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A CURT SUMMONS BROUGHT ME RUNNING to the primary control room. I arrived to find the Commonwealth Police at our doorstep. In their pockets huddled the System’s grandest Makers, a plague of molecular machines poised to invade our rogue station should we refuse to cooperate with their commands. I gazed in dismay at a projection of their ship: a malevolent black cruiser marked with the dancing Chinese characters I knew so well. Never had I expected to see that lethal signature so far beyond the borders of the Commonwealth.
I looked to our leader, Dahlia Ivanov, anarchist, owner of our station and inventor-extraordinaire, seated like a queen on a dais at the control room’s far end. One hundred sixty kilograms of billowing, low-gravity flesh should not be graceful. Dahlia defied that diction. With an elegant hand she fingered her single braid of thick orange hair as she awaited my assessment.
“Whatever you have to do, don’t let them aboard,” I warned. “Don’t even let them dock. We’re contaminated with a thousand illegal molecules. If the police scent that they’ll terminate this complex and—” everyone of you. I bowed my head. “Please forgive me. If I’d suspected they’d pursue me as far as Saturn system, I never would have imposed on you.”
Dahlia snorted. “Oh, Aron dear, do stop moaning. And don’t jump to conclusions. I’ve summoned you for advice, not as a sacrifice. The police don’t even know we have a deserter aboard.”
Deserter. A cruel word, yet undeniably true. I’d been drafted into the police at an early age, having been foolish enough to display a youthful talent in molecular engineering. Finding police discipline a bit restrictive, I’d parted company with the service—a bit earlier than the legal niceties allowed. I drew a deep breath of relief. “All right. Then just who is it they pursue?”
“Indigo.”
On a station that housed over six hundred malcontents and refugees, I doubted I could name six people lacking a criminal record. Yet if I had to try, Indigo would head the list. A Blue Series derivative human, Indigo had abandoned the company of her birth to work a rogue station bound for Pluto. “Indigo? What—?”
“Indigo, nothing. We owe them a debt for her services this past year. Now, Aron, from your experience in the police, how much delay will be tolerated before the station is seized?”
“The station seized?” I asked blankly.
“Yes, dear. Debt is a criminal offense in the Commonwealth.”
“I know that! But we’re not in the Commonwealth.”
“Some issues transcend legal boundaries. How much time do you estimate we’ll have to prepare our escape?”
“Escape? We can’t go anywhere. South Station is still under construction.” The ship that had brought us to Saturn system we now called north station. We’d tethered it to an asteroid (hauled on a long cable all the way from Jupiter) and spun the whole affair to give us gravity while we constructed South Station from scratch—a second ship to house our expanding population. When South Station was complete, the tether would be cut and the two ships would launch separately for Neptune. But that was more than two months away. I reminded Dahlia of this. “Two months is no better than a year. The police won’t wait two days if they think they’ve found their quarry. And even if we were ready to launch today, we couldn’t outrun their guns.”
“He’s right, you know,” a calm contralto voice observed.
And so I was. Though as I recognized her voice, I suddenly wished I’d been less right and more gallant. I turned, as the only derivative human aboard our rogue station entered the control room. Indigo: cool and clever, smooth and hard. Distant. And utterly beautiful. She shrugged, a full-body gesture that ran like a wave through the shimmering, shining platelets of gold and blue that were her skin. Her armor. Her sequined birthday suit designed to protect her from the cold and vacuum of Outside. “Aron is right,” she said again, stroking her golden kisheer, the living respirator that lay like a cowl across her throat while she breathed the air of the station. “I won’t put you all at risk. I’ll go back with them, if it comes to that.”
“You will not!” My shout surprised even me. “Uh, what I mean . . .” I stammered, “is—”
In the three-quarter gee pull of the station, she turned slowly towards me, and once again I felt nothing but admiration for her designers. Certainly, they’d been esthetes. Their care could be seen in every aspect of Indigo, from her tiny, decorous breasts, the erect nipples visible beneath a teasing layer of armored skin;
to her spidery hands, graced with fingers so long, they ought to have tangled but somehow never did;
to her feet: twice as long as nature intended, with opposable toes that could purchase a solid grip on any handhold. Yet never awkward. Their length gave her a long, rolling gate that only exaggerated her femininity.
As to her sexual abilities, I had only Dahlia’s account that she remained human, though sterile. A subsidiary organ (scarcely visible because it too was finished in armored skin) protected her vulnerable parts from vacuum while modestly concealing the evidence of her private nature from my eyes. Nothing else was hidden. Indigo wore no clothes because she had no need of them. She was complete as she’d been made.
Suddenly conscious of my ill manners, my gaze fell. I was in love with our Indigo of course, but to what end? She’d shown me no favor, given no answer to my tentative advances. What could I read from that but a gentle “no”? To offer love where it’s not wanted is an insult Indigo did not deserve. To pursue her further would mean a loss of face for both of us.
Sadly, the delicate manners of civilized places are not common on a rogue station. Other men had offered her sex in no uncertain terms. Many times on my construction shift, I’d heard the post-mortem dissection of some failed suit, and the ribald speculation on the reasons behind her choice of sexual isolation. To me the explanation seemed obvious: biology. Surely Indigo possessed a natural desire for her own kind. Why should she take a human companion?
Gathering up the scraps of my dignity, I tried to compose myself, saying, “I don’t understand the problem, Indigo. Who’s the claimant on this debt?”
She looked at me . . . looked through me really, her graceful face locked forever in an expression of saintly contemplation. Who could say what emotions passed behind that unchangeable mask? She said: “My former company claims the debt—SunBelt Enterprises.” Her gaze shifted to the projection of the approaching ship. “Technically, I can work anywhere I choose. But my employer has to pay royalties to SunBelt . . . for the genetic work that went into my design.”
“Oh.” That made a cold kind of sense. “Well then. Why don’t we just pay them, and—”
Indigo’s lips parted and she laughed, a sound high and sweet, though no smile interrupted the perfect blue smoothness of her face. “You don’t know what SunBelt charges for my services.”
“Yes, they’re very jealous of their Blue Series,” Dahlia said. “Terribly afraid some pirate like us will clone them.”
“How much?” I asked, not sure I wanted to know.
Dahlia pursed her lips and stared thoughtfully at the ceiling. “Less charges for towing back to Jupiter, and— Hmm, they might accept South Station as payment.”
“South Station . . . ?” Seven months of labor had gone into the construction of South Station. “That’s ridiculous.” Nobody argued with me.
“You’re acquainted with the defense structure of police cruisers, aren’t you, Aron, dear?” Dahlia asked. “Perhaps you could manage to infect this ship with a flock of Makers, something that might play hard with their life support and weapons systems before self-destructing? Give them something to think about besides us?”
I stared at her in shock. “Infect their ship?” I had no doubt I could construct an appropriate molecular machine for any assault Dahlia might devise. I was less sure Dahlia understood how well the police were defended against such microscopic invaders by their own formidable Makers. “Absolutely not ever in the life of the Universe,” I said. “It would be an act of suicide.”
Dahlia frowned. Then she patted me on the shoulder. “That’s all right, dear.” Looking at Indigo, she shook her head sadly.
Indigo shrugged. “I’ll go back with them. You can claim that you scooped me out of the Void, which is true enough, and that you were only waiting for SunBelt to come pick me up. That way you won’t owe them a thing.”
I must have looked hopelessly confused, because Dahlia turned to me in sympathy and explained: “Indigo was the victim of a construction accident in the Jovian system. A miscreant tug launched her towards the radiation belts. SunBelt executives saw no chance of rescuing her in time, so . . .” Dahlia shrugged.
I turned to Indigo. “They left you to die?” She looked through me in her usual disconcerting way, saying nothing. And of course I could read nothing from the set expression of her face. Even her eyes gave me no hint of her inner feelings. Deep-set, dark and with a gleam that was not-quite-human, they gazed at the world from behind smoked windows of organic ‘glass.’ Helplessly, I rounded on Dahlia. “Do something! There must be something else we can trade!”
“Perhaps there is,” Indigo said softly. “If we want to risk it.” I felt a chill stroll up my spine, a premonition tossed in my lap by some vexing twist in space/time. She said to Dahlia: “Aron has discovered a mining ship marooned in Saturn’s B ring. Three ships, in fact, all abandoned by their former owner—” brittle humor crackled through her voice “—SunBelt Enterprises, Inc. If we could bring one out—”
I groaned. I’d mentioned the ships two days ago in a shallow attempt to amuse her. I’d been playing with the station’s optical telescope when she’d chanced to pass by. “Take a look at this,” I said, laying claim to her attention. Amidst a projection of Saturn’s brightly colored rings wandered a tiny spot of shadow. “That’s a robotic mining ship once owned by SunBelt Enterprises—your former company, so I’ve heard?” (I hadn’t known her history then! How crass I must have sounded.) “Look close, and you can see the company name printed on the spine of the ship.” At least, if I squinted just right I thought I could make it out: SunBelt.
Indigo shook her head. “You’re imagining it. SunBelt doesn’t mark their ships like that.”
“I’m not,” I protested. But I couldn’t prove the point. “Anyway, this is one of three ships SunBelt designed to harvest volatiles in the belts. All three are still down there—abandoned—after a working life of . . . oh, five to ten minutes. They’re derelicts now.”
“What happened?”
I smiled, pleased that I’d caught her interest. “That’s a mystery. Radio contact with the ships ended after the first few minutes. Satellite observation ultimately confirmed no activity. Repair pods were sent in, but those were never heard from again either. At the time there were protests about mining operations ruining the esthetic value of the rings. That was nineteen years ago.”
“Environmentalists?” She spit the word with some distaste. That was her corporate background. Environmentalists traditionally played a hard and dirty game with the big industrial companies; sometimes company personnel found themselves employed in battle zones.
I nodded. “Apparently the activists poisoned the ring with a very talented strain of Makers—an uncataloged variety designed to infect and destroy the control centers of spacecraft.” Possession of an uncataloged molecular machine is a capital crime in the Commonwealth . . . which is why our rogue station had sought the freedom of the outer worlds. “The Maker’s molecular structure is still unknown, because no probe has ever returned a sample of ring dust for analysis.”
Molecular structure is everything. Design the proper molecule and you’ll have a microscopic servant capable of re-assembling, cell by cell, a badly damaged human body, or of weaving carbon atoms into diamond fiber, or, with more destructive intent, dis-assembling the walls of an orbiting city into their component elements, exposing the inhabitants to hard vacuum.
Speed and scale preclude direct human control of these microscopic processes, so the responsibility falls to a sub-class of constructed molecules: the Makers.
Makers are the molecular equivalent of programmable computers. Like viruses, they can cause millions of copies of themselves to be manufactured, and then proceed in invisible legions to carry out their programs. Unlike viruses, they can deliberately modify their instructions (and structures) when circumstances demand. The only defense against attack by a Maker is another Maker. Nineteen years ago, in a lightning-fast microscopic war, the Makers that polluted Saturn’s rings had quashed the best defensive molecules SunBelt then possessed . . . but if Indigo had been impressed by that startling fact, she’d given no sign of it.
Now, with the Commonwealth Police bearing down upon us, I wondered what hope she saw in my tale of lost ships. I shook my head. “Indigo, you know we can’t go down into the rings. The belts are poisoned with uncataloged Makers. Nobody comes out of there.”
When Dahlia’s eyes glinted orange, I knew I’d said exactly the wrong thing. “Our defensive Makers can neutralize any plague in the System,” she insisted. “Faster than your police models.” Her gaze shifted to Indigo. “If you want to do it, dear, I’m right behind you.”
We told the police Indigo was on Tethys and would be returning on a heavily laden ice freighter in two days time. They politely agreed to await her arrival . . . though I suspected they experienced a mild disappointment over losing an opportunity to inspect our station. Meanwhile, we commandeered a tug that had come over from South Station to resupply.
Fading odors of stale coffee and dried fish greeted us as we boarded. Someone’s half-finished lunch clung velcroed to the wall. Near the door, beneath a column of Chinese characters expressing hopes for good fortune, hung a tool belt, a cutting torch and a net bag containing three rolls of half-meter wide silver tape—a highly visible adhesive used to mark construction sites. I shoved these into an empty locker while Indigo disposed of the trash. A few minutes later, we left the station behind.
“Indigo?”
“Yes, Aron?”
My hands closed in rage as an image of my beloved falling alone towards certain death in the radiation belts of Jupiter played in my mind. “SunBelt doesn’t deserve you. I would never abandon you.”
“Why . . . thank you, Aron.”
I looked up at the catch in her voice, but her eyes told me nothing.
We were alone on the tug. When, despite my emphatic objections, Dahlia and Indigo agreed to this scheme, I was left with nothing to do but volunteer my services. I’d expected Dahlia to accompany us, but apparently she’d thought better of it. I had to admire her for that.
“There it is,” Indigo said. I looked out the viewport to see Saturn, his yellow face marred by a white spiral of storm winds. The southern hemisphere of the planet rose like a great, dull sun out of the plain of the rings. And there indeed, roaming towards sunset, was the mining ship we hoped to salvage.
Our approach would not be simple. Saturn’s moons combined with their parent to create a complex gravitational field in the belt, generating braids and streams and waves of force that continuously churned the material in the rings. I left the problem in Indigo’s capable hands, and turned once again to the diagnostic kit Dahlia had given me. Wafer-thin and no larger than my palm, the kit was a miniature laboratory capable of analyzing the structure of any active molecules we might encounter in the ring and of devising a Maker to neutralize them. Dahlia assured us it couldn’t be defeated by a strain of Makers nearly twenty years obsolete.
Sometime later a dreadful ping! rang through the tug’s hull. “Ice fragment,” Indigo said shortly. “The ship will be singing before long.”
So right, as usual. As we descended into the ring, we dodged the largest of the drifting icebergs: dangerous obstacles tens of meters across. But the myriad smaller chunks and particles of ice we simply pushed aside . . . or obliterated. A metaphor comes to mind: hailstorm. Soon, the ship rang so loudly under the barrage that conversation became impossible. Indigo shrugged the golden cowl of her kisheer up over her ears to seal them from the noise.
Seventeen minutes after the initial ping a final nudge of deceleration sent me leaning against my harness. The hailstorm had subsided as the tug closed on ring velocity; now it spoke in a faint susurration, like secrets whispered between decks. I stared out the viewport. Ahead of us, a following sun had turned the ring dust into a fine-grained fog. The miner was barely visible: it seemed more like a dark scar on my retina than a solid object actually embedded in that field of white.
I unstrapped and drifted from my chair. The time had come to collect a sample of ring dust. My suit hung in a locker. I removed it and shook it out. It was the best I could afford to buy during my hurried departure from the Commonwealth: light and slim, with a passive thermal system powered by body heat. As I pulled it on, molecular machines in the fabric shaped it to fit perfectly to my body. They also held it rigid against pressure. I could move only because microscopic sensors woven throughout the suit instructed the fabric to yield.
I retrieved the diagnostic kit, pulled on the helmet, then turned to key open the shield door. The interior panel slid aside to reveal the gelatinous lock.
Rumor reports that Dahlia designed the lock on a day when she was exasperated with all things mechanical. When I first encountered it, it nearly scared the–
But pardon me. I find my metaphors grow increasingly crude the farther I travel from Sol. Suffice to say I was not at all comfortable with the idea of a gel-like semipermeable membrane as the only barrier between me and hard vacuum. Time modifies prejudice. Now the slow cycling of standard locks seems a tedious process.
I turned to wave to Indigo, then plunged into the lock. Where the dense gel wouldn’t yield to the uniform pressure of cabin air pushing outwards on its surface, it gave easily before the isolated force I exerted as I pulled hard against the hand-grips. For a moment I was a swimmer seeking the far side of a pool of gelatin. Then my helmeted head emerged Outside. I clipped my safety line to the nearest mooring and swung out of the way while the membrane self-sealed behind me.
Random static generated by the electrical currents in the ring crackled in my helmet. When I released my handhold, minute tidal forces began to draw me gradually, gradually away from the ship. I checked the kit. Green lights glowed reassuringly on its face. A sigh of relief escaped me. I’d had real doubts about our defensive Makers, but it looked like they’d keep the environmentalist’s poison from savaging us. I hit the intake.
Microscopic particles of dust drift everywhere in the ring, so it was no surprise when the kit immediately recorded a hit. A blue light winked on, indicating the tiny chemical laboratory had undertaken an analysis. And then it winked out. The kit’s entire face went black. No green lights. No red. Nothing.
I checked the on/off toggle. Jiggled it a few times. Nothing.
“Indigo.” Some odd corner of my mind noted with pride that I managed to screen most of the panic from my voice. “Indigo, the poison’s infected the kit.” I waited a moment for her to answer. “Indigo?”
Silence filled my helmet, undisturbed even by the crackle of static. Realization swept like a thermal pulse across my brain. “The radio’s been disabled!”
What had become of our defenses? Was nothing safe? For a horrible moment I imagined my suit collapsing around me as voracious Makers rearranged its molecular structure. With trembling hands I pulled on the tether, sure that it would disintegrate under pressure. It held, solid as ever, and I quickly hauled myself back to the silent tug.
What could I do? Our defensive Makers were worthless. If I pushed my way back through the lock, I would infect the ship instantly. If I stayed here . . .
My gaze strayed to the robotic miner, now only a few hundred meters away. The instruments aboard that ship had never been exposed to vacuum. Yet in minutes the ring poison had penetrated the ship’s seals and killed it.
So it was only a matter of time until the infection found its way aboard the tug.
Another thought occurred to me then. While the air I breathed was recycled through a biological filter, that filter received nutrients through the actions of a delicate pump. If the pump failed, then nutrients could no longer reach the filter. The biological membrane would die within a few short hours . . . and I would rapidly follow.
I flung myself through the lock, grabbing blindly at the handholds. There might still be a chance to escape the rings. If we burned all our fuel now, we could pick up enough velocity to throw ourselves clear. We wouldn’t need to control the tug after that. Dahlia could pluck us out of the Void. . . .
“Indigo!” I shouted, as I emerged on the other side. I unsealed my helmet and opened it a crack. “Indigo! We’ve got to get out of here before it’s—”
Too late. The caterwauling of a half dozen alarms assaulted my ears. The console glowed cherry red with warnings. Orange emergency lights bathed the cabin in an eerie glow. “Total system failure,” Indigo informed me, shouting to be heard over the din. “The damn defensive Makers failed!” Indigo never swore. We must be in deep, deep trouble.
I watched her helplessly as she rummaged through the equipment lockers. “Who’s responsible for this tug?” she snapped. “Why isn’t the equipment where it’s supposed to be? Ah . . .”
She retrieved the small cutting torch I’d stashed in a locker and test fired it at a bulkhead. “Hey!” I shouted, as the beam burned a tiny hole through the wall.
There was a pop!, then a high-pitched whistle as precious air streamed into the Void. “Still works,” Indigo said, grim satisfaction in her voice. Slapping the handgrip, she added, “It’s low-tech. No artificial intelligence in its processor.” The whistle rose in pitch, then cut off abruptly as repair molecules in the ship’s skin quickly healed the wound.
Invented intelligence did seem to be the target of the uncataloged Makers. From the ship’s electronic nervous system, to our ill-fated defensive molecules, everything capable of artificial thought had been neutralized. The simpler molecular machines such as those in the fabric of my suit and in the tug’s wall which responded mechanically to appropriate stimuli, remained intact. So did the two nodes of natural intelligence aboard ship, for which I was truly grateful.
“We have to tether the tug to the miner,” Indigo announced. “Then we can use our difference in velocity to swing around and launch ourselves out of the ring.”
My eyes opened wide. I’d seen the miner. And our velocities weren’t that different. “We’re going too slow,” I objected. “And even if it could work, I don’t have time!” I told her about the pump that nourished my rebreather. “It does have computer components. It’s going to fail . . . if it hasn’t already.”
Indigo had been in the act of fastening a tool kit around her waist. Now she froze. “A pump? The system’s not organic?”
“Not completely. The maintenance is mechanical.” Suddenly I sensed how false her former confidence had been.
“My blood nourishes the kisheer,” she whispered. “I thought . . .” Her gaze fixed on an infinite point. “Aron, I just don’t know what else we can do without help from above.” One by one the tug’s alarms were failing, as the poison penetrated deeper into ship’s systems. The console had gone dark. “Damn, we need the radio!”
I shook my head. “Even that wouldn’t help. We can’t ask Dahlia to send another tug—”
She interrupted me with a curt gesture. “We can! If it doesn’t come all the way into the rings . . .”
Hope leaped in my throat. “You have an idea?”
She sighed. “It’s no good if we can’t communicate it to Dahlia.”
“Tell me! Tell me, and we’ll find a way to talk to the station. I promise.”
When compared to their breadth, the rings are the thinnest objects in the solar system. Clean space, unpolluted by ring poisons, where rescue vehicles could operate without difficulty, waited less than a kilometer away. As Indigo sketched her plan, I realized she could get us there.
Trailing the station in its orbit around Saturn lay the husk of the little asteroid whose innards had been converted into South Station. Following in the same orbit, neatly coiled and stored in a pod, came the hundred-klick cable that had served as a tow rope when the asteroid was yanked from the stockpile of a mining company doing business in Jovian orbit. “That cable can serve as a tether,” Indigo explained. “A small engine can carry the free end down to us. We’ll fix it to the miner, and—” Her hands made a blooming gesture, full of expectations—
—and hope flowered in my mind. “Ah! Of course! A tug or two on the other end and we escape along with the prize. Can it be done?”
“Why not? With working tugs as a counterweight, we can spin the whole system. Ninety degrees through the first rotation and we’ll be well clear of the rings.”
I grinned. Like an analog of the station on a huge scale, we could use Saturn’s tidal forces to construct a temporary elevator out of the rings. As the giant contraption turned, we’d be lifted to life. Filled with the dizzying joy only a reprieve from certain death can bring, I grabbed up Indigo’s hand in mine, and kissed it. Her skin felt warm against my lips. Glassy smooth and warm, despite the scales of her bejeweled hide. I looked up in mild surprise.
“We still have to find a way to get word to Dahlia,” she cautioned, stroking my cheek with an enchanting tenderness that confused the words in my mouth and left me warm and flustered. With feather-light fingers she caressed my ear, brushed my neck, blessed my lips. And the sun filled me. A blinding thrust of heat that seared my brain and burned it clean. Without a thought, I slipped my arms about her waist, pressed my cheek against her belly. Slowly, dreamily, I let my lips wander across her glassy skin. In that moment, I cared not at all about the rings, the Makers, or our own dire circumstances. Fortunately, Indigo possessed more sense than I. “Aron.” She stopped me with two fingers placed against my lips. “We’ll have to get started soon.”
I craned my head back to see her face, my arms still locked around her. She didn’t seem to mind my advances—truly—or I wouldn’t have continued. Gratefully, I pressed my cheek once more against her belly . . . and felt an answering pressure as her legs encircled mine. “Time to go,” she whispered, and gently, she disentangled herself. Moving swiftly, she retrieved my helmet from the corner where it had drifted and helped me fit it once again to my suit, all the while sketching the details of her plan. I listened absently.
“Questions?” she asked, as she concluded.
“What? No. None.” I longed to reach out and touch her face, taste her breasts. But our relationship remained unclear. Had I dishonored her with my affection? Had I dishonored myself? Or were we lovers now? I couldn’t tell. And I had to know! Courtship should be a subtle thing, but suddenly there was no time. “Wait, there is one question. Indigo, could you love a fully human man?”
She froze. “You ask me that? Do you care?”
I blinked. “Of course I care! I love you!”
Though her face remained impassive, anger sparked her voice. “Do you? I never noticed a sign of that, though I looked. But then, who could read you? So formal and so reserved. You wear your civil manners like a mask!” And with that she slammed my helmet closed and sealed it, locking me in a cage of silence. I was far too astonished to object.
Turning half away from me, she jerked her kisheer up over her mouth and nose. The living organ immediately melded with the tissue of her respiratory system, providing her with oxygen while she returned to it the carbon dioxide it needed to survive. Settled in its active position, it looked like a respirator draped in a gold kerchief. Glaring at me once through her windowed eyes, she turned and dove through the lock.
I followed at a slower pace. Already the air in my suit tasted hot and thick with CO2 as the efficiency of the biofilter began to decline. I swallowed hard. Another few hours without a nutrient bath to nourish the organics, and the air would be too fetid to breathe.
Following Indigo’s instructions, I used the cutting torch to free a tow cable that had been locked down in its cradle at the stern of the tug. Indigo took the free end. Coiling herself against the side of the tug, she sprang backwards using every bit of force her long legs could muster. The cable paid out behind her. Hooking the torch to my belt, I watched her go.
Our path had crossed the miner’s orbit since my first foray Outside. Now the derelict ship lay some two hundred meters out and to our stern. Indigo almost missed it.
Briefly, I saw her silhouetted against the huge, dark cave of the intake throat, a tiny doll cast adrift. Then she was past it, moving at an angle to the hull, still three meters inside the miner’s orbit. The receding sunlight glinted off her blue-gold skin. I held my breath. And slowly, I saw the gap that separated her from our prize begin to close.
SunBelt Enterprises had invested heavily in this mining machine. It loomed like a menacing storm in the diffuse white light of the rings, three times the length of north station and twice as broad. Indigo swept past nearly the full length of the hull before she finally found a handhold. Slowly, she began to climb across the rust-colored metal, a lonely figure marooned on an island in a strange, dusty sea of powder and ice. As I watched her, I wondered: could she love me? That she might, had left me both flushed with joy and desperately afraid I might fail her. I checked the tow cable—still slack, as it would be for some time to come while the two vessels drifted gradually apart—then I returned alone to the tug’s tiny cabin and set about trying to rewire the radio.
The cabin air grew slowly foul around me as I worked. Odd thoughts wandered through my brain, pessimistic threads that finally wound together into a single question: Were we being irresponsible in our attempt to escape the rings? Given the Makers’ fierce appetite for machine intelligence, what might the consequences be if even a single molecule escaped sterilization . . . ? But my desire to live over-rode my conscience and I determined to keep silent on this point. I’ve never claimed to be a moral man.
In the end, my attempt to rebuild the radio proved futile. I couldn’t coax even one tiny circuit back to life. My head ached from the effort, and finally, I gave it up, exhausted.
The time had come to go Outside and find Indigo. I sealed my helmet. And immediately, I realized I’d made a terrible mistake. Without my breath to circulate air, the decay in the organic filter had accelerated. It felt as if I were breathing through a hot wad of insulation. Nothing to be done about it now. I crawled through the lock, to find that our orbit had brought us around to Saturn’s night.
A few bright stars glinted through the ring dust. A roving moon cast a little light. In its thin beams I saw Indigo working her way back across the now taut tow rope. But it was another sight that drew my eye. During the past hours, the tug had swung around the miner, until now I could see a different side of the huge ship.
Smug! That’s how I felt when I saw the proof that I was a better observer than Indigo. For emblazoned in mottled yellow roman letters across the miner’s back was the word SUNBELT, just as I’d described it to her two days ago when I’d coaxed her to join me at the station’s telescope. In smaller script following, I mentally translated the Chinese characters: Saturn Division, SunBelt Enterprises, Inc. This was our way out! If I could read those giant letters from the station’s altitude, then Dahlia could too. And I knew exactly how to overwrite a brief message of my own, two simple characters that would explain our situation.
I whooped, wasting precious oxygen, then turned and dove back through the lock just as Indigo reached the tug. Yanking off my helmet, I breathed thankfully of foul air. When Indigo emerged behind me, I turned around and kissed her cheek. “The rolls of tape!” I shouted. “We can write a message to Dahlia.”
She spit out her kisheer. “Aron, are you all right? The air in here . . .”
“I know, I know. Keep moving, or you’ll be breathing your own exhalations.” I yanked open a locker and grabbed the net bag that held the half-meter wide marking tape. After removing a tangled wad of multi-colored wires, several bits of broken plastic and a piece of torn packing foam, I held the bag up to Indigo in triumph. “We can write a message to Dahlia. We’re going to make it!”
It was not lack of oxygen. I swear I saw her smile. After sealing up my suit, we hurried through the lock, and together began the long, hand-over-hand journey across the tow rope.
Black shadows had stolen across the periphery of my vision by the time we reached the miner. My senses blurred as my oxygen-starved brain stumbled over simple thoughts. Through the confusion, I felt Indigo take my arm. She pulled me with her as she worked her way around the miner, and finally, she pointed to a broad, flat surface.
I stared at the site, wondering what significance it had for her. Finally, she tugged at the net bag that I carried on my waist. Ah . . . !
Quickly I tethered myself to a handhold, then pulled out a roll of tape, searching in the faint light for the tab that should mark its beginning. A flush of fear drove through my veins when I couldn’t find the tab. Then it was there, beneath my trembling fingers. One half of it had been torn away. I yanked at the remaining piece. It shattered like a fragile leaf of glass! I screamed in frustration. Then, pulling a screwdriver from my belt, I began to pry at the tape’s end. A half-dozen silver chips broke off, like flecks of old paint chiseled from a wall. “No!” I whispered. “Please, no.” I tried again, but I couldn’t free the end. The tape had fused! Somehow the adhesive had leaked through its protective backing, sealing the roll, layer after layer, into a solid cylinder. Cold washed over me as I remembered the motley collection of debris I’d discarded from the bag—scrap wire, useless packing. It was all clear to me now. What I held was rubbish, trash, the contents of a garbage bag! I hurled the roll in a rage.
Startled, Indigo twisted to catch it, missed, then turned and snatched the bag away from me. Hurriedly she removed a second roll, examined it and embarked upon the same awful process of discovery I’d just endured. When she tossed the roll over her shoulder, I knew it was all up for us. Still, I waited with stubborn hope while she examined the last roll of tape. That too, she eventually cast away. It tumbled end-over-end, sparkling in the moonlight until it disappeared into the Void.
I felt a touch against my shoulder and turned to see Indigo. Gently she embraced me, her head against my shoulder, her legs wrapped around mine. The torch, still tethered to my belt, she brushed aside. I held her tight, while inside me, rage burned. I couldn’t let her die!
But what could I do? My muzzy brain offered no solution.
Off beyond Indigo’s shoulder a tiny moon was falling through its orbit. I watched it. How fast it seemed to move! When a blue flame burst from its end, I started in surprise. A spacecraft? Observing us? How close could it be? The fire disappeared, but not before it had ignited a vision in my brain. Could I offer up a flame in return? My hand sought out the torch. The instrument’s invisible beam could not be used as a signal, but perhaps . . .
Indigo must have sensed that something had changed, because she pushed away from me. With my arms free, I wrested the torch from my belt and ignited it. I was laughing, I think. At least I remember strange bubbles of humor fizzing through my brain. Squeezing my eyes shut, I summoned a vision of the Chinese characters I had to draw. Then, in huge zig-zag lines of heat, I began to scribe a message in the miner’s skin:
(human) joined on a long, long rope to
(heaven).
Indigo tells me a rocket came on a tongue of fire, and fused itself in an explosive weld to the miner’s back, the tether trailing behind it for a hundred kilometers. I have no recollection of the event myself. I didn’t live to see it.
“Oh yes, it was a close thing for you, Aron, dear,” Dahlia confirmed, not for the first time. She looked across my hospital bed at Indigo, who sat on the other side. Then shaking her head, she rapped her soft fist against my skull. “There was so much damage in here. I do hope we put things right.”
I’d spent the thirty-seven days since my death in coma, while molecular machines completed repairs on my damaged cells. In that time my voice had grown rusty from lack of use. “But did you sell the miner?” I croaked.
“Oh, yes, dear. We’ll be safely off to Neptune by the time the police think to trouble us again.”
I turned to Indigo, and wondered if it would do to offer my hand. She seemed to sense my uncertainty, for she settled the problem by trading me a kiss. Her mouth shocked me: hot and rough, lined with a thousand little tongues that trembled like beating cilia. I responded as any gentleman would—eagerly—while wondering what other secrets her body held. I fervently hoped I’d be given the opportunity to find out. Yet when our lips finally parted, a question lay between us. “Does SunBelt mean nothing to you, Indigo? Can you live, never seeing another of your kind?”
Behind me Dahlia clucked, while Indigo looked typically inscrutable. “Blue Series derivatives have been selected for body form,” Dahlia said. “Very little work has been done on their psychology. Indigo—and every other Blue—is as attracted to original humans as any of their ancestors ever were. I’m afraid you’re the one with the unusual sexual preference, Aron.”
Can I be blamed for a rapid change of subject? Sheepishly, I asked, “How did you finally sterilize the miner?”
“We didn’t,” Indigo said.
“What?” I sat up in shock.
“Tut, tut, Aron,” Dahlia said. “Don’t look at us like that! There was no need to sterilize the miner. An environmentalist designed the ring Makers, remember? Checks were built into the system to forestall a plague. As soon as the little monsters are removed from the ring gravitational fields, they dissociate.”
I frowned. “So you never did get to analyze them?”
An orange light ignited in Dahlia’s eyes. “No. The clever little bastards. But don’t you worry, dear! I’ll learn. I will learn.”
I didn’t doubt it.
Dahlia left then, but Indigo stayed. “I suppose this hospital is a fine place,” I said, turning to her. “But when am I to be released?”
“Tomorrow.” She took my hand. “But we don’t have to wait that long.”
I smiled. Suddenly, we understood each other perfectly. “No,” I agreed. “We don’t.”
She kissed me again, and in a soft voice told me what would please her. I did the best I could. Caught up in the tide of her affection, I was a happy man.
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There is no law a dying man won't break.
Nikko Jiang-Tibayan has been caught outside the changing boundaries of the law. He is the first "post human"--genetically engineered to life in the airless void of space. But the research permit that allows his existence is about to expire. Already his body has begun an insidious, pre-programmed failure that will end in his death. His hopes ride on an illegal and extremely powerful nanotech device known as the Bohr Maker--but his attempt to steal it soon goes awry and the device escapes to infect a young woman named Phousita who lives on Earth, in an impoverished slum, where nanotechnology runs amok, regulated only by the black market.
Nikko and Phousita are from different worlds, but their convergence sets off a domino effect of unforeseeable events both on Earth and in space as they evade the ruthless pursuit of the Commonwealth police.
Chapter 1
Just past dawn a dead man came floating down the river. The current carried him under the old river-straddling warehouse, where he fetched up against one of the fluff booms Arif had strung between the rotting pilings. Phousita found him when she came to gather the night's harvest of fluff. He floated face down. His head had wedged under the fluff boom; his long black hair swayed like a silk veil in the current.
Phousita glanced nervously overhead. The trap door that opened onto the main floor of the abandoned warehouse hung open. She debated with herself a moment. It would be so easy to slip into the water, ease the dead man's body off the boom and guide him back into the current before Arif discovered he was here. She would never have to worry about who he might have been or what bitter spirits still haunted his flesh. Let someone else farther down the river have him!
But her conscience wouldn’t let her do it. Even in the dusky light under the river warehouse she could tell he’d been a wealthy man. Such fine clothes! And he might have money on him, jewels. The clan was hungry. She glanced again at the trapdoor. “Sumiati,” she called softly.
The termite-eaten floorboards creaked, then Sumiati peered through the door. She had an empty bucket in her hands, ready to pass it to Phousita. “So fast today! Did you fill the first bucket already? It’s about time our catch improved!” Her dark eyes widened when she saw the body. She sucked in a little breath of surprise. “Phousita, he’s still got his clothes! Hold him! Don’t let the current take tuan away. I’ll come down. Look how beautiful his robe is. Oh, do you think we’re the first to find him?” She put the bucket down, then turned to climb through the trapdoor, moving awkwardly as she bent over her pregnant belly. She hung for a moment from the insulated wire rope, looking like some rare, ripe fruit. Then she dropped gracefully to the narrow metal plank that Arif had lashed between the pilings. It shivered under the impact.
Phousita reached out a hand to steady her. Sumiati was a small woman, but even beside her, Phousita was tiny. She stood no taller than a petite child of seven or eight, though she was nearly twenty-five years old. Despite her size, her body was that of a woman: slender and beautifully proportioned, endowed with ample breasts and rounded hips, but on a scale that seemed unnaturally small. With her pretty round face, her dark eyes, and her thick black hair carefully coiled at the nape of her neck, she might have been a diminutive spirit out of some forgotten mythology.
Her unusual appearance had once attracted many clients after-hours in the business district. But she’d promised Arif she wouldn’t venture down there anymore. She was hungrier these days. The clothes from this dead man would buy a large quantity of rice.
And yet she hesitated. Easy wealth was so often cursed with misfortune. “I don’t like finding the tuan here,” she told Sumiati, instinctively using the traditional honorific. “There’s no telling what evil influences tuan carries with him. Let’s work quickly, then I’ll shove him back into the river.”
Sumiati looked suddenly concerned. “Maybe we should call Arif.”
“No!” Sumiati jerked at the sharp tone of Phousita’s voice. Phousita hunched her shoulders; she looked across at the dead man. “No,” she said more gently. “No need to wake Arif. We can do it.” Pulling the close-fitting skirt of her sarong up above her knees, she eased herself into the water until her tiny feet touched the clean gravel that cushioned the river’s concrete bed. The current swirled in cool streams around her waist, gradually soaking her faded blue breastcloth. She reached back to help Sumiati down, then grabbed the empty fluff bucket and started wading toward the dead man, one hand on the fluff boom for balance.
Arif had constructed the boom shortly after he’d moved the clan into the abandoned warehouse. He’d gathered rare old plastic bottles, the kind that didn’t disintegrate in only a few weeks. He’d cut them in half and then lashed them to a plank stripped from the warehouse. They floated half-submerged in the water and when the fluff came floating down the river they trapped it, like huge hands grasping at the feast. The system had worked well for many months. It would still work, if only there were more fluff in the river . . . or fewer hungry people. Her gaze scanned the thin line of brown foam bobbing against the boom. A dismal catch. Not enough there to feed three people and there were thirty-nine empty bellies in the clan. Forty, counting Sumiati’s soon-to-be-born. Phousita tried not to think about it.
Fierce rays of yellow light lanced under the river house as the sun leapt up over the city. Phousita touched the dead man’s head. Bright white flecks of bone and torn pink flesh could be seen through his black hair. The back of his skull had been caved in by a blow. The current still washed dilute puffs of blood from the wound. He must have been only minutes in the water. She lifted his head carefully by the long hair. His face was pale, nondescript European. His eyes were closed. A single kanji glowed in soft, luminescent red on his cheek. She couldn’t read it. “Look, tuan was robbed,” she said, pointing at the torn lobes of his ears where earrings must have been. Sumiati peered over her shoulder.
Out of principle Phousita touched his neck, checked for a pulse. It was a ceremony the Chinese doctor insisted upon, even when the patient was obviously dead. Perhaps it helped ease the frightened spirit still trapped within the body. Sumiati looked on, a worried pout on her lips until Phousita shook her head. Sumiati smiled.
“Even if tuan was robbed, he still has his clothes,” she said. “Maybe the thieves overlooked something.” She quickly checked his pockets, but found nothing. Phousita worked at the fastenings on his robe. In minutes they had the body stripped. Phousita stepped back in relief.
Sumiati’s eyes glowed as she held the fluff bucket stuffed full of fine clothing. “Push him off the boom,” she urged. “Let’s hurry. We have to take these to temple market. It’s a long walk, but we’ll get the best price there. We can take some water to sell too. And then we can buy rice. Enough for everyone to eat until their stomachs complain! And clothes. Henri and Maman need new clothes. And medicines, of course. You’ll know the ones to buy. And the Chinese doctor is always glad to see you.”
Phousita smiled at Sumiati’s nervous chatter. The dead man had indeed brought them good fortune. And now she could send him on his way. She reached for the dead man’s arm. Twisted it gently, to ease him off the boom. Hurry now. In a moment he would be gone.
“Phousita!”
Her hands jerked back in guilty surprise. She looked up as Arif dropped through the trapdoor. He landed on the metal plank. His slim, hard body—clothed only in worn shorts—was poised in a fighter’s stance. Arif was always fighting, she thought bitterly. And he’d do anything, anything at all to survive.
He stared at her, cruel violet eyes so out of place amongst the swollen, exaggerated features of his laughing, yellow, bioluminescent joker’s face. Sumiati, blind to his moods, started to bubble forth in her good-natured way with the tale of their find, but Arif cut her off with a gesture. “Phousita,” he growled softly. “What are you doing?”
Phousita glanced at the nude body of the dead man. Without his clothes he seemed a pale, ghostly thing. “Take the basket up, Sumiati,” she said softly. “Arif will help me now.”
Sumiati nodded, confused. Arif helped her out of the river and onto the plank, then stepped back, out of her way. She climbed the rope. “Close the door behind you,” he said. He still stared at Phousita. In the harsh shadows under the warehouse, his ogre-ugly face glowed brilliant yellow with its own generated light.
By his own admission Arif had been a wicked child. His mother had sold him to a sorcerer who poisoned him with a spell that exposed his sins upon his face. With his ridiculously elongated nose and chin, his cheeks as round and full as overripe guavas, and his glowing yellow complexion, he resembled one of the comical servants of the wayang theater. Except his eyes.
His gaze flickered upward as the corrugated metal door closed with a creak. Soft footsteps moved off across the warehouse floor. When Sumiati was out of earshot, Arif spoke: “He’s food, Phousita.” He walked to the end of the plank. “Why would you throw away food?”
Suddenly Arif dove, slicing like a sunbeam through the water, his thick black hair, tied up in a short ponytail, trailing behind him. He surfaced next to Phousita, startling her with an explosion of bubbles. He threw his swollen yellow head back and laughed, then hugged her tiny figure quickly, his arms encircling her waist. “Don’t be afraid, Phousita,” he crooned. “The old witch filled your head with all kinds of lies. It’s just a body. Tuan’s spirit is gone.”
Phousita was trembling. She sank into Arif’s arms while the cool river water rushed past. “You don’t know what kind of man he was,” she whispered.
“It doesn’t matter.”
“It matters if we take his body into ours.”
“Not his body. Only the fluff that grows from it. You helped me plant them before. You ate the fluff.”
She laid her head against his chest. He’d dismissed her reluctance then too. “Sutedjo and Piet were part of our clan,” she said. “We knew them; they would wish us no harm. But this man is a stranger; we don’t know what evil he’s done.”
“It’s gone with him.”
“His spirit clings to the body.”
But Arif’s patience had eroded. “Spirit rides in the head and his head’s smashed in,” he snapped. “Stupid country girl, he’s gone!” He ducked under the water. A moment later, he surfaced on the other side of the boom. Grabbing the dead man’s wrists, he twisted the body roughly off the boom. “I wish you’d never met that old witch! She chased your brains away. You want to be a sorceress like her? Fah! She was just a stupid old hill woman. I’m glad she’s dead. I wish I could have planted her too!”
Phousita slapped the water. “Stop it, Arif. Stop it! You pretend you know so much. You don’t know! You hear rumors on the street and you think they’re true. Shiny new magic. But even the new sorcerers don’t know everything. Arif!”
He wasn’t listening. He’d turned his back on her, hauling the dead man up the river. She took a deep breath and ducked awkwardly under the boom. Fear filled her as water swirled past her face. Then she burst to the surface, gasping and splashing for air. She didn’t know how to swim. Arif had promised to teach her. Oh, why did she get angry? It did no good. Arif only wanted the best for her, for everyone in the clan. It hurt him when she let her doubt show.
“Arif.” She caught up with him; helped him drag the body against the current. They reached the edge of the river house. Arif stopped. Phousita glanced down through the clear water to the gravel beneath her feet. Scattered there she could still see the remnants of Sutedjo’s bones, bright white slivers that hadn’t yet turned to fluff. She glanced up. Arif studied her with violet eyes. “It wasn’t the old witch who cured you, Phousita. It was the Chinese doctor. The old magic is dead.”
He ducked under the water, hauling one leg of the dead man with him. Phousita used her tiny body as an anchor to keep the corpse from drifting downstream while Arif secured the man’s foot to a mooring stone on the bottom. He surfaced, took the other leg, hauled that down too.
Over the next few days the body would slowly dissolve into a rich harvest of fluff that would float to the surface and gather downstream against the fluff boom. The clan would never know the reason for their good fortune. They’d attribute the abundant harvest to luck.
Fluff hadn’t existed when the old woman was alive. That was only a few years ago. Phousita could remember it easily. She’d been perhaps twenty-one, still trapped in a child’s body. The river had been a stinking sewer then, a deadly thread of water draining the city’s filth. When the fluff first started collecting on the river’s banks, they’d paid no attention to it, assuming it was just a new kind of pollution. Then Arif had seen the rats eating it. . . .
Now the river ran clear. The water was clean, drinkable, though the city’s filth still washed into it with every rain.
Arif surfaced again, took the dead man’s right arm. “Help push him under,” he said gruffly. Phousita nodded. Arif stretched the arm of the corpse beyond its head, then reached underwater for the mooring stone. He found it, and glanced over his shoulder at Phousita. “Now.” She placed her palms flat against the cold, slippery chest and leaned hard, forcing the body under.
Something gave way beneath her right hand. She could hear it more than feel it, a sharp metal snick! The chest opened like a blinking eye. A golden needle shot out of the black orifice, to bury itself in Phousita’s breast. She reared back in horror, swiping at the spot of blood just above her breastcloth that marked the point where the needle had disappeared. She stumbled through the water. Her chest was on fire. She could hear herself bleating like a terrified child: “Unh! unh! unh!”
The corpse twisted in the current, the shoulders rolled. She saw a little white tear in the dead white chest before the corpse turned facedown again. Her gaze shifted to Arif. The horror in his eyes must have echoed her own. Help me. She tried to say it, but her mouth had gone dry. Her tongue grew puffy and swollen as the needle’s poison spread through her system. The bubbling song of the river seemed to rise in volume, building like a wall around her before it collapsed into a chaotic buzz. Her vision blurred. She could see Arif reaching for her. But the current was swifter. Her eyes closed as its cold hands caressed her face and swirled through her hair.
Chapter 2
“Name?” the majordomo program asked.
Nikko, who was in truth only a program himself, a modern ghost, an electronic entity copied from the mind of his original self, had little patience for Dull Intelligences. “The name’s Nikko,” he growled. “Rhymes with psycho. Nikko Jiang-Tibayan. I’ve only been here a hundred times you decrepit excuse for a secretary.”
He could hear Kirstin laughing, somewhere over the electronic horizon, a dim sound in the majordomo’s limited sensorial world. “Are you going to admit me or not?” he snapped.
“Of course, sir. The lady is expecting you.”
A pathway opened, and the electronic pattern that constituted Nikko’s ghost slid through it into Kirstin’s mind. Physically, his ghost occupied her atrium, an accessory organ that had been induced to grow as a filamentous tissue in her brain. But the atrium had drawn on her sensorium to create for him a psychic environment that was a precise duplicate of the room which Kirstin occupied. From her point of view, he was simply an overlay on her physical reality, a virtual companion—invisible to anyone but herself—yet she could host him in the real-space of her house. And though he was only a ghost, she could see him, scent him, touch him, taste him again . . . as she’d done many times before.
Today, though, he carried with him a sense of urgency, a certainty that his time was running out. He had a few more weeks at most, Dad said. The end was impossible to predict precisely, but it wouldn’t be long. Nikko could already feel the gathering presence of death, manifest in the clumsiness that had begun to afflict him as his nervous system degenerated under a preprogrammed genetic code . . . a clumsiness that was replicated perfectly by his ghost.
Kirstin held a hand out to him, the gold rings on her fine fingers bright against the perfect ebony of her skin. She smiled a cool, possessive smile as she anticipated his touch—no, the simulation of his touch, a tactile hallucination of the atrium, inspired by this electronic ghost inside her mind.
He took her hand, his own extraordinarily long, china-blue fingers twitching uncontrollably. She frowned at this latest disability, but for the moment she chose to overlook it.
Still, he felt her scorn. He would have scowled at her then, if he could. But his face wasn’t made for that. He was, after all, only an experimental model, a singular prototype of an artificial human variant that had since been banned within the Commonwealth. A unique freak. The myriad small platelets that composed his enameled hide could conceivably perform a clumsy imitation of most human expressions. But Dad hadn’t attached much importance to that aspect of Nikko’s design. Instead, he’d rerouted the cranial nerve that would normally control the tiny muscles in the human face to service the kisheer, the symbiotic organ that sealed his mouth and nose and ears under vacuum, providing him with oxygen on the Outside. But Nikko didn’t spend much time mourning his lack of expressions. A cold stare served most of his purposes well enough.
“I’ve been asking to see you for nearly a week,” he growled at Kirstin. His fingers wrapped across the back of her hand and then around her wrist, though he was careful not to flex the muscles in his arm. The atrium would simulate that. In the tiny pseudogravity of Kirstin’s home, an object would take over two seconds to fall one meter to the floor, and a lover could be swept off her feet with only a small investment. But Nikko wasn’t in the mood for games like that. He said: “Maybe I’ll find another lover, if you don’t want to fill up my last remaining days.”
“Ah Nikko, as charming as ever, I see.” She raised his hand, to stroke the smooth enamel of it against her dark face. Her coppery hair was coarse and kinked, floating in an undisciplined cloud around her shoulders. Her features were Northern European: a blocky nose and a heavy, rectangular face. The cream-coffee eyes that measured him seemed too light for her skin. Nikko found her plain. But he wasn’t here out of love, as she well knew.
He gazed past her in sudden surprise. She had a painting of him on her living room wall! He recognized her style. “That’s a romantic bit of trash,” he said, as he slid carefully around her to take a closer look.
“What’s wrong with it?” Kirstin exclaimed, her voice a curious mix of amusement and anger. “I thought you’d like it.”
He glared at the piece. If she’d depicted him under conditions of atmosphere his kisheer would have lain across his shoulders like a short gray cape. But instead she’d placed him in the vacuum forest of glassine trees that grew on the outer walls of Summer House, displaying him with the respiratory organ in active position, its supple gray tissue raised over his mouth and nose and ears like a veil. There was something feral in the poised stance she’d given him; he crouched, his toes wrapped securely around a low branch while his intent gaze tracked some object offscreen. His hands were half-raised, ready.
“Is that how you see me?” he asked. “Like an animal? In my ‘element’?”
“Take it as a compliment, Nikko.”
“When it’s meant as an indictment?”
In the portrait he seemed something other than human. His head was smooth and hairless with a high forehead. His face was half-masked, his flat Asian nose and petite ears barely visible beneath the kisheer. He had no eyebrows. Dad had substituted a dramatic ridge of black. His eyes were blue, and quite human-ordinary—though behind their protective crystal lenses they were difficult to see. In the portrait he was nude, as always, his body a smooth, elongated, masculine sculpture covered in living armor designed to protect him from the zero pressure of the void, gleaming in a shade of blue called nikko. An accessory organ closed over his genital and anal zones like a living loincloth, a bow to the modesty of society, and protection for him under vacuum.
“I’m an historian,” he told Kirstin. “Not a zoological exhibit.”
Kirstin’s arm slipped around his waist. She pulled herself against him. Her breasts felt too soft and vulnerable against his enameled skin. But bedded in them, the hard thrust of her nipples seemed to warn of her armored soul. “You’re beautiful,” she said. “And I won’t have you much longer. Why shouldn’t I remember you as you really were?”
His face couldn’t show contempt, but his voice communicated it well enough. “So why don’t you paint me plugging you in your bed?”
She grinned. “And admit to the world that I practice bestiality?”
He pulled away from her. “I am not an animal!” He was what every person inhabiting the thousand celestial cities of the Commonwealth should be—a graceful being adapted to the new environment, able to function in vacuum without pressure suit or air supply, equally at home in a corridor of one of the orbiting cities. And that was why the Commonwealth despised him—he was the future they were afraid to accept.
Kirstin taunted him with her cool gaze. “Don’t chide me, Nikko. I wasn’t the one who made you what you are. That was your dear old dad. Fox Jiang-Tibayan: he thought he could be a better designer than the Goddess herself. Too bad for you he didn’t examine the consequences before he started.”
Nikko felt his long fingers close into a fist. The Goddess. Mother Earth was a fucked-up old tyrant. She could use a little outside help in the evolutionary process. But Kirstin didn’t see it that way. Her Gaian philosophies condemned any artificial advance in the physiology of the human species—a view that meshed nicely with the secular laws of the Commonwealth.
Kirstin approached him again. She laid two fingers against his smooth chest. “You’re an historian,” she said, tracing a slow circle on his skin. “You studied under Marevic Chun and you’ve dedicated your life to stirring up trouble. You’ve had fun, haven’t you? Selectively exposing scandal and corruption to wound the corporations that compete with Summer House. Even attacking the police. But you’ve never looked into your own history.”
“You’re wrong,” he said, turning away from her, uncomfortable with this subject. “I know that litany.”
She smiled. “Ah, but you’ve only had it from one side. You know that Fox created you on the authority of a research permit, but did he tell you that he obtained that permit by bribe and threat and political favor? You’re an historian, Nikko. You should know the facts. I testified against the permit, but it didn’t matter. Fox knew all the right people.” Her chin tilted up and she laughed lightly, remembering. “You should have seen him. He was so pleased with himself. He never considered what would happen when the permit expired.”
The permit had been issued by the Congressional science advisory committee for a period of thirty years. Dad had been required to build the expiration date into his design. At the time he hadn’t seen that as a problem. In thirty years, Fox had expected artificial humans would be commonplace, and that he would have no trouble in getting the permission to reverse Nikko’s condition. But instead the passage of time had ossified the nascent bigotry of the Commonwealth. There had been no extension on the research permit that allowed Nikko to exist. In a few more weeks, it would expire.
Kirstin slid her hand up to his shoulders. Her fingers dabbled at his kisheer: a gesture calculated to arouse him. He’d come to her as a last resort. Kirstin Adair, Chief of the Commonwealth Police, charged with enforcing the laws that limited the use of nanotechnology. It was one of her duties to ensure that society remained human. Yet she also had the authority to grant him a reprieve.
Nikko was an historian. He’d learned his trade from Marevic Chun, one of the founders of Summer House. She’d taught him how to hunt the data trails, to dig beneath the civil veneer most people and corporate entities presented to the world, to forage amongst forgotten electronic notes, reports and memos, to finagle interviews with reclusive people and ghosts, all to reconstruct the veiled events of the very recent past and with any luck to embarrass the Commonwealth and the police, to expose their corruption, to generate a backlash of disgust that would drive the trend line of history toward a more liberal political climate that might allow him to live.
He’d failed in that. But he’d succeeded in other things. He’d used his skills to track down Kirstin’s past, and he’d come to understand her, long before they met.
Without further words, they retired to the bedroom. Nikko’s gaze swept across the collage mounted on the wall above the bed: an impressionistic mélange of teeth and bone and hair and shreds of skin in bright, artificial colors, all knit together with airbrushed genetic patterns he hadn’t the skill to read.
Kirstin had already slipped out of her gown, leaving it to drift slowly to the floor. Her one-hundred-and-twenty-odd-year-old body waited for him on the bed, as fresh and full as any teenager’s. He joined her.
She pulled him toward her in her silent, hungry way. His belly slid across hers: smooth, hard enamel skating on yielding flesh. Her nails slipped across his armored breast. He flexed his arms and slowly sank against her. His mouth found hers. He knew what she felt: kissing him was like kissing a china statue come to life. But his mouth and tongue were as soft and warm as hers and more intricate, a sea of papillae designed to mesh with the kisheer when he needed that to breathe.
His kisheer had shriveled in his body’s excitement. It lay like a wrinkled kerchief around his neck. She licked at it, teasing it open. His hand was on her throat. He stroked her fine black skin, feeling her pulse beat a fierce rhythm beneath his sensitive fingertips.
Suddenly, unexpectedly, her teeth sank into his kisheer. He screamed in pain and dove against her. “Stop it!” he hissed, while his fingers squeezed a gentle warning against her throat . . . fingers long enough to encircle her entire neck. . . .
But she hissed at him in turn. “You need me, Nikko.”
She knew what she was doing. She controlled the situation. It was her atrium, and she could throw him out at any time.
She bit deeper. The pain began to cloud his brain. He felt himself begin to overheat. He couldn’t dump heat with the efficiency of a human-ordinary. So he did the only thing he could: gave in to her completely, hating her, even as her body took command of him, drawing his sterile seed out in a prolonged burst of wracking, shivering lust.
Later, as he daubed at the blood still oozing from his kisheer, he had to remind himself that none of this was real. He was, after all, only a ghost of his true self, existing within Kirstin’s atrium, nothing more than an overlay on the reality of her world.
But ghosts were not simple, inconsequential fantasies. A scarred ghost could return home and scar its master. Over the years, many of his ghosts had never returned to him. He knew that some had simply been erased. But sometimes, he suspected, a damaged ghost would choose not to return home, to save him from its pain.
He lay back on the bed, feeling his body settle slowly down upon the sheets. Kirstin snuggled against him, her hand stroking his belly over and over again. She loved to touch him.
He put his arm around her. He knew he should say something sweet now, make himself endearing. But he didn’t think he could pull it off.
His gaze fixed on the collage mounted over the bed. The thing repulsed him. It was Kirstin’s perverted way of displaying the human trophies she’d collected over the years: illegal body parts gathered from her victims, artfully arranged in collage to suggest the jagged slopes of a forested mountain. Here, diamond teeth became an exposed escarpment. There, the cropped bits of hair grown of actual gold were trees blurred by mist. Silver-gray skin stretched in mystery across the gullies, blue skin a pale canopy of sky. And running through it all, like woodland spirits, the twisted, translucent genetic patterns describing modifications to human systems that went beyond the bounds of the law.
Kirstin could claim a long and illustrious career of enforcing the law.
The law: there was no simple, profound statement that could contain it. The law of the Commonwealth was a very human thing, built on conviction and avarice, riddled with loopholes, as alive as the genetic record of the species and in as constant a state of change. An edifice built to address a primary concern: what is human? With the passing years, the answer to that became ever more difficult to define.
Unlike the ancestral type, a modern human need not grow old. Aging was considered a defect in the human genome, not as a defining parameter of the species. But the inclusion of artificial genetic structures was forbidden. There were exceptions. There were clauses. But a basic summary of the law could be held to say: mix and mingle active human genetic material as you like—change your color, change your size, change your face. Replace the genes for disease, for aging, for personality disorders with more socially acceptable versions. But do not mingle the human inheritance with nonhuman or artificial instructions. Do not augment the human mind with machine intelligence.
The law had much to say about nonhuman intelligence. Commonwealth society could not have functioned without an army of Dull Intelligences to oversee routine regulatory and analytical functions. But adaptive, volitional, or conscious machine intelligences were banned. By the law, creativity was a function reserved for human minds.
Kirstin was a firm believer in the law.
She touched his shoulder. “You remind me of Leander Bohr in his last days.”
Nikko shuddered. Leander Bohr. She brought up that name to torment him! Bohr had been a Gaian terrorist when he’d taken on a very youthful Kirstin as protégée and lover. He was still considered the greatest molecular designer who’d ever lived. Entirely self-taught, so the legend said. Unnumbered orphan from the slums of Berlin—some contemporaries swore Leander hadn’t known how to read until he’d designed Bohr’s Maker. Then the molecular machine taught him, illegally rewiring his neural architecture in the process.
Legal Makers were programmable molecular machines endowed with a Dull Intelligence that would enable them to execute only one function, or at most a series of functions leading to a single objective, such as the construction of a ship’s hull or a set of clothes. By contrast, the Bohr Maker’s capabilities were more open-ended. It could adapt itself to the needs of its host through an illegal self-programming feature.
At its essence, the Bohr Maker was a microscopic packet of instructions. But once the instructions were executed, it became a molecular communications and design system that would insinuate itself throughout the body and mind of a single host, resulting in profound physiological change. The host individual would own the talents of an expert in molecular design, along with the physical mechanisms to execute those designs.
Most Makers had a learning function that would allow them to refine their programming through experience. But the Bohr Maker could develop entirely new programming functions, at a rate that far exceeded the best human minds. The Bohr Maker was illegal under the law, not only because of its status as a volitional intelligence, but because its activities compelled the corruption of human physiology.
“I feel strange,” Kirstin mused, her breath blowing soft over Nikko’s kisheer. “Almost regretful. I haven’t felt this way since those final hours with Leander.”
Nikko felt the dry wings of panicked butterflies beating in his belly. He felt as if he were about to float away from the bed. “Did Bohr know he was doomed?”
She smiled indulgently. “I didn’t have the same reputation then, Nikko dear. But I knew he was doomed. It’s the same sense I have with you.”
Nikko rolled away from her. She was toying with him. Daring him to ask for a reprieve . . . so she could turn him down.
He lay on the bed, staring at Kirstin’s collage. Futility weighed on him in defiance of the tiny gravity. He felt he could hardly move. But Kirstin was as moody as a rock. “I’m glad you came today, Nikko darling,” she said cheerily. “I’ve really had a bad day.”
“Oh? What went wrong? No mutant babies for lunch?”
“If only.” She laughed. “If only I could selectively terminate certain constituents of our research division . . . that Jensen Van Ness in particular.”
Nikko felt his heart begin to thunder in his chest; his kisheer went still across his shoulders. Jensen Van Ness. Had she finally fixed him at that address? “Van Ness,” he muttered, as if the name were a mere historical curiosity. “He was with the cops the day you brought down Leander Bohr; part of the investigative team, right?”
Kirstin ran a long-nailed finger down his forearm. “That’s right. Why have you never interviewed him?”
“Who says I’ve never interviewed him?”
“I do keep an eye on these things, you know.” She leaned over him, fixing him with an analytical stare . . . as if she could draw the truth out of him by mere force of will. But his face remained impassive, as always.
“You should make an appointment with Van Ness,” she continued. “I think you’d like him. Because he’s just like you—he has no perspective on the graceful state of human existence within the Commonwealth.”
“Imagine that.” Nikko’s bitterness leached into his voice. “He’s got to be a hundred and something years old. You’d think he would have learned by now.”
She ignored him. “Van Ness got in my way today. The bastard. His one claim to fame is that he dissected the neural tissue from Leander’s toasted corpse and isolated the Bohr Maker. Anybody could have done it. But he’s lived off the moment ever since. And every time I petition to have the Bohr file destroyed, he logs a counterpetition claiming it as essential research material.” Her lip curled in contempt. “He doesn’t want his accomplishment erased. That’s all.”
She shook her head, setting her mane of coppery hair swaying. “The Bohr Maker is too dangerous to retain. Police Makers can’t compete with it. We’d have to violate our own laws against adaptive artificial intelligence systems to make anything that would really threaten it. It has all the advantages. If it ever got loose, it could rearrange the balance of power in the Commonwealth as easily as it rearranged Leander’s brain. But Van Ness doesn’t give a damn about that. He’d rather risk the security of the Commonwealth than lose his prize.”
Very quietly, Nikko said: “I don’t blame him.”
Kirstin gave him a withering stare. She knew how badly he wanted that Maker. She knew he’d tried to get to the file through her. Perhaps she suspected he’d also tried to get there through Van Ness.
She hissed softly. “Like I said. Neither one of you has any perspective.”
Nikko suppressed a sigh. Things were going very badly. He should go home. There was no point in staying here.
But instead he forced himself up. “Get dressed,” he said. “Take me to the balcony.” He couldn’t wander without her. Here he was only a ghost overlaid on her reality, dependent on her senses for a picture of her world.
Obligingly, she slipped her gown back on, then took his arm. They drifted together across the plush carpets, intermittent toe-taps enough to keep them aloft while they pretended at love. The door warden winked its amber electronic eye and a glass panel slid open.
Kirstin lived in Castle. The city was the seat of Commonwealth government, a bubble of life at the end of the space elevator that rose out of India. Atmospheric rockets had been banned for decades, and the elevator was the only means of travel between Earth and the orbital cities, creating an information bottleneck presided over by the police. The police maintained Gates at both ends of the elevator which logged the identity of every traveler going to or from Earth, while scanning them for illegal molecular material. In the early days of its construction, critics had mocked the elevator as the Imperial Highway, and the name stuck, as resonant names usually do.
Nikko gripped the glass cage that enclosed the balcony and looked out on the Highway. It was less than a kilometer away, a great ribbon of black glass and amber lights rising out of the Castle’s courtyard, straight up past the hundreds of spires of intricately worked glass and white ceramic perfection that were the Castle towers, past the gel lock and the transparent bubble that encased this fairyland. On into the empty spaces of the Gulf until it vanished in the dark and the distance. Black on black, the Imperial Highway stretched for over forty thousand miles until it met the Earth.
It was night in India.
Every half hour an elevator car the size of a ten story building would appear on one of the Highway’s six Castle-bound tracks, decelerating rapidly as it approached the Castle gates. Fifteen minutes later another car would leave on one of the six Earth-bound tracks. Nikko could make that journey only as a ghost. His physique had been designed for the variable G of Summer House, his own native city, where the highest pseudogravity reached only three-quarters Earth normal. This was one of his few regrets.
He breathed in the pleasant atmosphere. It was a few degrees warmer here than inside, reminding him of the balmy interior of Summer House. He felt his dark mood begin to ease. Perhaps he could find it in himself to charm Kirstin after all.
He let himself drift down into a chair beside her, as a ’bot rolled onto the balcony, carrying a pot of tea on its flat back. It squatted between them, performing as a table.
Kirstin lifted the teapot and carefully poured a syrupy stream, then set china splash lids on the full cups. Steam rose in white tendrils through the sipping slots.
Nikko reached for his cup. His enameled fingers clacked against the bone-white china: like meeting like. He felt the searing heat and the steam in his nostrils. He gently picked up the cup. If a third person had been present, the intruding eyes would have seen the cup still upon the table, undisturbed, while Kirstin drank her tea alone, because a ghost could not really affect the physical world, not so much as by picking up a cup.
But within the cloistered reality shared by Nikko and Kirstin, this long-fingered hand that seemed to move the cup was a faithful depiction of the actual hand of the real Nikko Jiang-Tibayan, complete with the same disabilities. His hand twitched in a sudden, grotesque spasm. Scalding tea sloshed against the cup’s lid, emerging like a dark ribbon through the sipping slot to collapse in a burning line across his wrist. He swore at the pain, and his hand snapped down, inadvertently launching the cup toward the tiled floor. It fell like a tiny missile, shattering on impact, shards of ceramic perfection flying apart in a fountaining explosion of unhappy disorder.
Kirstin watched the pieces fly overhead, then fall back down again in long arcs. Globs and streamers of dark tea added to the illusory mess. She looked at Nikko and clucked in studied scorn. “You’re getting so clumsy, Nikko darling. And my fine antiques! If you were real, and no ghost, I daresay I wouldn’t have the nerve to bring them out at all.”
His hand twitched again. He hated himself. He sat very stiff in his chair and stared out at the thread of the Imperial Highway. “What do you expect?” he asked softly. “I’m dying.”
“Oh, please. That’s in such bad taste.”
“You can stop it.” He bit down hard on his lip, horrified at what he’d just said. He hadn’t planned it. The words had just rolled off his tongue. He turned stiffly, to see what effect this blunder would have on Kirstin.
Her face was lit with the faintest of smiles. “At last, at last,” she crooned. Her brown eyes chided him. “Nikko darling, I love you for your stubbornness. But I see even you have limits. And finally, after—what has it been now? two years in my bed?—you come to the point of this charade of love. ‘Kirstin, dearest,’“ she said, mocking his deep voice, “‘I’ve screwed you faithfully. Now won’t you grant me a reprieve?’“ She laughed. “My sweet gigolo.”
His kisheer unfolded across his shoulders in a short cape, the thin film of it aquiver with his silent rage. Gigolo. She was kind. Whore was the word he might have used. Fuck for your life.
“You’re a hard old hypocrite,” he told her. “But you won’t have much longer to enjoy me in your bed. How do you think you’ll feel when I’m irretrievably gone?”
“Oh, Nikko, you flatter yourself. Remember, you’re a ghost. I’ve never even touched you, really. And you’ve never touched me.”
“Ghost or flesh: we know what’s real.”
“You won’t be the first lover who’s died in my arms.”
“There won’t be anyone else like me.”
“So true. Freak.”
He bolted to his feet. He couldn’t help himself. He caught hold of the glass cage that enclosed the balcony to arrest his momentum, then turned back to look at her. One long-fingered hand coiled in on itself as he recalled the smooth, soft vulnerability of her throat.
But he was only a ghost, and he’d never touched her.
“You know I need you,” he said, his words emerging mangled past his shame. “What would you have me do?”
She smiled, her teeth an icy wall that seemed to flow out around him. He felt himself trapped in her voracious bite. “I would have you beg.”
He was a dying man. And imminent mortality breeds its own desperation. Beg. He let go of the cage bars. He felt himself drift down to the tiles, legs bent. He landed on his knees. He watched himself, a ghost outside a ghost as the words she’d commanded spilled from his throat in a voice choked with frustration. “Please, Kirstin. You’re the only one who might save me. Please grant me a reprieve. Just let me live.”
“No.” Her gaze cut across him in scathing triumph, from his head to his bended knees. “You’re an illegal creation. An abomination in the eyes of the Goddess, and I will not abide your existence beyond your lawful span—no matter how fine a fuck you are.”
He shuddered—a nikko-blue china teacup deliberately flicked off the table for the pleasure Kirstin would take in watching him shatter against the floor.
“Stop playing with me!” he screamed. “What do you want from me?”
“Nothing I haven’t already taken.”
“You can’t let me die.”
“I’ve been meaning to ask you—after you’re gone, do you think you might will me your carapace? That fine china exoskull would make a marvelous addition to my bedroom collection.”
His hands twitched. His fingers tapped like the legs of some monstrous spider against the dark skin of her finely muscled thigh. She’d gone too far. There were some affronts that even a whore couldn’t overlook.
But it was all right, he told himself. He was glad she’d done it. Because now the rules of the game would change.
He felt his anger blossom into a kind of fierce joy. Now there were no rules at all.
“Enjoy your moment,” he told her. “Because I’ll see to it you don’t outlive me.”
She laughed at the absurdity of his threat. “Oh, Nikko. I’m going to miss you. I really am.”
But it was all right. He prepared his ghost to leave while she watched him with mocking eyes.
“You’ll be back,” she said. “Because you’ll always carry the niggling hope that I might change my mind.”
“Don’t believe it.” He left her, to retreat home across the net.
Chapter 3
Visions tumbled through Phousita’s mind like paper images tossed about by an impish wind: scraps of memory, half-forgotten knowledge, outright fantasy, all aswirl, visible for a moment, then gone, gone, gone away to nowhere, swept around a corner, she couldn’t catch them, hold on to them, every bit of her life slipping by. And something that wasn’t a part of her life, recurring. A face. It appeared and disappeared, and alone amongst all the other images, appeared again. It matched nothing in her memory, this angular face, lovely as an angel. White skin, blond hair, unnaturally angry eyes. A song surged around it. She reached out to touch it and it faded again.
The song went on. It tugged at her, and unwillingly, her eyes fluttered open.
Sumiati’s lilting voice rolled over her and she found herself staring at the familiar mildew-stained graffiti that covered the wall beside her hammock. Afternoon sunlight streamed through the cracks between the boards, striping her fingers as they clutched at the hammock’s coarse nylon webbing.
She could see the angel’s face again. It drifted just behind her eyes, a haunting, spectral image. Fear permeated her body like a poison. She lifted her head. Her hair clung in sticky threads to her sweat-dampened cheeks. Cautiously, she looked over her shoulder, half expecting to see the angel himself.
Sumiati squatted nearby, tending a pot of rice set to cook over a small gas fire. She sang a soft pop tune, mimicking words from a language no one but Arif understood. Two children played quietly beside her, seemingly oblivious of the oppressive afternoon heat. Silently, Phousita eased her aching body from the hammock. She swept her oily hair out of her face and shivered. What witch had sent her such an evil dream?
“Hey,” she called softly. “Sumiati?”
The kids looked up from their game and started jabbering excitedly. Sumiati turned around to stare, her mouth a small circle of surprise.
“Sumiati, I don’t feel very well,” Phousita said. Her hand rose tentatively to a half-remembered wound on her breast. She frowned, perplexed, as the soft touch of her fingers elicited a mild jolt of pain. She looked down to see a tiny circle of angry red flesh.
“Phousita!”
Her head jerked up. Sumiati hunkered by the fire, staring at her as if she were a ghost. The children had fled.
“Phousita,” Sumiati whispered. “Is it you?”
Phousita looked down at her hands. “I had a dream . . . about a dead man . . . and an angel.”
“It was no dream! Oh, you said tuan’s presence here was a bad sign. Phousita, you were right.” Despite the bulk of her pregnancy, Sumiati rose gracefully to her feet, her eyes suddenly brimming with tears. “Tuan was evil! You were so deeply asleep when Arif pulled you out of the river, we couldn’t wake you. We thought tuan had killed you, and stolen your body to house his own wicked spirit. Phousita—” She caught Phousita’s hands in hers, squeezed them tight, kissed her cheek. Her eyes were shining. “I’m so glad it’s you.”
But Phousita wasn’t so sure. The image of the angel that occupied her mind—this was not the face of dead tuan. Still, she sensed something new inside her, a foreign presence rapidly growing in strength. She squatted by the cooking pot, staring into the blue gas flame. Compulsively, her fingers kept returning to the wound on her breast. It was no dream. Then tuan must have been a sorcerer. What spell had the needle cast when it entered her body?
Sumiati squatted beside her. She adjusted the height of the flame, then glanced at Phousita. “You know, I’ve never seen Arif so angry.”
“Oh?” She looked up, surprised.
Sumiati nodded. “Yes. He said he would drive tuan’s spirit from your body or kill you himself.”
Phousita glanced around nervously.
“He’s gone,” Sumiati assured her. “He took the Knives and went to temple market to sell tuan’s clothes. He’s going to bring the Chinese doctor back with him, whether he wants to come or not.” She nodded knowingly.
Phousita’s eyes widened in surprise. The Chinese doctor never left his little shop to visit patients. How would Arif convince him to come? And then, “I don’t need a doctor,” she realized. Any money Arif got from the clothes would be wasted on the doctor’s fee. The clan needed that money for food! Fish and fruit for the children, more rice, cooking oil. And of course medicine, when the next plague swept through the city. Phousita rose to her feet. “I have to find him.”
But Sumiati was shaking her head. “Arif warned me you might wake up and try to leave. He said I must keep you here. He left some of the Knives. . . .” Her voice trailed off in embarrassment.
“Sumiati!” But the girl refused to look up. Phousita stamped her bare heel against the broken vinyl floor. She started toward the door, the only way out of this little room at the end of the warehouse where she and Sumiati and the littlest children took their naps.
A boy and a girl stepped out of the shadows beyond the door to block her way. Phousita could read fear in their eyes, but their hands were steady as they passed a knife back and forth in a deadly juggling act, the blade moving so quickly it seemed to be in a dozen places at once. The leaping blade of the knife wove a fence of steel across her path.
She stared up at them. Little Sri was only seven, yet already taller than she. Phousita had delivered her in the shelter of a cardboard box on a dark morning when the rain hammered down as if it were determined to flood the world. Maman was a year or two older (nobody was quite certain). Arif had rescued him from a municipal cop who was beating him for sleeping on the sidewalk after dawn.
Phousita had become surrogate mother for both of them. She knew they loved her. Would they really cut her? She didn’t believe it, but their eyes begged her not to test them. Arif was their master. He’d trained them in this deadly game and he would beat them if they didn’t obey.
Her fist clenched in sudden anger. To force children into such a terrible choice! To give pain, or to receive it. . . . She would have no part of that.
Her hand opened. She smiled gently and beckoned to them. “Come. We’ll help Sumiati with the sewing.” Gratitude shone in their eyes. She stepped back, and the flashing blade of the knife disappeared.
Through the last hour of the steamy afternoon Phousita and Sumiati tended to chores while the river grumbled beneath the rotting floorboards. There were clothes to be mended, children to be bathed, and more pots of rice to be cooked. (There was only one pot and one stove so that the rice had to be scraped into a large plastic tub after each batch was finished.)
Voices drifted in from the street—idle chatter of the homeless, the hungry, waiting for the cover of night before they tried to approach the river. Twice, alert sentries called the Knives out to defend the warehouse against trespassers. Shots rang out once. At the sound of the rifles Phousita and Sumiati hurried to the windows to peer past the crumbling cardboard shades.
A hunting party from the Islamic Resurgence occupied the cracked concrete of the riverbank. Two men stood guard, their ancient weapons at the ready while a third carefully searched the blood-soaked clothes of an emaciated beggar caught feeding on the fluff. The Resurgence claimed a devil had cast the spell that cleansed the river; they shot on sight anyone who dared to eat from the devil’s hand. Someday soon they’d discover Arif’s fluff booms under the warehouse and then they’d burn the old building down. The clan would make its home on the street again.
Phousita watched until the beggar’s body was kicked into the water, then she turned away, picked up a broom, and began to sweep at nonexistent dust while once again the face of the white angel filled her inner vision. Altogether, it was a quiet afternoon.
“Arif is here!”
Phousita started awake at the whispered warning. Twilight had fallen. She lay in the half-light, numbed by the sweltering heat left behind by the long afternoon. Her shoulder ached where she’d been sleeping on the hard floor.
“Phousita?” the voice whispered again.
She stirred herself with an effort. “I’m here. I understand.” A figure at the door turned away and disappeared. She looked around. Sumiati and the children were gone. She could hear a commotion in the front of the warehouse, the cheerful, bragging, bantering chaos that always accompanied the end of the day when the clan’s foragers returned from the city. Her hand rose, to touch the sweat-slick skin surrounding the wound on her breast. In her belly, hunger growled and scraped like a beast in a barren cage.
Sumiati had left the last pot of rice on the floor to cool.
Phousita became profoundly conscious of this fact as she sat listening to the distant noise of the new arrivals. The pot was very close. It was possible she could reach it simply by raising her arm. Her belly roared in urgency. Never had she felt hunger like this! Perspiration trickled down her cheek as she fought to ignore the sweet aroma of the rice. Suddenly, she could stand it no longer.
“Arif!” she screamed, and her fists pounded against the crumbling floor. “Arif come free me. I’m dying, dying.” She pressed her face against the floor. The torn linoleum scraped her skin. The rice pot drew nearer. She couldn’t understand how it did this. She tried to turn away from it. Her hands shook as she sought to burrow into the floor. Her fingers burned as the rice pot touched them. She snatched them away, but the pot pursued her, searing her palms with steam as she removed the lid. She flung it across the room and screamed again. She pounded her forehead against the floor, again and again and again. Pain thundered in her skull, but the hunger would not recede. She collapsed, sobbing hysterically, her cheek pressed against the searing metal of the cooking pot.
“Where is she?” “Get out of the way!” “It’s plague, I knew it.” The voices blurred together, melted into one by a blinding yellow light. Strong arms lifted her, rolled her gently until she lay on her back. “Eat, Phousita.” Someone placed rice in her mouth and she swallowed without chewing. Another mouthful, and another. The blurred figures around her began to resolve into recognizable faces. Sumiati. Sri. And the hand that fed her? She caught the wrist; looked up into the cool brown eyes of the Chinese doctor.
He was a young man, by his appearance not much older than Phousita, with a pale, translucent complexion and thick black hair tied neatly behind his neck. “Eat, Phousita,” he said again.
She stared at the rice in his hand while saliva pooled in her mouth. She swallowed hard. “No one else has eaten,” she whispered.
“No one else has plague. Eat.”
“I’m dying?”
“We don’t know that yet. Eat.”
“Arif.” She squinted against the glare of a lantern, searching for his nightmare face amongst the crowd that squatted around her.
“Here.” He touched her elbow.
She twisted around to face him. “Free me,” she whispered. She reached up to brush her fingertips against the hilt of the knife he carried strapped across his chest. “Don’t waste the clan’s food on me.”
His clown’s mouth fell open. He shook his head, but at the same time he started to reach for the blade.
The Chinese doctor batted his hand away. “No!” he barked. “You kidnapped me. You dismantled my office and brought it down here. Now it’s my turn! I want to find out which plague’s infected her—then we’ll consider the knife.”
He turned to the children behind him and began snapping orders. A flat blue-gray box was handed to him. He opened it, revealing a glass window flooded with tiny amber symbols. Phousita recognized some of them. She’d been to Zeke Choy’s shop many times. He’d shown her this computer before; taught her the names of the letters. He placed the device carefully on the ground, then accepted a small satchel from one of the onlookers. He opened it, examined the contents, set it aside, then looked around for the third and final item. A small sky-blue case was passed into his hands. He set it on the ground, then opened it carefully. On one side was a tiny keyboard and a black-on-gray display. On the other a glass window shielded what seemed like a thousand slender tubes, some containing colored liquids, some clear. The clan muttered in admiration. The Chinese doctor was a sorcerer of wide renown; still, to think he could command so many spells. . . .
Zeke Choy scowled at his audience. “Damn superstitious fools,” he muttered.
Phousita looked up as someone nudged her elbow. Arif. He smiled at her—a manic expression given the exaggerated features of his face. She knew it was meant to be reassuring. He helped her to sit up. She was weak, hardly able to support her own weight. Her head felt muzzy, and hunger still raged in her belly. But she tried to put her discomforts aside, so that she could attend to the doctor as he began the rite.
From the satchel he removed a tiny glass rod and a piece of paper. The paper opened to reveal a lancet. Phousita was familiar with this procedure. She’d performed it herself on plague victims who’d been too ill or unstable to journey to Zeke Choy’s shop. She turned her hand palm up. The doctor took it, lanced a finger and used the glass rod to capture a bit of her blood. He would use the blood to divine the nature of her affliction. If it were an old plague, perhaps he could cure it. If not. . . .
She watched him insert the glass rod into a small hole in the face of the computer. The onlookers muttered encouragement and whispers of hope. He was a great sorcerer. Everyone knew it, though the doctor himself would always insist it was not so.
A chime sang. Phousita shivered as a sense of fatalism settled over her. She was old, nearly twenty-five—even Arif was her junior. Most members of the clan didn’t live beyond fifteen.
Many times she’d imagined this moment, played out in her mind the feelings and fears that would haunt her in this inevitable time when she would finally face the reality of her own death after having witnessed the deaths of so many others. Her heart raced in a thready beat but she kept silent as Zeke Choy studied the pattern of letters on his computer screen.
He seemed puzzled. His brow knit, his scowl deepened. Phousita felt a cold sweat break out across her face. A wave of dizziness took her and she sagged against Arif, who held her tight. A wail of mourning arose from the gathered clan.
The doctor looked up in irritation, his thin hand chopping the air. “Stop it! Stop it, will you? It’s nothing!”
The wail cut off abruptly.
“Nothing?” Sumiati asked, her round face confused in the lantern light.
“Damn vultures,” the doctor muttered. A curse, but the meaning was unclear.
“Tuan,” Phousita asked timidly. “It is not plague?”
“No, no, of course not,” he growled. “The poor sap you found in the river must have been a civilized gent. He hit you with a registered defensive toxin, that’s all. He was probably from the EC. The fatal toxins are illegal there. This drug was designed to knock an attacker down fast and keep him under until the police arrived.”
“The Commonwealth Police?” Arif demanded, his fist closing tightly on Phousita’s arm. Sumiati moaned in fear.
The doctor snorted. “No, the municipal police,” he said. “Crimes of assault are prosecuted in the EC.”
Phousita didn’t know what he was talking about, yet she sensed the words were a veil, intended to hide a more significant discovery. Apparently Arif suspected too.
“There’s more,” he hissed, deliberately omitting the polite address tuan. “You’ve found another curse in her blood. What is it?”
“Nothing!” the doctor barked. “Give her a decent meal and she’ll be fine. Phousita!” Phousita looked up, startled. “You’re the shaman here. Now that your wayang goon has dragged me halfway across the city, I might as well get some work done. Who needs medical attention?”
Over the next hour he saw five children as well as Sumiati, then he shared dinner with the clan. From time to time during the meal he glanced at Phousita, his gaze searching. But he said nothing, and despite the return of her strength, she began to grow afraid, certain now that he hid something from her.
At the end of the meal, he announced his intention to call for a cab to take him home. “You hauled me on foot across the city, but I’ve no intention of walking back.” He retrieved the computer, opened it, and tapped thoughtfully at the keys. “Where are we?” he asked after a moment, looking up at Arif.
Arif shrugged disdainfully. “There is no address here.”
“The street, man! What is the name of the street?”
“Riverside. That’s all.”
The doctor muttered angrily under his breath, while tapping quickly at the keys. He seemed to find the results satisfactory, because his scowl softened as he sat back on his heels. “They know the place. I’ll wait on the street.”
“It’s not safe to wait on the street,” Phousita said quickly. Arif started to argue with her—of course his Knives would be watching—but she silenced him with a look. “I’ll wait with you. No one will trouble you if they see me there.”
“You’ve got a dangerous reputation, eh?”
She bowed her head, mortified. “The street people here know I belong to Arif.”
“Ah.” He gathered up his bags and she hurried to assist him, but he wouldn’t accept her help. The clan bowed deeply as he turned to go. Remembering his manners at the last, he turned back and executed a peremptory bow, then left by the room’s only door. “Phousita!” he bellowed, when he discovered himself blind in the lightless passage.
Arif stood beside the door, an evil grin on his face. He dropped a flashlight into Phousita’s hand as she hurried past him. She squeezed the tube and the darkness in the corridor scurried away.
“That’s better,” the Chinese doctor sniffed. “I thought for a minute I’d have to feel my way out.”
She led him in silence to the front of the building, past the guards and onto the street.
The wayside was crowded with hovels—pitiful shelters made of woven mats, cardboard, and plastic sheets. The street was slick with rain. A baby fussed nearby, and someone sang in a deep, guttural hill tongue. “Ah, there’s the cab,” Zeke Choy said, seeing a light approaching in the distance.
“We’re alone now,” Phousita said. “Please tell me what else you divined in my blood.”
The doctor looked suddenly uncomfortable. “That’s the trouble,” he said softly. “I can’t tell you. I don’t know what it is.”
“But the computer—”
“I try to keep the database accurate, but new plague appears all the time. You know that.”
Her heart thundered. “Then it is a plague.”
He shook his head. “Phousita, I don’t know what it is. But I’ll find out; I’ve still got the sample. In the meantime, well. . . .” He shrugged.
The light of the cab drew nearer. He raised his satchel to gain the driver’s attention. But he jerked his hand back down as a woman screamed in terror from a nearby alley. Immediately, the street village was plunged into silence.
Phousita grabbed the doctor’s elbow and drew him backward until they were pressed against the door of the warehouse. “What is it?” he hissed. She shook her head, uncertain. The street was dark. Gas fires, stars, a few scattered flashlights: in the diffuse light she could make out the thoroughfare and the village that crowded the wayside, but she saw nothing that would—
She caught her breath as two great beasts trotted into view from the alley. They paused for a moment in the center of the thoroughfare, their armored heads swinging slowly back and forth as their nostrils tested the air. She could hear them snuffling. “Police dogs,” Zeke Choy muttered. He said it like a curse.
Phousita stood very still, wondering whom the dogs sought tonight. They were the servants of the Commonwealth Police. Their massive heads reached as high as a man’s shoulder. Phousita had seen one crush a woman’s skull in a single bite.
The dogs trotted slowly down the street, pausing now and then at a rickety shelter to lower their heads and examine visually the cowering inhabitants. In the harsh headlights of the approaching cab, their armored skulls glinted purest silver.
“Bloody useless corruption of science,” the Chinese doctor muttered.
The lead dog stopped at the sound—a great black beast with mottled brown patches in its fur. Its eyes seemed to be made of glass laid over a gaping black abyss. It approached.
Phousita felt her heart begin to thud. She pressed herself against the door, guided by some instinct that insisted against all reason that maybe, maybe, she could make herself invisible. She dearly wanted to be invisible.
Zeke Choy though, seemed unconcerned. He stood quietly as the dog sniffed him, its sensitive nostrils carefully examining his hands, his clothes, the bags he carried. “Nothing illegal there, you fascist, imperialist pigs,” he muttered. “Every molecule is licensed and registered.”
Phousita stared at him, dumbstruck. She didn’t understand what he’d said, but she was used to that. But who had he said it to? The dog? And did he expect the animal to reply? He was a great sorcerer, yet. . . . She looked at the animal. But it made no attempt to speak. Instead it turned its attention on her, its great, hot breath whooshing across her skin. Its companion joined it, standing back a few paces, examining her with its soulless eyes.
“Leave her alone,” the doctor growled. “She’s nothing to do with you.”
Did the dogs obey him? They backed off, still sniffing suspiciously as if they were unsure of what they’d found. But finally they moved off, continuing their search farther down the street.
“They’ve no business here, no jurisdiction,” Zeke Choy said. He looked at Phousita. “Don’t let them scare you. The Commonwealth isn’t interested in people like you and me.”
Phousita had never imagined herself as a peer of the doctor. But she bowed her head and nodded.
The cab had stopped a few meters down the road. It pulled up now and Zeke Choy threw his bags in the open door. “Come to my shop in a few days. I’ll examine you again. And don’t worry . . . there won’t be a fee.”
She started to object, but he shook his head and ordered the cab on. Phousita ducked inside the shelter of the old warehouse as soon as he was out of sight.
Chapter 4
“You were with her again, weren’t you?”
Nikko started at the unexpected voice. His gaze shifted from the dark eye of the camera lens to the door of his apartment. It had opened, admitting his father.
Wordlessly, he turned back to the camera. The four-centimeter lens floated on the end of a tentacle. The tentacle sprouted from a data-storage plate lying beside him on the couch amidst a jumble of straps that would allow him to wear the camera as a backpack. Guided by a Dull Intelligence, the camera had turned, recording an image of Fox.
“Why do you continue to visit her, Nikko?”
Nikko’s ghost had left Kirstin and come home to Summer House nearly an hour ago. He’d absorbed its impassioned memories, and now he was involved in dictating them into the camera’s database. For the past several weeks he’d been assembling a documentary exploring his struggle against his own preprogrammed death. He felt it to be the most important piece of work he’d ever done. He did not like to admit, even to himself, that it would probably be his last.
He held up his hands, so that Fox couldn’t overlook their ugly twitching and trembling. At this level of Summer House the spin-generated pseudogravity was nearly two-thirds Earth normal, and his shaking hands reflected the strain. “Kirstin’s star material,” he said, staring into the faithful lens of the attentive camera. Sarcasm put a bitter edge on his voice. “What better way to get people to watch a documentary detailing my state-sanctioned murder than by including the antics of the ever-popular Chief of Police? Her involvement guarantees the biggest audience any treatise of mine has ever enjoyed.”
“You won’t hurt her,” Fox said. “She’ll deny everything. She always does.”
The tentacle swung around, tracking Fox’s part in the debate. The image it recorded was of a tall, pale man with a head of thinning red hair and a system-wide reputation in molecular design. Oddly for a designer who specialized in physiological applications, he actually looked well aged—near sixty on a physiological scale, though his chronological age was even more—ninety-seven, according to the records. Fox would claim he preferred the dignity of obvious maturity. Nikko figured it was just another act of penance on the part of a guilt-ridden father, but on the subject of Fox and Fox alone Nikko kept any such acerbic opinions to himself.
“You’re wasting your time with her, Nikko. She’s using you. She’ll never grant you a reprieve, no matter what you do for her.”
“I know it, Fox.” Nikko felt this truth as a knot deep in his gut. To ease his own tension, he asked, half jokingly, “I don’t suppose you’ve added a new Maker to your bag of tricks lately? Something that might help her change her mind?”
It was the wrong thing to say. Despite Nikko’s unique beginnings in his father’s lab, Fox had proved to be a typical parent, given to self-doubts and worry over his own role as a father. He’d spent much of the last thirty years tormenting himself over the wording of the research permit. And now Nikko had inadvertently given him a chance to indulge in another round of guilt. “Nikko, you know what my behavioral Makers will do. If I had one that good, I would have used it by now.”
“Huh.” His kisheer trembled briefly about his shoulders. “You could make one that good. But you won’t.”
To Nikko’s mind, that was the wound that lay between them—not the damned research permit. Fox was Summer House and Summer House had made its reputation on marginal-tolerance Makers: those programmable molecular machines that came questionably close to modifying human, environmental, or artificial intelligence systems beyond the limits imposed by Commonwealth law. But the law was an artificial constraint. Its restrictions had created a seething, boiling frontier of creative energy, crushed between the successes of the past and the limited present. It was an unstable situation, ripe for provocation. . . . But Fox had always refused to cross the line.
“Camera off.” The tentacle sank down against the storage plate, while Nikko’s tremulous fingers hammered against his thigh in an angry, staccato beat. “You really want to help me, Fox? Then design a Reaper Maker that can reach Kirstin. Let me take her down before I go under.”
Fox gave him a look of open contempt. “You want me to risk the security of the House for a simple revenge killing?”
“Gotta start somewhere.” His kisheer rippled like an angry cat’s tail. “You’ve been playing it safe too long.”
The Commonwealth had been created to keep people safe from the new technologies, to protect them from themselves and from one another. Its creation hadn’t ended the existence of the old nations of Earth. The EC, California, the Atlantic Seaboard Union, Australia, Japan, and hundreds of other countries were still functioning political entities, with their own laws and their own customs. But like the newer Celestial Cities, they’d ceded some of their sovereign rights to the Commonwealth. They’d all agreed that biological and technological law would be determined by a Commonwealth judiciary, with severe penalties for any transgression.
Not every country on Earth had joined the Commonwealth. Many had retained a paper independence, for reasons of nationalism or because of religious ethics. But even in these backward countries Commonwealth law was enforced, by specific agreement if possible, but if not, then by espionage. For no independent body could be allowed to develop technology surpassing that of the Commonwealth, or the police would become helpless and the Commonwealth would crumble overnight.
Perhaps the effort to control technological change had been laudable in the early days. But to Nikko’s mind it had gone on too long, imposing too many rules, too many restrictions, too many limits in what could be a limitless world. Why designate the present human form as the end result of evolution when there were so many other possibilities? Nikko dreamed of the day when he could blow it all wide open.
“We can’t win by defying the police,” Fox told him. “You’ve got to stop thinking like a child.”
“I don’t want to defy the police. I want to break the Commonwealth.”
“I want it too! You know that. And it will happen. But the time’s not right.”
“The time?” Nikko’s kisheer moved across his face like a mask, its tendrils starting to fuse with his skin and the soft tissue of his mouth and nose. He yanked his head back. With a mental effort, he forced the kisheer down. “There won’t be any other time for me, Dad. I’ve done all I can. You’ve done all you’re willing to do. Nothing left now but to close up accounts.” He fought to calm the trembling kisheer, hating it for all that it revealed about him.
But Fox took no notice. He was shaking his head. “It’s not over yet,” he said. “You still have a few more weeks. Sit tight, Nikko. Don’t expose yourself. I need this time. I might have a way to hide you, but—” He turned away, his hands pulling at his red hair in frustration. “Love and Nature! I’m not ready to talk about this yet.” He stomped toward the door.
But Nikko had tasted a hint of something forbidden. He sprang up from the couch. “Fox, don’t fade on me now. What are you working on?”
Fox shook his head and waved his hand in dismissal. He took another two steps toward the door. But then he seemed to reconsider. He turned to face Nikko. “We may be able to code you into the biogenesis function,” he blurted out.
“The biogenesis function?” Nikko couldn’t keep the scorn out of his voice. “That’s no refuge. It’s a fantasy.”
The biogenesis function was Fox’s pet project—a theoretical complex of assembly codes that would define every element of Summer House and its internal environment in a sequenced construction plan. Wrap the code in a packet of assembly Makers, drop it on an appropriate substrate, and—in theory at least—it would be possible to replicate the entire House.
In theory.
“The biogenesis function is never going to exist, Fox. It’s too complex.”
“Its complexity can hide you,” Fox said softly, in a voice that betrayed his own uncertainty.
“I don’t want to be a string of code! I want to be alive. I would do anything to stay alive.”
Fox nodded grimly. “I know. You’ve proved that with Kirstin.” He started for the door again.
Nikko’s kisheer trembled in anger. But his bitter retort was silenced by a sudden wave of dizziness, a psychic breeze that blew over him, sweeping away his strength. He stared at Fox’s retreating back in confusion. He wanted to call out to Fox for help, but words eluded him. He watched the door open; watched Fox leave. The door closed, leaving him alone in the room, questions crowding his mind but the will to speak them oddly gone. He sagged back down onto the couch, his body weak, his mind reeling. The sensation frightened him. He didn’t know what to make of it. It occurred to him that he might be dying much sooner than expected.
A figure moved near the door. He saw it on the periphery of his vision and relief washed over him. Fox had come back. “Dad?” he croaked.
The bout of dizziness was passing, though the tremor in his hands had gotten worse. He lifted his head. It wasn’t Fox standing near the door. It was a little gentleman, whom Nikko was quite sure he’d never seen before. “Who the hell are you?” he growled. “And how did you get in here?”
The stranger was small and lithe, with skin as milky-white as Nikko’s little brother, Sandor, and with hair as blond. He drew himself up, his chest puffed out like some cartoon caricature. “You’ve taken something that doesn’t belong to you!” he announced imperiously. “I command you to give it back. Give it back, or—”
Nikko laughed. He couldn’t help it. This little man was about as fierce as a tiger cub imitating a tiger. “Nature save us twice,” he chuckled. “And whose joke are you?”
The stranger’s scowl collapsed. His puffed-up belligerence vanished like yesterday’s rumors. His eyes roved restlessly from side to side as if he were mentally searching for guidance.
“Oh, bother.” He turned half away from Nikko, his left hand working in a nervous fist. A faint flush troubled the moonlight complexion of his face. “I just can’t pull this sort of thing off,” he muttered. “I’ve never had it in me. Well. I still have to do it, don’t I? Of course. That’s why I came.” He stomped his foot heartily, than gazed up at Nikko, his jaw thrust forward in a comical display of determination. “Look,” he said at last. “You’ve got to give it back, that’s all. Just give it back. You don’t really want it, you know.”
“What?” Nikko asked. A wave of anxiety rippled through his kisheer.
“The Maker! The Maker, of course. The one that you’ve stolen. Oh, you’re good.” He shook his head in what seemed to be a gesture of admiration. “People have tried before. Of course, of course. Nothing new under the sun. Everything there is to do, has been done, time and time again. So many people. Impossible to be the first or the only anymore.” He frowned. “Except of course you’ve done it. That’s why I’m here. That’s right. You were the first to succeed. Oh, you’re good. But—”
He shook his head again, this time in a seeming gesture of despair. “How I run on! Do forgive me. Back to the Maker: it’ll bring you nothing but trouble. That’s what I wanted to say. The police won’t rest until they have you—”
At mention of the police, Nikko’s kisheer went still. So he had a trail to cover. What Maker did this gentleman mean? Where? He searched his memory. He had ghosts pursuing several research projects, but he’d received nothing illegal lately. He stared at the little man, mystified. But of course his uninvited guest could read nothing of that on his expressionless face. “Are you a cop?” Nikko asked softly.
“No, no of course not. If I were, I wouldn’t have bothered to come here. You’d already be arrested.”
“Then who—?” He jumped as the door opened.
Fox had come back. Nikko turned to him with a rush of relief. But Fox would have none of it. He didn’t even glance at the little man. His pointing finger and his red-faced anger were directed solely at Nikko.
“You’ve been drawing Sandor into your schemes again! I’ve just had a call from Castle. You’ve been tampering with his schedule. I won’t have it, Nikko! Risk yourself if that’s what you feel you must do. It’s your business. I can’t stop you. But don’t involve your brother!”
Nikko looked between Fox and the odd little gentleman. “You don’t see him, do you, Fox?”
Something in Nikko’s voice must have registered with Fox, because he hesitated, and glanced around as if he suddenly sensed something odd afoot. His gaze swept across the little man without slowing.
Nikko felt his heart freeze. When it started beating again, it thundered in his chest.
The little man looked chagrined. “Didn’t you know I was a ghost? That was the whole point of this effort! How could I hope to terrify you in person? Well. You’ve finally worked it out. I certainly am a ghost.”
A cold, thorny lump of fear settled in the bottom of Nikko’s stomach. “I didn’t open my atrium to you,” he whispered.
The little man grinned in relief. “Exactly!” he cried. “I opened it. I can command it. You see, that’s the point. I’ve gotten past your defensive Makers and now I can admit anything into your atrium. And I can order your atrium to admit anything to your mind. I can destroy you.” He looked down, as if a trifle embarrassed at this last statement. “Well, I don’t want to, you know. But if you don’t give up the Maker, I’ll have to do it. I will. And that’ll be that for you.”
Nikko’s kisheer began to tremble again. It was one thing for this man to invade his apartment. Another thing entirely to invade his mind. He started to rise from the couch.
“Nikko!” Fox demanded. “What’s wrong with you?”
Nikko commanded his atrium to shut down. It wouldn’t obey him. He commanded it to evict any present persona. Nothing happened.
“Useless,” the little man said. “Until I turn control back over to you.”
Nikko turned to Fox. Fox could rid him of this ridiculous parasite. Fox knew defensive Makers better than anyone. . . .
“I’ve been poisoned,” Nikko hissed.
“Oh stop!” the little stranger said. “Keep this to yourself. Don’t let it get out of hand.” He deliberately stepped in front of Fox. “Look. I’ve got one of your ghosts. The very thief, in fact, who stole my Maker. I’m going to dump it on you. I have to do it that way, you see, so you’ll know that I can. But I’ll be back. I want that Maker.” He vanished.
Nikko stared at the spot where he’d been standing. Then his chin snapped up as a tone in the mid-range hummed in his head. He’d never heard the signal before and it took him a second to dredge up the implanted memory of an emergency beacon. A ghost was coming in, and it wouldn’t stop at Summer House plexus to await an invitation. It would drop directly into his atrium and he had no way to stop it. The tone stretched from one second to three. Only he, Fox, and his brother Sandor possessed his emergency code.
“Nikko!” Fox shouted. His hands were on Nikko’s shoulders. “What’s wrong with—”
The ghost flooded his atrium. A disembodied face flickered into existence. He recognized Sandor. The fingers of his left hand hammered against the smooth enamel of his thigh. “Sandor?” he croaked, uncertain. Sandor was only eighteen and Earth-side for the first time. Leave him out of this! Nikko thought fervently. Let it be me. For he’d developed the vice of ghosting behind his brother’s face. Sandor was human-ordinary . . . far more difficult to trace than Nikko. And Sandor had a pretty face, a face that people warmed to instinctively.
“It’s Nikko!” the ghost barked, removing all doubt. “We’ve got trouble—”
The unheard-of happened. The ghost slipped out of the atrium and poured itself into his mind. Not the slow soak of an ordinary return, when the atrium gradually layered the memories of the ghost onto his original self. But a sudden, horrible awakening, a discovery of a past he hadn’t lived and couldn’t be responsible for.
A moment later the available blood sugars in his brain had been consumed. He dropped to the floor.
Scattered impressions swept over him as his heart pumped tides of energy to his brain, enough to sustain a pulsing consciousness. The soft carpet against his forehead . . . now against his back. Soft light in his eyes. Fox, voice anxious, shouting, shaking him by the shoulders . . . the foot of the sofa pressed into the carpet. . . .
Earth-side: the quest for the Bohr Maker.
Ah ha! The Bohr Maker! That was what the little gentleman had meant. Then he’d done it, he’d actually done it. He’d lifted the Maker right out of police files. Oh, the little man had been right. He was good. But then—
Disaster. Failure.
“Nikko!” a stranger shouted at him. “Wake up! Answer me!” A sharp slap to his face, then another. “Nikko!”
“Leave me alone!” he growled. He rolled over onto his stomach, shoved himself up on hands and knees. His head still swam. An IV ran out of his shaking arm.
“Stay down,” the medic urged, applying gentle pressure to his shoulder. “We only want you awake, not ambulatory.” She almost succeeded in tipping him over.
“Leave me alone!” Nikko roared, slapping her hand away. He sat back, panting. A niggling pain stung his arm. He looked down at the IV; yanked it out. It left a drop of blood behind.
“Dammit!” the medic cursed, trying to slap a patch on the wound.
An arm encircled his heaving shoulders. Fox leaned close to him. “Nikko, you fainted,” he said softly. “Sit still a moment, before you go down again.”
“Leave me alone,” he whispered.
The odd little man might return at any moment. Nikko didn’t think he could stand that. He wanted the atrium out of his head. He wanted it out now. He wanted it off. He issued the order.
To his surprise, the atrium obeyed him. It shut itself off. He sagged against Fox in relief.
“That’s right,” Fox crooned, hugging him. “Relax. Lie down—” Nikko shoved his arms away and struggled to his feet. He had the Bohr Maker! But Fox would never condone that. Too dangerous to cross the police. . . .
His legs felt rubbery, his brain abuzz. He leaned against a wall and forced himself to laugh. “Told you my time was up,” he said to Fox, trying to turn the whole incident into a dark-humored joke. “An attack like that has to be a precursor to The End.”
Fox clearly didn’t believe him. “That wasn’t part of the syndrome,” he said. “You were with a ghost.”
“No.” He pushed himself away from the wall. Scooping the camera pack from the couch, he slung it over his shoulder and staggered drunkenly toward the door, feeling as if his blood had been drained and replaced with water.
Fox caught his arm. “I want you in the hospital.”
“I’m all right!” Nikko shouted. He yanked his arm out of Fox’s grip and shrugged into the camera pack. “And like you said, Dad. It’s my business.”
The door slid open for him. He lurched across the corridor to the transit node.
“Nikko, let me help you,” Fox pleaded.
“Not this time, Dad.”
He plunged into the thick jelly of the transit’s protoplasmic column. Summer House immediately evacuated a transit bubble around him: an oval cell of soft, fleshy brown walls, with an extruded seat that would cradle him against acceleration. Tentatively, he switched on the atrium, just long enough to tell Summer House his destination. “Anywhere outside, by the fastest route.”
The bubble that contained him shot into the transport system, whisking him through the city and between the great cells of the oceans to the outer walls. He shrugged his trembling kisheer up over his face. The respiratory organ’s supple tissue fused with the papillae in his nose and mouth, and sealed across his ears. A burst of mildly euphoric chemicals accompanied the closure, easing him past the gag reflex that Fox had not quite engineered out. A moment later, a flood of sweet oxygen flowed from the accessory organ into his respiratory tract. He breathed it gratefully. The oxygen was harvested from waste carbon dioxide in his blood and breath, in a process fueled by his own metabolism. In theory, the system could operate indefinitely, allowing him to live for weeks in the void, without respite. He might even hide from the police for a while, in the vast glassine forests. The thought teased at his mind, though it stirred dread in him rather than hope. He didn’t think of himself as a creature of the void, but rather as a creature of the strand, moving freely between the worlds of air and vacuum. And besides, he could not eat with the kisheer in place. While his body’s waste products could be effectively recycled by his genital organ, the thought of living off an intravenous line seemed absurd to him. He would not live out his last weeks as a refugee. He would not let the police—or anyone else—force him to that.
A warning chime sounded. A moment later, Summer House spilled him into the void.
Chapter 5
He emerged near the top of the inhabited portion of Summer House. The zone of the vacuum-adapted, glassine forest that Kirstin admired began here, on the narrowing slopes of the cone-shaped habitat. Over the years, the forest had spread almost a quarter way up the thirty-two-kilometer tether that bound the habitat to a chondritic asteroid.
Habitat and asteroid: they functioned as counterweights on the ends of the tether. The whole arrangement spun once every five and a half minutes, generating a pseudogravity in the habitat that at its maximum was three-quarters that of Earth. A hundred kilometers away, the cylindrical shape of the city’s magnetic launch tube winked in metallic gold.
Nikko climbed the forest. Though the gravity at this elevation was less than two-thirds Earth normal, it was still hard going. He felt crippled by his trembling hands. It was a struggle just to get his fingers to work in concert. But he pushed on through the tangle of black glass trees, driven by a primal, irrational instinct to flee—as if he could run away from the bastard who’d poisoned him. It was senseless, he knew it. But he needed the exertion to burn out his terror, his awful sense of helplessness.
In a few minutes he reached the top of the habitat. The grade changed abruptly from a steep slope to perpendicular as he moved onto the tether, but otherwise there was no change in the composition of the airless forest.
He kept at his frantic pace for nearly an hour, climbing three kilometers up the tether before he finally collapsed, exhausted, at the base of one of the thousands of black glass trees. His fingers twitched frantically, like worms cast into a fire. There wasn’t enough strength left in them to make a fist.
He sucked air in harsh gasps from the kisheer. The organ didn’t seem to be producing enough oxygen. It was starving him. He wanted to spit it out. He longed for atmosphere. But he knew that desire would pass. He didn’t have to fear the void. He’d been designed for it. All he had to do was relax. . . .
Ignoring his hands, he lay still, gazing up at the tree’s coin-shaped silver leaves, waiting for his breathing to slow. Incoherent snatches of memory boiled through his mind, so that his thoughts resembled a fragmented dream . . . or nightmare. Visions of hell: beggars squatting in the paltry shade of a dying banyan tree, their cracked plastic bowls thrust in his face. Uniformed thugs armed with kem-wands. Himself, a fugitive, trapped inside the cardboard walls of a squalid little hotel room, the heat so torrid he felt as if he’d been buried in hot sand, impossible to breathe it, to move through it. Regret and fear as thick as the air. Riotous laughter from another room. The Bohr Maker.
How could things have gone so wrong? Where had he been? He couldn’t tell, just yet. His brain was exhausted; his recollections confused. Relax, he told himself. And things will fall into place.
So far only one thing was clear: he’d been poisoned. Someone had infected him with a Maker that had slipped right past his own defensive molecules to meddle with his atrium, revising the access codes and tearing his mind wide open to the whims of a stranger. Anger started to boil again inside him as he thought about it. Summer House had been placed in a deliberately remote orbit: sunside of Venus and at an angle to the plane of the ecliptic. It was not easy to get to. Someone must have begun moving against him months ago to have a Maker in place at Summer House. Someone had been stalking him, watching him for Nature knew how long, and he’d never even suspected.
As his heart began to calm and his breathing to slow, he bestirred himself long enough to climb the slick trunk of the tree, moving in clumsy fits and starts until he lay prone on one of the major branches.
The black-trunked, silver-leaved trees were one of only two plant species developed for the airless forest. They grew in graceful arcs from the vertical axis of the tether, turning away from the spin’s outward pull. Between them grew brittle shrubs—a shadowy habitat for a population of small, furtive creatures resembling lizards. Nikko had no idea what the lizards were afraid of, as no predators had ever been introduced to the forest. Most likely their behavior was just a bit of historical trash preserved by chance long past its age of usefulness.
He’d climbed three kilometers up the tether—a fraction of its length, but high enough that he could look back down from his perch on the tree branch to the inhabited portion of the House below.
The House was an organic, living habitat, controlled by a network of nearly ten thousand neural centers. Oceans formed the outer walls of the inhabited section: great cells of water that mimicked aquatic environments of Earth. Sunlight was piped through the insulating oceans to hallways and corridors and beyond, to the great rainforest that filled the city’s core.
The tether was an extension of the living habitat, binding it to the counterbalancing asteroid affectionately known as the “mother rock,” as it had contributed over half its original mass to the construction of Summer House. Now the asteroid functioned as a reservoir of organic materials. Glazed with cometary ice and then coated with a stabilizing paint to minimize sublimation, it glistened like a small white star at the far end of the tether.
Time passed and Nikko’s mind began to calm. Gradually, his whirling memories settled out in orderly sequence, and he found himself reliving the Earth-side experiences of his abducted ghost:
He recalled first the contempt he’d felt as he stared at Jensen Van Ness. Only a few hours ago the man had been a senior researcher in the Commonwealth police, a molecular designer second only to Fox in renown.
Now Van Ness was a fugitive. He huddled cross-legged on the filthy carpet of a ramshackle hotel room in the Spill, his hollow gaze focused inward, his lips trembling, his shoulders hunched in acute dejection. He seemed oblivious to the fleas that crawled from the carpet into his clothing. But Nikko could feel them.
Nikko was only a ghost, existing within Van Ness’s atrium. But the synthesized environment that contained him provided a high level of verisimilitude, down to the simulated bites of simulated fleas on the soft, human-ordinary skin of his ankles—for as always, Nikko had come to Van Ness disguised within his brother Sandor’s physical appearance.
He knew his role. “It’ll be all right,” he lied, trying to ignore the horrible itching around his ankles, and the steaming heat that drove perspiration from every pore. “We’ll get out of this.”
But the voracious fleas worked in concert with the heat to wear at his ever-limited patience. “So pull yourself together before you kill us both!”
Van Ness didn’t respond. The treacherous bastard. He’d tried to steal the Bohr Maker on his own, for himself, without Nikko’s knowledge. He’d taken the Maker and fled his home. But doubt and fear had caught him in the Spill.
Suddenly Van Ness gasped, as if trying to recapture a breath that had vanished from his lungs. His chin trembled, his head came up. His anxious gaze fixed on Nikko.
His appearance was that of a twenty-year-old, though Nikko knew he was well over a hundred. He had luxurious black hair—too well behaved to be natural—and a red kanji tattooed on his cheek, proclaiming him a life member of some snooty executive club. Hair and tattoo: they were the only two features Nikko really noticed. For the rest of him, Van Ness fell into the overflowing mental file of nondescript attractive.
“Why?” he pleaded. “Why did you do this to me?”
Nikko could frame no quick, diplomatic reply. To Van Ness, he was an obscure but talented young historian out of RedCam, a corporate group both geographically and politically far from Summer House. He’d come to Van Ness with a flattering proposal for a documentary on the unsung heroes of the police research division. But in truth he’d come only because Van Ness had access to the Bohr Maker—and a reputation that whispered of his vulnerabilities.
For some fifty years it had been Van Ness’s task to constantly upgrade police defensive Makers so that they remained superior to any new corporate introductions. He’d been secure in his position—perhaps a little bored—so that when this fresh young historian from RedCam approached him, he’d been happy to talk. It hadn’t been long before the conversation rolled around to Leander Bohr.
Van Ness claimed he’d known Bohr. He bragged about how he’d collected the charred tissue of Leander’s brain and, from it, decoded the basic structure of Bohr’s Maker.
Adaptive artificial intelligence was illegal in the Commonwealth. Dull Intelligences were common, but machine intelligence that could match the diversity of human thought was banned. The Bohr Maker was the most infamous example.
According to Van Ness, being infected by the molecular-scale machine was like being host to an intelligent force without a personality. Bohr had written into it his own talents as a molecular engineer, backed up by an immense computing capacity. When first introduced to a host, it would proceed through an infantile learning period during which it would automatically work to improve and enhance its environment. Eventually, it would subsume itself to the will and persona of its host—a host now equipped with the skills of the greatest of molecular engineers, and the physical apparatus to practice those skills within the host’s own body.
Nikko wanted the Bohr Maker. Its talents had helped Bohr evade a police manhunt for five years. It could help Nikko do the same. It could heal him, and change him just enough that police Makers would no longer recognize him. Then he could lose himself in the vast, organic body of Summer House, while he worked secretly toward the collapse of the Commonwealth.
So he’d disguised himself behind his brother’s face and won the affections of Van Ness. This human-ordinary ghost had visited Van Ness many times at his residence in Southwest Australia, and eventually Van Ness had made the suggestion: I could open the Bohr file. And then someone clever, someone like you, could easily smuggle the Maker’s pattern off-world.
But Van Ness was an old man carrying a century’s accumulation of ego. He’d decided he could handle the theft alone.
Nikko found himself shouting in a sudden seizure of frustration: “Why’d you synthesize it?” He didn’t worry about being overheard. He was only a ghost, and no one else could see or hear him. “You were supposed to bring out the Maker’s pattern, not the Maker itself!” It would have been so easy for Nikko to smuggle electronic code past police Gates. And of course he would have brought a ghost of Van Ness out at the same time. He’d already grown a second body for him, under an alias in the mausoleum at RedCam. Van Ness had even visited it briefly, less than a week ago when he’d still been only toying with the idea of betraying the police.
But Van Ness hadn’t stolen the pattern. He’d synthesized a hard copy of the Maker’s components and stolen that, because he didn’t trust Nikko through the resurrection.
The spineless bastard. He’d been very careful. He’d developed a tiny packet to contain the Maker. The packet had separate chambers, one for the Maker’s computational core, two to store its initial manipulator arms. The chambers were divided by soluble membranes. When exposed to an aqueous medium they would dissolve, allowing the components to unite and the Maker to become active. The packet was ensconced in the hollowed-out core of a defensive needle. As Van Ness had explained the system to Nikko, he’d seemed especially pleased with that aspect of the design. The needle gun he carried hidden in his chest was registered with the police, so its presence wouldn’t arouse suspicion. Like the chambered storage packet it contained, the needle would dissolve upon contact with flesh, or another aqueous medium, releasing its toxins. But so long as the needle remained in its launch cradle, invisible under his skin, it would be dry and safe. Van Ness had even arranged the thread of a neural connection between the Maker’s computational core and the Dull Intelligence that supervised the use of the needle gun. He could communicate with the Dull Intelligence, and so, indirectly, he could also communicate with the Maker’s core.
It was a good system. But Van Ness had lost his nerve.
“You tricked me into this!” he shouted at Nikko. “It’s your fault. You don’t love me. You’re nothing but a whore. And you poisoned me with a behavioral virus, didn’t you? I would never have put myself in this position, never, never, never. Not for you. Not for anyone. If you’d just left me alone. You’ve ruined me! My life, my career. The police will execute me! And you’re not even here, just a ghost. But I’ll see to it the police find you too. . . .”
Play it calm, Nikko thought. It had been a mistake to let his temper show. It was the heat, he told himself. The heat and the horrible fleas. Damn, but he hadn’t expected Van Ness to guess about the virus! He’d used the virus to give Van Ness a little courage, that’s all. To instill him with some much-needed backbone.
“The police haven’t even found you yet,” Nikko said gently. He crouched beside Van Ness and hugged him, trying not to shudder at the hot, wet touch of the man’s sweat-soaked clothes. Van Ness smelled horrible. That and the stink of piss from the carpet made Nikko want to gag. Too bad Van Ness’s atrium delivered so well on reality.
“Love and Nature,” Nikko sighed. “What an awful hot stinking place this is.” He stroked Van Ness’s sweat-slick cheek. “You know, we can still get the Maker out. You just have to trust me.”
Van Ness went preternaturally still. His gaze fixed on the door. “What’s that noise?”
Nikko listened, but all he heard was drunken laughter from an adjacent room. “What?”
“Shh!”
Then he caught it: voices whispering outside in the local language. “Hotel guests,” he said with a shrug. “Beggars. Criminals. Who else would stay here?”
“No, it’s a police dog! Can’t you hear it sniffing?”
Nikko listened again. He could hear odd sounds. But Van Ness’s senses were clouded with fear and Nikko didn’t trust them. “It’s probably nothing,” he said. And if it were a dog, well, the game was up, that’s all.
No dog materialized. “We can still get the Maker out,” Nikko repeated.
This time Van Ness looked at him. His eyes were wild and bloodshot, his face bleached and furrowed with worry. He pushed Nikko away and stumbled to his feet. “I don’t care about the Maker. I just want to get out of this alive. I want to get back to my home, back to my job, back to the life I had before I met you. And the police will take me back too, when I show them the virus you planted in me. The police are supposed to protect me from outside attack! It’s their fault I’m here. It’s not my fault. They have to pardon me.”
Nikko stood up to face him, his gaze deliberately hard. Van Ness had to be brought back into line. “They won’t pardon you. They’ll execute you, and you know it. The law is very strict on these matters. You should have resisted the virus, or gone for help. Besides, you head the division responsible for developing defensive molecular security. It was your lapse that exposed you.”
Van Ness’s hands began to shake. He cursed and spun on his foot, beginning to pace frenetically from one end of the room to the other, three steps each way, back and forth, back and forth. “If you’re that good at molecular design,” he shouted. “Then you don’t need the Maker!”
But Nikko wasn’t that good at molecular design. The behavioral virus had come from Fox’s collection . . . and Fox would never consider designing anything as potent as Bohr’s Maker.
“I need it,” Nikko said calmly. “Besides, we always knew you’d probably have to sacrifice this physical copy.” He reached out to touch Van Ness’s hand, but Van Ness pulled away. Nikko let his own hand fall back to his side. “You’ve already been to visit your other self on RedCam. You know everything’s ready. So trust me. Let me take your ghost out.”
“Oh no!” Van Ness squawked, his finger jabbing the air like a knife. “Don’t try to lead me on. I’m not stupid. I know I’m trapped here. The police will have my pattern in the data Gates by now. My ghost will never get through.”
“Your ghost doesn’t have to go through the data Gates,” Nikko said. “You’ve established a communications link with the Maker’s computational core. So download your ghost into the Maker. Store it there. Let me carry your ghost out, along with the Maker.”
Van Ness stopped pacing. He shook his head in wide arcs like a wounded beast seeking a route of escape. His knees were actually shaking now. “Trust Bohr’s Maker?” he croaked. “Put my existence in its—”
“Why’d you synthesize it if you don’t want to use it?” Nikko hissed.
Van Ness had intended to inoculate himself with the Maker—that’s what he’d told Nikko—just as Leander Bohr had done long ago with the Maker’s original incarnation. But Van Ness was not Leander Bohr. He was afraid of the Maker—afraid it would get away from him, or worse, change him so much that he would no longer recognize himself.
“It doesn’t know anything,” Van Ness mumbled, his voice so soft and obscure Nikko suspected he spoke to himself. “It’s a virgin copy. It was designed to function in a human brain; use its host’s memories as a database. But I haven’t taught it anything; it wouldn’t know what to do with me.”
“Then teach it,” Nikko said. “Let it feed on the open data net. Use it. It’s your only chance.”
“I will use it,” Van Ness said. “But under controlled conditions. I can’t trust it with my life.”
Nikko groaned. “You have to trust it. You have to download your ghost into it. You know it’ll work. You know the Maker will preserve you. You’ll be as safe as the Maker itself, and I can’t make you safer than that.”
Someone shouted on the street outside. Van Ness jumped as if he’d been touched with an electric prod. “I won’t do it!” he screamed. “I see what you’re trying to do and you won’t get rid of me that easily.”
Nikko drew three deep breaths to bleed his temper. He had one offer left to play. Let Van Ness see the advantage of it! “I’m coming through this city tomorrow,” he said. “In first person.”
Van Ness’s eyes widened. “You’ll actually be here?”
Nikko nodded somberly. This was a lie, of course. He wouldn’t be here. He could never come Earth-side. His body would fail in such a deep gravity well. But Van Ness knew him under Sandor’s human-ordinary face and Sandor was Earth-side.
Nature save me! He hated to involve his brother, but he could see no other way. So he carried on with the lie. “I’ve been working in the islands for almost three months now. But I’ve just had myself summoned to Castle. I’ll be coming through the city this morning. You can walk right up to me and lay the Maker—and your ghost—in my hands.”
“What alias are you using?”
“Sandor Jiang-Tibayan.” He winced. He’d just condemned his brother, if the police came in on this too soon. But he needed the Maker. He needed it. Sandy would understand.
Van Ness looked glassy-eyed for nearly a minute as he used the atrium to access the net and confirm Sandor’s identity. “You’re from the House,” he muttered at one point. “Not RedCam, at all. But the House.” He blinked nervously, as he began to understand the breadth of Nikko’s deception. Then, “Liar!” he screamed. “You’re not coming through today. It’s tomorrow. Tomorrow! I can’t last that long. The dogs will find me. You requested a day’s delay! You did. You want the dogs to find me!”
Nikko shook his head in confusion. He’d had Sandor transferred to Castle. The orders had been easy enough to fake. He ran a check out of his own data field, only to confirm Van Ness’s findings. Sandor had requested a delay in transfer. Damn! Everything had gone wrong on this venture! Just everything! Maybe it was time to pull out and start covering his trail.
“You thought you could get me,” Van Ness croaked. “You thought you could hang this crime on me. No. There, I’ve done it. I’ve fed your identity to the Maker. Name and face. Ha ha. You’re the one it’ll finger, not me. And I’ve entered your name and your face in my atrium notebook. The police will find that too.”
But it wasn’t Nikko’s name and face that Van Ness could identify. It was Sandor’s.
Nikko felt the skin at the back of his neck pull tight. Van Ness was crazy, completely over the wall. Nikko knew it; knew it by the instinctive loathing he felt for the man, though he’d never encountered madness before. Even so, Van Ness could make good on his threats, would, if he had the chance.
Nikko had to fight back. He began searching the Spill’s illicit directories, accessing information via the data field he occupied. He was only a ghost, enthralled to Van Ness’s atrium. The atrium would simulate a physical attack on Van Ness. But he didn’t think it would allow him to kill his host. And even if the simulation did go that far, by destroying Van Ness he would destroy himself, and have no way to recover the body, or the atrium notebook, or the Maker. No way to recover the secret of Sandor’s identity, now that the Maker knew him, and the atrium notebook too.
But in the Spill help could be hired. He began making phone calls, only to be interrupted by a knock on the door. Van Ness heard it and closed his eyes; then doubled over and held his stomach. “Answer it,” Nikko said. Van Ness whimpered, shaking his head no. The knock sounded again, louder this time. A man’s voice called out in the local tongue. “Stop acting like a fugitive and answer it,” Nikko commanded.
Like a sleepwalker, Van Ness moved to the door. He opened it a crack. As if that could keep the dogs out, Nikko thought. Peering over Van Ness’s shoulder, he saw a dark-skinned, scrawny man in the street outside. “I get cure, I get cure,” the man repeated over and over again, kneeling down on the floor and opening a briefcase to prove to Van Ness it was so. Nikko strained to see the case, but Van Ness wouldn’t look at it, so he could get only a peripheral view. And the light was bad.
“You crazy, hah?” the man said, looking repeatedly between Van Ness and the case. “You shout. You talk self. No problem! I get cure, chase dat ghost right out!”
Nikko laughed. “A witch doctor! He thinks you’re nuts. He wants to help you.”
“Get away!” Van Ness shouted. “Get out of here!” He launched his foot at the case, sending it tumbling upside down. Vials bounced helter-skelter into the street. The man roared in fury, but Van Ness continued his assault, stepping far enough out of his room to kick the case again. It slammed into the canvas wall of a squatter’s tent erected just inside the gutter. The witch doctor started screaming imprecations. Perhaps he was a famous man; he certainly drew attention. Heads popped out of doors all along the front of the hotel. Sleeping beggars in the street began to stir. Van Ness panicked.
He jumped over the makeshift shelters that had sprouted like mushrooms on the street after midnight. Splashing through puddles of rain and excrement, he took off down the street. Nikko ran helplessly after him.
Whoops rang out behind them, and again, just ahead. Van Ness kept going until he reached the corner, then he risked a glance back. Two young men pursued him, their faces split by manic grins. Ahead, another youth holding a length of metal pipe blocked his way. Van Ness dodged past the boy.
A second later Nikko found himself cut off from the world, trapped in a terrifying cocoon of nonsensation. He couldn’t see, he couldn’t hear, he couldn’t smell, taste, or feel. Because Van Ness no longer had any of those senses. Van Ness was dead. Nikko wrote an address for home and fled before the atrium’s residual power ran down.
Nikko lay still for a time, staring down the length of the tether to the inhabited sector of Summer House three kilometers below. The experience Earth-side seemed like a dream, a very bad and vivid dream. But of course it was real. Van Ness was dead. And when the police recovered his body and deciphered his atrium notebook, Sandor would be a wanted man.
Silently, Nikko cursed himself. How could he have been so stupid as to give up Sandor’s identity?
He switched on his atrium, no longer concerned with the risk to himself. He had to synthesize another ghost. He had to hire a mule and find Van Ness’s body and destroy it—before Sandor was made to pay for his brother’s crimes.
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