight, wefight,” Micheangdo said, but Vincent wouldn't let him get awvay with that
paticular lie.

“Wego homeindisgrace,” heinterjected. “Claude takes New Amazoniaisolationist, and Dragons
defend it. And Ur and New Earth do what they haveto.”



“And everybody getstheir asses kicked except us,” Lesasaid, staring at Julian’ s oblivious back. Vincent
tried to remember whet that kind of focusfdlt like and couldn’t. Forty years sSince he might have been like
that, but that was forty years of enhanced sensory input and eyes on the back of his head ago, forty years
of living or dying by hiswitswhiletrying tofill five or ten mutualy exclusive assgnment objectives
amultaneoudy.

“You could just let her send us home, misson incomplete,” Michdangdo said.

“Dishonoring myself and discrediting my mother, and leaving Claude in an even stronger position then if
she shootsme.”

“Besides,” Vincent said, “that’ s an acceptable risk for me. Not for you, Angelo. Not after New Earth.”

It hurt, the way Michelangelo’ s shoulders rose and fell, the way he dismissed his own life as acceptable
losses. Hewasn't expecting to live through this, Vincent redlized. He didn't think their trick with Kii
would work. And he wasn’'t even bothering to hideit.

Hewasjud tdling the truth.
It was the most plaintive admission of defeat Vincent could imagine.

“Claude will want that art,” Lesasaid, asif driven to shatter any sllence so srained. “And evenif Claude
doesn't, Elder Austinwill. They'll have to work something out with the Coalition eventudly.”

After the Codlition crushed whatever fragmentary revolution Katherine Lexasdaughter managed to
cobble together without New Amazonia and its unrepatriated trade partners. After the...flawed New
Amazonian socid gructure got akick in the pants that could keep it going strong for another hundred
years. Therewas nothing like alittle outside pressure to get people to stick to astupid philosophical

position.

The Codlition was proof enough of that.

“Right,” Lesasaid, looking down. “Let’ s hope thisworks, then. Julian?’

Hedidn't twitch.

“Julian?’ sherepested. “Areyou ready?’

The second use of his name penetrated. His head snapped around. “1’ ve been ready for hours.”

When sheingsted that she was't meeting any more Dragons sitting down, it was Michelangelo who
went to help Lesa stand, an arm around her waist to ease the pressure on her feet. Vincent closed down
his countermeasures, and resolutely chose not to think about the possible vengeance an angry Dragon
could wreak on four humans who meddled with its programming.

“Kii,” Angelo said, “we d like to speak with you, please.”

The Dragon gppeared in itstrademark twist of colored light, seated on its haunches with itswings half
unfurled. “ Greetings...” it began, and then blinked. And blinked again, the entire eydlid, rather than just
the nictitating membrane.

“I fed strange,” it said.

It took Vincent haf asecond to figure out why exactly that smple sentence made Michdangelo curse
with such heartfdt relief. By thetime he'd worked it out, Angelo wastaking. “Forgive us, Kii. We



needed to talk to you without the Consent.”

Kii beat wings hard, and Vincent ducked reflexively, but of course they weren't redly there. Not even so
much as adraft flipped his braids around, and after amoment he controlled himsalf and stood upright. “I
am...” the Dragon began, and then flipped wings closed and settled down, the delicate fingers on the
leading edges of itswings scrabbling lightly at nonexistent stone. Vincent amost imagined he could hear
the scritch scritch of immateria claws. “Thereisno Consent,” it said, its head subsiding between
hunched shoulders. “What have you done?’

Michdangeo looked asif he wanted to step forward. He couldn’t, though, not with Lesaleaning on him.
“Kii,” hesad, “we needed to talk to you alone.”

The argument lasted the better part of three hours, but Lesaonly participated in the first fifteen minutes.,
Her feet hurt, and moreover, Julian was Sitting turned around in the chair in front of her termina, hisknees
drawn up under his chin and hisback braced againgt the desk, blinking at Kii wide-eyed as aboy
waiching hisfirg Trids

Michelangel o barely noticed when Lesa disentangled hersdf from him, other than to give her agrim little
smile as she limped away to sit down beside her son.

Thiswas Vincent’sjob, this negotiation. She didn’t have the faintest idea of whereto begin. And Julian
deserved praise and a hug. One he wasn't too grown up, today, to return.

She watched the discussion closely, however, and she quickly got theimpression that Kii actualy wasn't
opposed to helping them. That it might in fact be inclined to do so, but a sense of duty was stopping it.
And so, when sheinterjected, she only had one point to make; Vincent had covered the rest.

“Kii,” she said, when Vincent had taken two deep breaths of frustration and curled hisfingersinto his
palms, “sometimes the satus quo needs rearranging. No matter how safeitis.”

“The Consent would not agree,” Kii said, its eyesfilming white for amoment and then clearing,
sun-brilliant again.

“The Consent aren't hereto ask, arethey?’
Its feathers smoothed, and it stared at her.
“Kii,” shesaid, “what do you think?’

“I think the Consent istoo conservative,” it said. “1 think the diversity of your species should be
protected. | think preserving asmall loca population when thereisa...menagerie...no, apanoply of you
to experienceisfoolish.” It settled, and furled itswings. “You'redl so different,” it said plantively. “And
I’ve only gotten to meet afew of you.”

“Takeyouto Earth,” Michelangdo said. “If you make me apromise about the Governors, Kii. If you'll
take them gpart.”

Kii recoiled, wings fanning. And Lesa dropped her hand to the butt of her weapon and took asingle
dow, deep breath. If she died today, it didn’'t matter. Either the plan to subvert the Governors would
work, and there would be no war—or she would have to have faith in her mother’ s ability to discredit
Austin and Singapore.



And therewas Vincent’ s promise. One way or another, Julian would be okay.

“Decide quickly,” she said. And when they turned to her, she shrugged, her lips pulled tight across her
teeth to keep them from trembling. “We have to leave within the hour if we' re going to meet Claude and
her seconds before noon.”

Ninety minutes later, Vincent, Lesa, and Michelangelo met Claude, Maiju, and another woman at the
challenge square. It was otherwise empty, and Claude and her people had beaten them there and stood,
waiting, not far from the center of the open court. Saide Austin was nowhere in sght, and Michelangelo
couldn’t decideif he found that expected or surprising. New Amazonian dueling apparently didn’t bow to
such niceties as seconds; other than the men she dueled for, Lesawent alone.

She limped in gtiff boots that were the next best thing to braces, and she had refused Michdangd o’ s offer
of anandgesic. “I'd rather suffer than be dow.”

She' d gotten Agnesto cut the trigger guard off an old weapon for her, and wrapped the grip in cloth so
that if her pam seeped through the sedlant it wouldn’t dick the gun.

Michelangel o wished he thought it would be enough.

Even across the intervening distance, he saw Claude s chin go up when Lesarose, wobbling, out of the
groundcar. Michelangelo offered hisarm, but she brushed past with stubborn pride. Claude didn’t say a
word, athough the glance she exchanged with her wife said everything.

Michelangel o squeezed Lesal s shoulder before helet her stagger forward alone. Sheflashed him an
ashen grin and went, trying to stride but hobbling, and Claude s retinue withdrew.

The dudistswould meet a the center of the square. Alone. They would pace off ten steps, turn, and fire.
One shot only.

Which explained why more New Amazonian women didn’t die over apoint of honor. Of course, most of
them probably wouldn't bother prosecuting a case as thickheaded as this one unless they had an ulterior
motive—like Claude's.

Michelangelo didn’t react or step back when Vincent laid ahand on his uninjured shoulder and squeezed.
Theleast he could do was refuse to look down.

Lesawas hafway across the square when Antonia Kyoto stepped from an open doorway, flanked by
Shafagat Delhi and two other uniformed security agents, and called out her name. Lesa dragged to ahalt,
turning dowly, asif it took amoment for the cry to penetrate her awareness. And then Kyoto came
toward her, the women fanning out on either side, and Lesa spread her hands wide. Michelangelo started
forward, but Vincent's hand was till on his shoulder, unrelenting now, holding himin place. He could
have broken the grip, but hewould have had to hurt Vincent to do it, so he shuffled hisfeet and stayed
where he was.

Lesanever even reached for her weapon. She let Kyoto take her elbow and lean close to speak into her
ear. And whatever Kyoto said, Lesaresponded first by shaking her head and then drawing back,
gartled, and glancing at Claude.

Claude, faced by two security agents hersdlf, did drop her hand to her weapon. If she ever actudly
intended to shoot, the gesture came too late, because Shafagat grabbed her arm and dragged it behind



her, and the next time Michelangel o paused to think, he was moving, and Vincent had him by the elbow
and wasn't trying to dow him down.

Lesaand Kyoto reached Claude before they did, about the same time as Maiju and the other woman
were intercepted by more uniformed women. Hands were waved and voices raised, though
Michdangeo didn't hear dl the conversation. That muttering grew louder when Claude' s gestures and
Kyoto' s determined head shaking grew more vehement, and cracked into silence when Lesa turned and
gestured Michedangelo over.

He cameto her, hiding hislimp, Vincent till a hisside. “Yes?’

“Claude,” Lesasaid without looking at him, “would like to know if you' re willing to accept avaccine for
thevirusin return for keeping the existence of the laboratory secret.”

He hid his shock with the old reflexive skill, but couldn’t resst aglance a Kyoto. She winked, but not so
Claude would seeit, and from Vincent' s sudden tension the answer must bein her face, but
Michelangelo couldn’t read it.

He could act, though. He dropped his gaze from Kyoto' sto the pavement in front of histoes and made a
show of thinking about it, and then he smiled, looked Claude in the eye, and lightly shook his head.
“Don't think so.”

He dmost felt bad for enjoying it so much until Lesa’ s hand snuck out and squeezed his own.

“It was good work,” Elenasaid, and Lesasmiled under the praise despite herself. She wouldn’t go so far
asto cdl it avictory party, but she, Vincent and Michelangel o—whom she could no longer think of as
the Codlition agents—Antoniaand Elenawere seated comfortably around the demolished remains of a
very good supper, and even Michelangel o looked halfway relaxed. Very relaxed, for aman going to his
execution.

But Lesawasn't going to think about that tonight. “So,” she said, when Antoniafinaly pushed her dessert
plate away, “how did you find the lab?’

Elenaenjoyed playing hostess. She was dready filling a coffee cup, which Antoniaaccepted gratefully.
“Old-fashioned investigative work,” she said. “We pulled House s records of everywhere Saide Austin
had been for the past six weeks, and found out that she’ d checked out arifle and taken athree-day hike
right before Carniva. We sent out tracking teams, located where the aircar met her, and used satellite
imagery to track it to the base. We actudly knew last night, but it was more fun to arrest Claude in her
moment of triumph.”

Lesa caught herself shaking her head in annoyed admiration and had to force hersdlf to stop. Vincent
snorted, and sat forward enough to pick up adessert plate before reclining back on the floor. He leaned
agang Micheangelo and sighed. “ Areyou sure you're not aLiar, Antonia?’

“Just an old warrior,” she answered, and blew across her coffee cup, but her eyestwinkled over it.
“There sno guarantee we' |l be able to hold Claude for any length of time, of course—or Saide either.
They have enough politica resourcesto weasd out of it, I’ m afraild—though the scandd should at least
clear them out of Parliament.”

Elena coughed lightly. “Y ou might want to search Audtin’ sstudio,” she said with acasud smile. “While
you have probable cause and might stand a chance of getting awarrant.”



Antoniablinked at Elenawhile Lesahit her lip, watching her mother theway akhir kit watches afexa.
“Oh?’ Antoniasaid.

“You never know,” Elenasaid. “Y ou might find contraband.”

Saide Austin's public shock when the stolen statue was discovered concealed under atarpaulin, among
her waste marble, might have been convincing under other circumstances. But given the furor dready
surrounding her links to the genetic engineering scandal, even her reputation was not enough to weather
the storm unscathed.

Her eventud jail sentence, however, was somewhat lighter than Claude Singapore' s.

When it came down to it, it wasn't the New Amazonian’ s virusthat was the problem. It was Kii. Getting
it to Earth and with it, its promise to eradicate the Governors.

Those on Kaiwo Maru were easy. The ones on Earth, and the Coalition worlds, and infesting the
garshipsthat travel ed between them were another issue entirdly. Aswas ensuring that Kii got to Earth
intact and protected.

Michdangelo had never had afight with Vincent that began to match that one. Vincent began adamant:
Michelangelo wasto go AWOL, go native on New Amazonia. With Antonia Kyoto asthe heir apparent
to the prime minister’ s chair—once, of course, the unpleasant business of Claude Singapore’' s
impeachment and prosecution had gone forward—he would be safe there, even avaued member of
Kyoto'steam. And with the remnants of the Right Hand still €uding sweepsin the jungle, hewould have
no trouble keeping busy. Meanwhile, Vincent would hand-carry Kii’ s data bomb back to Earth.

It was abeautiful plan, and completely unworkable. So Micheangelo had kissed him, and called him a
fool. “My patron can seetoiit that | get ashow trid to end al show trials,” Michdangeo said. “ A hearing
before the Cabinet. They’ Il download my watch, Vincent, and the details of this mission will be presented
as part of the evidence.”

Purged of such details asthe fact that Michelangelo had not been acting aone, of course. His patron
would seeto that, too.

And the evidence would be shared among the Governors, forwarded via shipping and mail packetsto the
farthest outposts of the Codlition, so that the Governors could return a consensus regarding whether they
would carry out the Assessment. It would take about four months out and four months back for the
verdict to be returned.

Aninevitable verdict. But the formswould be observed. And the Governors would swallow the poison
pill of Kii’ sviruswith the evidence upon which they would return Michelangel o' s sentence. Which would
be Assessment. That, he already knew.

And that, moreover, was the poetry that had convinced Kii, finaly, to do as Michelangelo said.
“It'sadesath sentence,” Vincent said.
“Yes” Kii sad. “But it iselegant.”

Michelangelo nodded, at peace and wholein his heart. That was, after all, the plan. The only pain came
in hurting Vincent. But Vincent would recover. He had aways been the stronger one.



“It'snothing | can’t do aswell, with a better chance of surviving.”

“Vincent,” Michelangdo said patiently, “you' re Katherinessen. Won't put you before the Governors.
They’ll ship you homewith adischarge and pretend you never left Ur.”

“Angdo—

Vincent’ s voice cracked. Michelangelo couldn’'t stand it. He shook his head. “Let me be the fucking hero
just once, you son of abitch,” he said, and kissed him on the mouth.

And Vincent, eyes closed, kissed him back, and murmured, “Kill or bekilled,” againgt hislips.

Michelangelo repested the same words, and if they meant martyrdom rather than bravado now, they
were gtill abenediction, of sorts.

That first leg of thejourney was alittle less than two months, and Vincent was both grateful and grieved
that Michdlangelo did not spend this trip in cryo. They had that, at least, and it had akind of
end-of-the-world sweetness that aternately tore and honeyed him.

The results of the New Amazonian e ection caught up with them at Critdia, viaafast packet bot, and
they weren’t surprised to hear that the new head of the security directorate was Lesa Pretoria.

Between her and Prime Minigter Kyoto, Vincent doubted if he' d ever have to make good on his promise
to take Julian back to Ur.

At Crigtdia, Vincent and Angelo parted ways.

Vincent tendered his resignation through the mail packet that would reach Old Earth on the same ship
that Angelo would and boarded the Pequod toward Ur. Michelangel o' s ship was named the Argo. They
didn’t laugh about it.

Vincent'sfamily was surprised to see him, except for his mother, who was pleased. Captain Katherine
Lexasdaughter wasfinaly showing her age, her hair thinning now, and bright silver inits careful coif, but
the steely resolve hadn't Ieft her. She was even more pleased to hear that the revolution could go
forward.

But not as scheduled.

Vincent suggested she wait, eight months or ten, to seeif it would even be necessary to start awar. And
shelistened.

Katherine aways listened. And she made other people listen, too. So it happened that once the
Governors ceased issuing their dictums, there was no need to bring revolution to Old Earth.

Old Earth managed very well onitsown.

Vincent had never tracked incoming ships before, but now he did, waiting for any scrap of news, though
thetria received only moderate coverage—and none at all once the fighting started and the Cabinet was
dissolved. The Governors would never return Angelo’s sentence. They’ d be gone before the mail could
get back to Old Earth.

That didn’t matter: it would be obvious to anyone with acaendar and a brain where the virus had
originated. Vincent knew the Codlition.



Someone would do the work himsdalf.

Vincent was consumed—ypossessed—~hy the need to know the date, the exact time of Michelangelo's
execution. Asif in knowing, he could fix the sun in the sky, control the deeth, containiit, crystdlizeit. Asif
he could own it.

Ridiculous, when he didn’t even sland under the same sun.

He knew how it would be. He would observe the anniversary. He would grieve. Every year a first, and
then perhaps after thefifth iteration or the tenth, he would forget, skip ayear—and then it would be once
adecade, aperiod of ten yearsfrivoloudy chosen because his species had ten fingers for counting on,
with no more cosmic significance than an astrologica unit. A convenient meter, aking' sfoot. An arbitrary
standard, where Kii would count by eights.

And then Vincent, eventudly, would be dead aswell, and there would be nothing | eft of Michelangelo
Osrris Leary Kusanagi-Jones, except a string of dead men’s names.

And Kii. Kii would remember him. And Kii, or some propagation of Kii, might someday makeitsway
home to New Amazonia, and the Consent would reclam its prodigd.

They might not change. They might never accept change. It was not in the ethos of the Dragons, other
than the explorer-caste, essential and ignored.

But they could appreciate poetry. And the story would have an ending, after al.

Epilogue

IT CAME, UNBELIEVABLY, ON THERMOPAPER. A DNA-CODED diplomatic packet,
read-to-destroy, for Vincent Katherinessen, Old Earth Colonial Codlition Diplomatic Corps, Lt. Cal.,
Ret.

Hard copy.

He' d never held one before.

Helicked histhumb and pressed it against the catch.
The message within was brief:

With one thing and another, Rome fell before they decided to waste the bullet. Coming the
long way round, but I’ m coming. Hope you weren’t kidding about introducing me to your
mom.

Would you believeit?

All those years, all those worlds, and we were wrong.
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Coming Soon!

Over the years, André had come to accept that his luck was often ridiculous, but he hadn’t expected a
shot & filling the contract hisfirst night out. He folded his forearms over the handlebars of hiswetdry
scoot and let it bob, lights dark, on the moonlit water of the bay. The floor pushed at hisfeet asit yawed,
he ducked behind the faring so his head wouldn’t silhouette on the horizon. The craft waslow-profile;
without the brightness of the Sky or of Novo Haven' slights behind him, André was nothing more than a
blacker patch on the water.

About that luck, he thought, watching L ucienne Spivak and her guest come chattering down the floating
dock. Ridiculous wasn't the haf of it. Epic, maybe. Operatic. Farcical . Because even by moonlight, with
hislowlight adapt kicked up, he recognized the woman walking aongside Spivak, leaning into her so that
their shoulders brushed, ducking down as they shook their heads over some joke funny enough that
André could hear their laughter acrossthe water.

“You know,” he murmured under hisbreeth, “you couldn’t make this shit up.”

Hewasn't going to kill anybody infront of his girlfriend. Some things were beyond the call of duty, and it
would be difficult to makeit ook like an accident if Spivak suddenly went down, clutching her throat.
And hewasn't in ahurry. Impatient men often didn’t do well in André€ sline of work. Luck will only get
you so far. Even ridiculous|uck—

With hislowlight, he could make out the hunched shape of aminifab at the top of the dock, awhite shell
path leading up to it. The residence itsalf wasin ashetered inlet, not quite up the bayou—as Nouel had
suggested—hbut on a channel and away from the open bay. A paramangrove swamp cut sight linesto the
city, and the approach path of descending lighterslay directly over the house, which explained why this
wasn't more popular property. That, and the inconvenience of being an hour and ahalf by scoot or boat
fromthe city.

He' d wait for Cricket to leave, and then he' d dip close enough to get an overview of the location. It
would be better if he could catch Spivak away from home, but it didn’t hurt to know the turf. HE d have
to be careful, though; Jean Kroc' s house was a homestead, no plans on record, and he had no idea what
sort of security devices the conjure man might use. Anything from tiger pitsto tracking laserswere
possible, and it would be embarrassing to take aload of buckshot in the fundament.

Andréfolded hisarms and waited, listening to the women laugh. The breeze across the water was coal,
carrying ataint of the heady sweetnessfrom the parasitic flowers that swathed the paramangrove limbs.
The scent carried over miles, and right now it told André that the wind was offshore. Which was a'so
helpful to him; even if Kroc had asniffer or asmart guard dog, it wouldn't pick up André s scent.

Y ep. Luck waswonderful.

Pity he couldn’t talk any conjure on Greene sWorld into helping him trainit. Ah, well. He shifted on the
hard seat of the scooter, pretending resignation to himself. No matter how much of ahurry Closswasin,
it wasn't asif André had to kill anybody tonight.

Except it didn’t look like Cricket was leaving done. She climbed into the passenger chair of the waiting
flashboat, and Spivak followed, settling in the pilot’s seet. If shewasjust running Cricket down to the
ferry, about fifteen minutes, then—

—André might not need the research after al. More luck, that he hadn’t mentioned it to Cricket.



It could have put astrain on the relationship.

The engine of the flashboat was faster and louder than the caterpillar drive on the scoot. André waited
until his prey wasin motion before powering up. His scoot was dark gray, and the topcoat had a
gloss-or-matte option that got alot of work on night jobs. With the lowlight, he didn’t need the running
lights

He concentrated very hard, thinking of Spivak dropping Cricket off at the ferry landing, just the other
sde of the paramangrove swamp, and turning back for home, maybe alittle cardlessand tired. He
couldn’t take a blacked-out scoot into the city; if he didn’t get run down by abarge, he'd get pulled over
by traffic enforcement—and Cricket might recognize him or the vehicle under conditions of more light.
Theided, of course, would be for her to drop off Cricket, turn around, head home, and run into engine
trouble. Unfortunately, André didn’t think his untrained mojo was enough to pull off that set of
coincidences, but he held the thought anyway, sharp and fine, visudizing it in detail.

But Spivak guided the flashboat toward the lights of Novo Haven. The universewasn't listening. Or
somebody e s sfree will was getting in the way again. Just plain inconvenient.

She opened quite agap as she headed inward—his craft wasn’t as speedy—but André wasn't worried.
It shouldn’'t matter, aslong as he could spot her running lights and the silhouette of her boat across open
water.

Traffic waslight at firdt, and there were no street- or channel-lights on the outskirts, other than the
occasiond door or dock lamp. But the traffic regs assured that Spivak couldn't just flash off and leave his
dower vehicle behind. André made up some of the distance and then dotted his scoot in behind awater
taxi two vehicles behind Spivak and Cricket.

Hedidn't even need to follow that closdly. It was obvious pretty quickly that they were going to
Cricket’snew flat. André hadn’t been there yet, but he had the address, and it was a neighborhood he
knew.

He stuck close anyway, though, the tactile rubber of the scoot’ s handlebars molding his pams, the engine
softly vibrating his calves. He pulled ahooded swester on one arm at atime—keeping hiseye on
traffic—and dipped on eye protection. Too dark for dark glassin the goggles, but they changed the line
of hisfacealittle. He skinned the beard off, which wouldn’t help if either woman was running connex, but
he knew Cricket at least usudly kept her skinslive. She hypertexted like amad thing in conversation, her
agile brain tending to shoot off in Six unrelated directions at once.

The scoot was aquiet little craft, and André was glad of that as he ducked it out of the traffic stream one
bridge shy of Cricket’ sflat and diagondly across the channel. They unloaded quickly—asmal favor
from fate—and Cricket gave Spivak aone-armed hug as she climbed past her before turning away.

André crushed a pang of conscience. He' d be there to console her. It might even bring them closer
together. Cricket had this unnerving tendency to flit just out of reach, asif she were covered in something
dick and transparent. Y ou could brush against her surface, but there was never any way to get agrip.

A minute later, Spivak finished fussing with her safety belts and pulled away from the landing, headed in
the opposite direction, not back acrossthe side channel where Andrélay in wait. He twisted the throttle
and sent the scoot forward, pulling into traffic smoothly to avoid attracting attention.

Now his heart thumped his breastbone. The crackle of tension spidered up his back to grab and prickle
across his shoulder blades, and his sscomach seemed to sway in his gut like abalast bag of wet sand. His
skin crawled taut across histhighs and groin; nausea chased bitterness up the back of histhroat.



Thiswasit.

Theluck was running now.

It was ninety minutes before he got his shot. Spivak stayed in the city, visited atavern André didn’t
follow her into—it was on a decommissioned ferry, moored along the east Side of Broadbrook, and there
was no way off it that wasn’t immediately obvious—and returned to her flashboat after lessthan
forty-five minutes. It might have been the mest, but hisjob wasn't to stop the mest, or to identify the
other party. Hedidn’t do that sort of thing.

Afterward she headed west, out of the city on bayside. Not back the way they had come, but thiswasa
shorter route out of the city and she could always cut across the shipping lanesfor anearly direct route
back to Kroc's house—a shortcut that would be ided for André' s purposes. Not only did lighters kick
up ahell of asplash when they touched down—a splash that could turn over asmall craft—but big ships
sometimes didn’t notice little boats, and accidents could happen.

Andrédidn’t liketo smile over hiswork; it seemed disrespectful. But it was hard to keep this one down:
maybe prayer was good for something.

He should have stuck to his demand to be paid abonus for atwenty-four-hour closure.

The only potentia problem was the top speed of his scoot. If Spivak raced home, there was no way he
could keep up. But if she was cutting the lanes, she’ d want to proceed cautioudly, with one eye on the
sky. That would be better.

And it seemed to be her plan. André hung back almost a haf-kilometer, trailing Spivak until they were
wdll clear of Novo Haven. The submerged lights of the shipping lanes glowed beneath the surface of the
bay, but there was no real danger of being caught against them; they were meant to be seen from above.
Only onelighter splashed down during the transect, and that one well off to the south and gently enough
that by the time the wake reached André, he cut acrossit diagonally and noticed only what the skip and
lurch did in hisaready nervous belly. The night was cam, still warmer than hel d expected, and the
breeze from landward had faded off, leaving afew late-traveling sailboats motoring aong the placid
surface with their white sails hanging dack. Spivak, charting a stately progress, seemed inclined to enjoy
the night. André had no problem with letting her do it. It was apoint of honor with him that histargets
never even knew they were in danger. Necessity did not have to be crudl.

Around the middle of thelanding field, he goosed it. The caterpillar drive wasn't fast, but it was fast
enough if Spivak didn’t hear him coming, and quiet enough that she shouldn’t. He set the autocruise,
looped his hard memory, and—keeping one eye on the sky and the other on his quarry—began to
assemble hisweapon.

In most cases, André killed with along-barreled sniping weapon, acombination rifle brand-named
Locutor A.G. 351, for the year the design had been introduced. It adapted to either caseless standard
ammunition—jacketed projectilesfired by achemicad accderant—or crystdline divers of hemorragine
fired by compressed air, which dissolved in the victim'’ sblood, causing symptoms of a cerebra
aneurysm, then broke down into innocuous organic compounds within the day.

That waswhat he would be using tonight. He preferred abullet; it killed ingantly if you did it right,
whereas the hemorragine left the victim sometimes aslong as a hundred and twenty secondsto fed! fear.
And that was ugly and crud.



The other issue with the damned thingswasthey didn't fly far, and afairly light cross breeze could deflect
them. He' d have to be within a hundred meters, and he wouldn’t get more than acouple of shots. Evenin
the wee hours of morning, people tended to notice when someone pointed arifle at them and fired
poisoned needles at the back of their heads.

He d put one needle into her back, wait for her to go down, approach with caution, and download her
hard memory for Closs—as instructed, just to be sure. Then he’ d capsize her boat, |ose the body
someplace where it shouldn’t be recovered for at least aday (long enough for the hemorragine to bresk
down and for her hard memory to wipe), and pretend, in the morning, to be shocked when he heard the
news.

The scoot purred forward. André extended the telescope rest and did the weapon-mount onto the peg.
He squinted through the sight, focusing down through the scope because only an idiot would use connex
for this, and took asighting.

Lucienne Spivak was Stting upright in the pilot’s chair, her braid whipping behind her, her shoulders
square and facing him. Easy. The only way he could misswas by divine intervention.

He measured his breething, matched it to the regular rise and fdl of the swells, tugged his glove off with
histeeth, did hisfinger under the trigger guard. He waited for the moment when his breath would pause
naturally just as the scoot topped one of the gentle waves.

The moment came. He squeezed the trigger. A jet of cool, grease-scented air stroked his cheek.

There was no sound.

The sun wasn't up yet when someone hammered on Cricket’ s doorframe. No doorbdll, no chime of
connex and the name of the importunate visitor, just the thumping of fist on paramangrove pandling.

“Oh, fuck,” Cricket murmured, twisting her legsinto the cool air. She dept nude; she dragged the robe
she kept on the bedpost over chilled skin and stumbled barefoot across amorphing rug that this morning
was off-white and shaggily looped. Her toes curled as she stepped onto the decking, asif she could
somehow protect the tender instep of her foot from the crawling chill. “Fuck, who isit?’

“Kroc,” came the voice from the other side of the door, which answered the question of why he was
knocking. No connex to ring her chimes. His voice shivered, high and sharp, dmost shrill. “IsLucienne
withyou?’

“Shit,” Cricket said, and palmed thelock plate faster than she should have. “ Sheleft me around one
hundred and one. She was going to get adrink and go home.”

“Shedidn’'t makeit,” Kroc said, unnecessarily, because sometimes it was better making anoise. He
ducked under her arm into theflat, and she locked up behind him. * Check your messages. If she sent

anything—"
It would have been to Cricket, because Jean was not connected. She tightened her robe and scrubbed
her eyes on the deeve. “ One second.”

She dropped her connex at night, except for the flat security and a couple of emergency codes. If it had
been redlly important, L ucienne would have spared the couple of extra keystrokes and sent to one of
those.



But there were messages waiting. The one from André, which she hadn’t answered. One or two from
connex acquaintances, people she knew from online groups. And one from Lucienne.

Shelooked at Jean, so he would know. Hisface paled under his stubble, but he didn’t spesk.
Cricket opened the message.
And would havefdlenif Jean had not caught her.

It was a sense-dump, night water and darkness, the smell of lubricant and the texture of the flashboat’s
controlsin her hands, al subsumed by a hypodermic stab to the left of her spine, the building pressure of
amigraine like the handle of aknife pressed to her eye. She gasped but couldn’t make her digphragm
work. Jean’ s hands on her shoulders guided her back, cushioning her until she dumped againgt achair.
The robe was everywhere, he must have been getting an eyeful, but he caught her under the chin and
made her look into hiseyes. “ Y ou need EMS.”

“No,” Cricket said, ashrill, spasming whine. She couldn’t lift her hand to push at him, so she thumped the
hed on the deck for emphasis. She felt him jump. “No doctor. Just...aminute.”

Dying. Cricket—no, Lucienne was dying. Lucienne knew she was dying, and she knew why. And there
wasno timeto explain.

So she showed.

The file was encoded, and Cricket’ s breath came back into her with arush as the flood of numbers
washed away the swelling pain in her head. Lucienne had swamped her connex, amassive core-dump—

Corrupt. Corrupt. Corrupt.

“Shit!” Theword of the day, apparently. Cricket scrambled to save, to back up, to dump what Lucienne
had sent her into a protected hold. Cricket was an archinformist. She had better security protocolsthan
most governments. And she knew how to ding data, and how to repair it—

She went after it, the bonesin Jean’ swrists creaking as she clenched her hands. But the file was
incomplete. And anon-holographic transmission, so what she had was a chunk of data, but not the sort
of chunk that could give her afuzzy picture of thewhole. Thiswas alinear string. And Cricket was pretty
sure she could find the key, because L ucienne would have wanted her—or Jean—to crack the code. But
sheonly had part of it...
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