1. Bonsa

It's a beautiful world, easily worth killing for, but what would be the point?
The worl d, encased in vacuum and glass, is blue-white, a mniature Earth, with
a marbl e-sized sun rotating around it. It has a tiny atnosphere, tiny,

| ovi ngl y-scul pted seas, three continents, numerous tiny islands, tectonic
plate activity, niniature vol canoes, and sone seriously |large creatures for a
world so small. It's a hot, humid place, this world. The glass orb that
contains it protects it perfectly. Touching the surface of the orb, the old
man magnifies a part of the tiny planet, watching, conpletely engrossed, as a
sea creature the shape of a disc waps itself around a creature shaped like a
ball with many circular nmouths full of sharp teeth. The ensuing fight attracts
other creatures, and for a noment this particular point under this particular
sea is swarmng with life.

The man is so engrossed in his creation that he fails to hear the doors of the
ol d church opening behind him CQutside it is dusk, and an enornous red sun is
visible on the horizon, setting slowy. The man had al ways | oved this place,
with its anci ent mausol eum and church spires shaped |ike ice-cream cones and
its wide open square. It has an aura of faded grandeur, of stories having been
worn deep into the stones by the passing of countless humans.

When he does hear the |light footsteps approach it is already too |late.
Sonet hi ng col d touches the back of his head; he has only enough tine to think
he woul d like to be reborn as a butterfly before the assassin squeezes the
trigger and the old man's head expl odes all over the glass orb, covering an
entire world in a violent red haze.

2. Black Rain

The assassin checks Mother Russia for the next forty-eight hours. O the
thirty of so humans living in the place one is still unaccounted for, which
worries the assassin. He conposes a message in Japanese, utilising haiku for
its brevity and sincerity of form It is a quantum hai ku, w th nmeani ngs
rangi ng from Apol ogi es For Disturbing One's Shape to Notification Had Been
Sent in Advance. He sends it to the church on Red Square in the biologica
formof a nmoth, the poem encoded into rapid wi ng novenents. The noth fails to
return. The assassin knows he can expect a counter-assassination at any
nmonent, which he is quite looking forward to. He is using the ancient codes,
Moscow Rul es, to guide his behaviour. Meanwhile he waits. The Entity on
Everest, having requested he carry out this assignment, has not sent further
i nstructions. By protocol, the assassin would not deliver the world directly.
There will be a portal —a drop point.

And so... he should wait but, being as he is, he does not like to. It is why
he is Assassin, rather than Maker, say, which certainly requires a fastidious
ki nd of patience, or Explorer, which basically means —to the assassin's way
of thinking —a way of further noving away from humanity, not to mention

i ce-sleeping in space for countl ess generations. The assassin is a hunmani st
first and forenost, sonething he shared with his target, but he wonders now, a
little uneasily, whether the target m ght be changing his mnd about such

t hi ngs, which are a matter of philosophy, you could say, nore than anything.

And so he deci des, despite Moscow Rul es, despite protocol, to act, to do —
which is the human in him still, the restless ape who doesn't like to wait.
He steps out of the giant black cube of a building that he had been inhabiting
on Dzerzhi nsky Square —which turns out to save his life. As he turns to | ook
at the building he sees clouds gathering over the roof; they formin nmid-air



and concentrate into discs that hover |lower and | ower. \Were they finally
touch the surface the entire building slowy grows transparent, the black

| eached out of it into the clouds, then slowy the entire edifice crunbles
gently to the ground, the dust swirling lazily in the air. The bl ack cl ouds
above slowy dissipate into water, or perhaps it is ink. Were their rain
falls it stains the pavenent. The assassin opens an unbrella and wal ks away,
meanwhi l e | odging a conplaint with the Greater Mdscow Entity regarding the
destruction of a Monument of Historical Significance, not to nention the

f or bi dden use of clouds, banned under a treaty too |long ago for anyone to
renmenmber it. Inside, though, the assassin is pleased. So the old man wants to
play after all.

3. Butterfly

The man does not return as a butterfly, of course. He returns as a cloud of
butterflies, which is quite liberating after wearing human formfor so long. A
part of himwatches the assassin wal king through the inky rain, his feet

| eavi ng soot-nmarks on the pavenment. The assassin is foll ow ng Moscow Rul es,
one of which is Always Blend In. He is shifting —beconmes a part of old

bri ckwork, becones shadow in the awning of a store, becones gl ass, becones
reflection —a tedi ous node of travel, the old man feels, but it does nake it
harder to follow him The old man is spread all over the city now, a cloud of
bright butterflies that beat their wings lazily in the dying light of the red
sun. A part of himacknow edges the G eater Moscow Entity's conplaint, sends
back a Russian shrug, and watches as the old KGB building is reconstructed,
the dust reassenbling itself fromthe mddle, up to the roof and down to the
anci ent foundations. He wants his world back, but it isn't there, and he
wonders with some irritation where the assassin had hidden it. For a nonent he
scribbles a nmessage in the sky, rearranging nolecules to reflect light in a
certain way, so that anyone glancing up can see the words: Wrlds Are To Be

G ven, Not Taken Away.

The man sighs, mllions of butterflies beating their wings as one. No one
cares much for his worlds. He feels he should be flattered, and wonders what
col l ector had sent the assassin after him He did in fact receive Notification
of Intent but had forgotten to follow it up, being too absorbed in a new
ring-world that seenmed quite pronmising. He decides to wait. It is the
assassin's turn, after all, and he is curious to see what he would do.

4. Reflections

The assassin reconfigures hinself into human formand for a nonent watches his
reflection in the air. His reflection stares back and nods in acknow edgenent.
It's a good form he thinks. He shapes a few nore reflections out of air and
dust and sends them across the city. He knows the man is watching him but he
doesn't care. \Wiere he is going the old man won't be able to foll ow

He rings the bell.

The building used to be a hotel, a long time before. Its current occupant has
had it restored sone tinme in the past before noving in. He is a collector, and
each former roomis now a nuseum of sorts. He is another collector —the world

is full of collectors —but a useful one, which nakes hi m al nost uni que.

"Cone in."



The door opens. He steps in and the door closes behind him trapping a
butterfly in the process. The butterfly emts a screech of what m ght be
anmusenent before turning to dust.

"Second floor."

He clinbs the steps. At the top of the landing on the second floor is a snall
chanber. The unseen voice says, "CGet inside."

"I's this really necessary?" the assassin says.

"You know where the door is,
shrugs and steps through

the voice says, unhel pfully, and the assassin

The anci ent nmene-washer starts to life, flooding the chanber with steam It is
like a sauna filled with tiny craw ers, who conb through the assassin's nind
searching for any nmene he may have unwittingly picked up on his way and
eradicating them He feels a song go out of his head, a jingle for a soap that
hasn't been sold in mllennia, a religion, perhaps two, a theory of
everything, a new concept of beauty and a recurring i nage of possibly alien
origin, he can no | onger renenber.

"You're clean."

The doors open, and he steps through into the corridor, where the collector
wai ts.

5. The Coll ector

The collector is a fat man with a toupee and a pipe and three very blue eyes.
He snmokes high-density encoded tobacco, which gives hima glazed | ook as he
assimlates the data with each puff on his pipe. "Life forns on Carthage I11,"
he says. "Fascinating." Puff. "The poetry of sentient asteroids." Puff.
"Tasty. Ah, the Great Attractor, her life and cosnol ogi cal significance for
nearby galaxies. Did | ever tell you | met her once?"

The Geat Attractor is two-hundred and fifty thousand |ight years away and the
size of several galactic clusters. Apart fromgravitationally affecting

gal axi es around her, she is al so nosy, possibly senile, and generally believed
to be, if not exactly God, then at |east a high-level deity of sone sort, in
the sane famly as galactic centre black hol es and trans-di mensi onal sentient
mani fol ds. "You did," the assassin says.

" AR
"I need a weapon."

"l ndeed. "

"Or at least the idea of a weapon."

The col |l ector beans. "Then you've cone to the right place!' he says jovially,

and puts one podgy hand on the assassin's shoulder. "This place is full of
good i deas."

6. |deas



For the next several hours, or possibly it is several days, the assassin
rifles through the collector's museum There are nmenes preserved on anything
fromink and paper to thought-globules, some in actual form sonme in such
exotic formats that he doubts even the collector can read them He is |ooking
for a weapons nene, which is the collector's speciality.

"I heard you made the old man peeved," the collector says sone tine into the
gui ded tour. "Never understood it nyself, that obsession with worlds. As if
there aren't enough out there already."

"Contract," the assassin says shortly.

"Hhm " the coll ector says.
I
"If I were to venture a guess, 1'd say one of the Entities put you up to it?"

"You know contracts are confidential."
"OfF course, of course. Nevertheless..."

The assassin ignores himas he goes through concepts, blue-prints, essays,
pi ctures, alternate-universe snapshots, snatches of alien nusic and all the
rest of it.

"Pesky things, Entities," the collector says, undaunted. This tinme it's the
assassin's turn to say, "Hmm"

"HmP?" the collector says. "Do you know, | often wondered if one could take
out an Entity."

"Don't let them hear you say that,k"
"Grouchy, aren't they."

the assassin says. The collector nods.

The assassin shrugs. He doesn't care much either way. Entities are |ike black
hol es or the common cold —they're just there. It is possible sone were once
human —or a congloneration of mllions of joined human lives —just as it is
possi bl e they are a machi ne amal gamation, or a hybrid of both, or sone alien
intelligence or even sonething out of a parallel universe that slipped in when
no one was | ooking. At any given nonment there are five or six of themon the
pl anet, usually one or two on the noon, a few transient ones in the gas giants
and several in the sun, either rebuilding it or hurrying its dem se, no one is
quite certain. The Everest Entity, his client, has been there forever, never
cones down froma certain height, and has a fascination for human- made stuff

i ke bonsai worlds or antique machine guns. Like this collector, the Entity is
indiscrimnate in its passions and, so the assassin thinks, has no taste

besi des.

"I"ll leave you to it," the collector says, knocking the pipe against a wall.
"Things to do, people to see.”

"Actually," the assassin says, "I'mdone."

"Ch? What did you find?"
"An old idea."

"Always the best ones," the collector says, then he sighs. "Very well. And ny



fee?"

The assassin finds the seal ed packed, opens it, communicates it across. "An
ant culture Elimnator fromthe Sigma-1V Universe," he says. "Black matter

condenser, string-dinension automatic tuning, used between the hundred and

fifth and the two thousand one hundred and second G ey Gal axy Wars."

The collector claps his hands gleefully. "A genuine ant weapon?" he says.
"Where did you get this?"

But the assassin is already gone.

7. Dead Letter Box

There is a post box on Red Square though there hasn't been a postal service
for mllennia. It is kept for both historical and aesthetic reasons. It is
al so a portal, and the assassin's destination. Half-way there the Everest
Entity contacts the assassin. Do you have the iten®? it says.

"1 do."

You have shared the ant device? It has cost sonme effort to obtain.
"I"'msorry if you were inconveni enced."

You are exhibiting sarcasm

"You think?"

There is a roaring in his head, like a nmllion black flies trapped in a tiny
space, all trying to escape at once. Bring the world to the drop point."

"I think the old man will be follow ng," the assassin says.

Then do your job. Again.

Then it is gone, and he is alone, flying across the red sky, his reflections
joining himso that they appear to be an arrow of birds, flying in formation

He | ands at the square. He knows the old man will be waiting. By the rules of
the gane, the only way to resolve a contract is for the two sides to face each
other in the end. He waits.

A giant, silvery nmoon rises slowmy in the sky. It looks like an alien
spaceship, so heavy it mght drop down at any nonment. The assassin scans the
area but sees no opposition. He begins to wal k towards the mail box, his
reflections foll ow ng.

A thousand bl ack butterflies rise before him blocking the way. He spreads his
fingers in front of himlike a magician and fire spits out. The butterflies
melt. Wiere they fall they ooze, and a wall rises, green and yellow like pus.

The assassin forms his hands into fists and punches the wall, but where he
does the wall bends back and becomes butterflies again, and they latch onto
hi s hands and snare them The assassin curses.

There is the sound of |ight footsteps behind him



He tries to turn, and can't.
"G ve ne back the world."

The voice speaks old Russian. It is rusty, alnost a whisper. "You didn't," the
assassi n says.

The dead voi ce | aughs behind him "It seened appropriate,"” it says. "After
all, you cannot kill a dead man tw ce."

"You' d be surprised,” the assassin says, and his hands become ice, a chil
grows out of his body, and the butterflies holding himfreeze and fall to the
ground, breaking into thousands of tiny shards, the sound |ike a synphony. He
turns.

"Gve it back to nme," Lenin says.

8. Wngs

The doors of Lenin's mausol eum stand open. The munmy faces the assassin, a
small smle playing at the corners of its lips. "The Greater Mdscow Entity
will conplain," the assassin says, though privately he appreciates the
senti nment.

"It is a true Russian," the old man says. "It always conplains.”

"W seemto be at an inpasse," the assassin says.
"Not at all,"” the old man says. "Since you will never reach the drop box.
have sent it back to your client with alittle gift of my own devising, alas.”

n O,]?Il

"Fromtime to time | find the need for dead worlds,"” the Lenin Mumy says. "I
sent the Entity a private conposition, an anti-matter world which, sadly, had
a mal functioning casing. |'mafraid by nowthe world —this world, | nean —is
short a mountain.”

"I see," the assassin says, inpressed despite hinself. "Did it work?"

They both turn monentarily to the Kremin, converting its walls into a giant
di spl ay.

"I... see," the assassin says again.

"Unfortunate,” the old man says.
"I't will come back," the assassin says.
"No doubt. But that won't help you."

"Neverthel ess," the assassin says. "A contract is a contract."
"G ve nme back the world."
"What do you need with m niature worlds, anyway?" the assassin says.

"They make nore sense then the other kind," the old nan says. The Lenin nmunmy



takes a step closer, and another, its hands reaching out. The old man says,
"Put it in the numy's hands."

The assassin sighs. The orb materialises in his hands, the mniature world
frozen inside it. "lI'msorry," he says.

"Ch? No harm done," the old man says.

The assassin coughs. He puts the orb in the outreached hands but, as soon as
it leaves his hands, the scene inside it changes. There is the sound of a

t housand butterflies buzzing and the old nman says, "Wat have you d -"

"They did it to thensel ves,"
the process a little, but..."

the assassin says. "I admit | hel ped accelerate

Inside the orb, dots of light flash across the world. The lights grow in
strength and intensity, consunme first one continent, then another, spread out
across the oceans, their brightness blinding, the flash of the expl osions
ebbing out of the orb like bleeding light. A nonent later, the tiny red

expl odes.

"Ther nonucl ear devi ces,"
them towards the end."

t he assassin says. "A shane —I| becane quite fond of

There is a nonment of absolute silence. The assassin tenses, waiting for the
old man's final strike.

It never comes.

The ol d Lenin body shakes, and it takes the assassin a nonent to understand
the mummy is crying. Wien it raises its head at last, its eyes are full of
tears.

"It's beautiful,” the old man says; and for a nmonment it seens to the assassin
as if the voice is the sound of a thousand thousand butterflies, al
fluttering their wi ngs at once.



